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Research Base Underlying 
Concept Oriented Reading Instruction (CORI)

Concept-Oriented Reading Instruction is a research-based classroom intervention emphasizing reading engagement, reading comprehension, and conceptual learning in science. Many empirical studies, including quasi-experimental research conducted with upper-elementary students, have provided compelling evidence of CORI’s effectiveness in improving the comprehension of expository text. Although the research on CORI has been conducted with science texts and concepts primarily, there have been many classroom teachers who have used the CORI framework with many other content areas. Two books have been published about the CORI framework: (1) Concept-Oriented Reading Instruction: Engaging Classrooms, Lifelong Learners, by Dr. Emily Swan (2003), and (2) an edited book entitled, Motivating Reading Comprehension: Concept-Oriented Reading Instruction, edited by Drs. John T. Guthrie, Alan Wigfield, and Kathleen C. Perencevich (2004).

Improving reading comprehension among upper elementary children is a primary concern of researchers, educators, and the public (National Reading Panel, 2000; Snow, Burns, and Griffin, 1998). Many upper elementary school and middle school students struggle to comprehend and acquire high level conceptual knowledge during reading (Dreher, 2000; Stanovich & Cunningham, 1992). Equally sobering is that as elementary children progress through school, their motivation for reading declines significantly (Wigfield, Eccles et al., 1997). 

It has long been established that teaching students to use complex cognitive reading strategies enables effective reading comprehension (National Reading Panel, 2000). More recent research highlights the importance of engagement processes in facilitating reading comprehension (Alexander & Fox, 2004; Baker, Dreher, & Guthrie, 2000; Fredericks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004; Guthrie & Wigfield, 2000; Stipek, 2002). Reading engagement is a necessary complement to strategy use because comprehension requires effort, persistence, and a desire to understand. Engaged readers establish personal motivations for reading, use cognitive strategies to intentionally seek knowledge, read multiple texts to extend their comprehension and conceptual knowledge, and share their expertise learned from reading. The engagement perspective on reading comprehension holds that students’ reading outcomes are based on the joint functioning of cognitive strategies, motivational processes, conceptual knowledge, and social interactions among readers (Baker, Afflerbach, & Reinking, 1996; Guthrie & Wigfield, 2000). It follows that effective instruction for reading comprehension must include support for all of these cognitive, motivational, conceptual, and social processes within the classroom.

Empirical studies have shown that these cognitive and motivational constituents of reading engagement are moderately correlated with each other. For example, Wigfield & Guthrie (1997) and Cox and Guthrie (2001) found positive correlations between reading amount and breadth in grades 3 and 5 and several aspects of reading motivation, including curiosity, involvement, and preference for challenge. Baker and Wigfield (1999) found similar correlations with a sample that included many low income African American students. Further, Guthrie and his colleagues (1999) reported positive correlations between reading motivation, amount  and breadth of reading, and reading strategy use. Multiple studies have revealed significant correlations between reading motivation and strategic reading (de Sousa & Oakhill, 1996; Guthrie, Wigfield, Barbosa, et al., 2004; Reynolds & Symons, 2001). The moderate size of the correlations (r=.30 - .50) indicates that these components are distinguishable, yet related in important ways.

Several studies have established the academic benefits of engaged reading on reading comprehension (Cipielewski & Stanovich, 1992; Guthrie, Anderson, Alao Rinehart, 1999). For example, in a path analysis, Guthrie et al., (1999) showed that reading engagement had a significant influence on third and fifth graders’ ability to gain conceptual knowledge from text. Specifically, motivated strategy use had a direct influence on conceptual learning from expository text with an effect size of .76 for third graders and 1.08 for fifth graders. 

Research on Specific Instructional Strategies:

Two main strands of instruction comprise the CORI model: (a) cognitive strategy instruction, and (b) engagement supporting practices. CORI teachers are trained to support students in using cognitive reading strategies to help them construct knowledge from text. The strategies are activating background knowledge, questioning, searching for information, summarizing, graphic organizing, and comprehension monitoring. Importantly, students in CORI are taught to use reading strategies in a functional context of reading to understand expository text, in contrast to programs that teach strategies with little attention to content. The goal for success with reading strategy instruction is that students are competent in using the strategies, they are aware of when and how to apply the strategies before, during, and after reading, and they begin to self-initiate the use of the strategies when needed to assure self-regulation of effective reading.

Cognitive Strategy Instruction

For students in the later elementary grades, a it is widely confirmed in controlled studies that direct/explicit instruction in cognitive strategies increases students’ reading comprehension (Duke & Pearson, 2002; Gersten, Fuchs, Williams, & Baker, 2001; National Reading Panel, 2000). The main strategies that are emphasized in the CORI framework have been recommended in the National Reading Panel Report (2000) and have sound research support for all populations of students (Gertson et al., 2000; Novak & Munsoda, 1991; Pressley et al., 1992; Rosenshine, Meister, & Chapman, 1996). For example, activating background knowledge prior to and during reading is associated with high-level comprehension (Spires & Donley, 1998). Students who ask questions during reading tasks show better comprehension than students who ask questions less frequently (Rosenshine et al., 1996; Taboada, 2003). Cognitive strategies such as summarizing (Trabasso & Bouchard, 2002), searching for information (Cataldo & Oakhill, 2000) graphic organizing (Novak & Musonda, 1991), inferencing (Graesser & Bertus, 1998), and comprehension monitoring (Baker, 2002) are associated with comprehension for both narrative and expository text.

Engagement Supportive Practices

CORI teachers are also trained to support students’ engagement in reading through five motivational practices: (a) focusing on content goals in a conceptual theme, (b) affording choices and control to students, (c) providing hands-on activities to pique students’ interest in the theme’s topics, (d) using interesting texts that are related to the concepts being learned, and (e) organizing effective collaboration to enable learning from text. CORI students engage in many activities to support their reading engagement and content knowledge growth, including observing tangible scientific phenomena, choosing topics and reading interesting texts that are connected in important ways to the content and strategic reading goals, and engaging in thoughtful text-based writing and knowledge communication.

Learning and Knowledge Goals

The goals of learning and knowledge refer to core learning goals that are co-developed by the teacher and the students in conjunction with state core curriculum standards.  When teacher’s goals for students are about learning the concepts and understanding more than just getting the right answer, students are more likely to believe that they can do the hard work of gaining knowledge.  Students who are learning-goal oriented are more likely to be more engaged, use cognitive strategies, and linking their new knowledge to old, more than other students (Meece & Blumenfeld, & Hoyle, 1988).

In contrast, students whose goals are to outperform others or to demonstrate their competence through competition will be less engaged in learning (Meece, et al., 1988).  

Teachers can create learning goals by using long-term conceptual themes to organize instruction.  If reading comprehension is valued for its own sake, it becomes a learning goal.  If reading comprehension and learning are valued for points, grades, or competition, it no longer is a learning goal.

Autonomy Support

Giving students opportunities to “self-rule” and “self-determine” can make learning more personally meaningful and intrinsically motivating (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Powelson, 1991). Teachers enable students to assume responsibility for learning by helping them to select topics, tasks, texts, and media for learning about the conceptual theme.

Real-World Interactions

Real-world interactions are enjoyable, immediately interesting activities that can provide motivation for reading and learning from text (Brophy, 1998; Hidi & Harackiewicz, 2000.)  Students interact with concrete objects, events, and settings by using their senses of sight, hearing, touch or smell and by recording their experiences through reading, drawing, or photography.

Interesting Texts for Instruction

Teachers provide a variety of multilevel informational resources, such as expository books, references and electronic databases as well as literary resources such as novels, folk tales, and poetry (Hidi & Harackiewicz, 2000;  Schraw & Bruning, 1998).

Collaboration Support

Students work together in a variety of social structures including individual work, partnerships, small teams, and whole class activities as they learn the content and reading strategies relevant to the conceptual theme (Brown & Campione, 1998)​. Collaboration support can also come in the form of group projects, teacher conferencing and literature or idea circles. When different forms of expertise are distributed across members within a community of learners, collaboration becomes highly functional and fosters conceptual learning (Brown & Campione, 1998)​. When using expository texts, Meloth & Deering (1994) showed that when student teams were encouraged t use strategies of searching, integrating, and evaluating, their conceptual learning was increased. When students interacted socially by sharing literacy with friends and family, their reading outcomes improved (Guthrie, Schafer, Wang, & Afflerbach, 1995). Social interaction increases a range of cognitive competencies for comprehension and expands students’ motivation to read frequently and widely (Almasi, 1995).

Research supporting engagement practices on comprehension.

For students in the elementary grades effects of engagement supporting practices on reading comprehension have been confirmed (McCardle & Chhabra, 2004). In a meta-analysis, 22 studies were identified that engaged 131 experimental comparisons to be made with regard to these practices. In this analysis the use of conceptual goals in reading tasks had an effect size of .87 on comprehension. The mean effect size for 21 comparisons involving student autonomy was 1.20, showing a sizable comprehension advantage for students in choice conditions over no-choice conditions. The mean effect sizes for the influence of interesting texts on reading comprehension and recall (ES = 1.7) were substantial. The fourth engagement supporting practice consists of teacher support for student collaboration in reading activities. In the meta-analysis, the use of collaboration during reading instruction had an effect size of .6 on reading comprehension. In addition to these four practices identified in the meta-analysis, CORI includes hands-on experiences related to texts and reading activities. These hands-on interactions create situational interest, which transfers to reading and eventually fosters long-term reading motivation (Hidi & Harackiewicz, 2000). For example, when students observe the various animals living on a horseshoe crab, the subsequent reading about interdependencies among animals and animal survival in the ocean is energized, sustained, and cognitively sophisticated, compared to their reading of a similar text without the hands-on experience (Guthrie et al., 2004).

Research on the Effectiveness of CORI

CORI has been shown to be effective in promoting reading comprehension, reading engagement, content knowledge growth, and strategic reading, and it has shown benefits on students’ subsequent reading practices, including amount and breadth of reading. The CORI intervention shows evidence of being sustainable over time, scalable across schools, manageable by a regular classroom teacher, integrated with content goals in science, and flexible with school district goals.

Specifically, the CORI intervention has been examined in three year-long implementations-comparison studies and two 12-week quasi-experimental studies (See Guthrie & Cox, 2001, for a review of the year-long studies; Guthrie et al., 2004; Wigfield et al., 2004). In the year-long studies (Guthrie et al., 1996; Guthrie et al., 1998; Guthrie, Anderson, et al., 1999; Guthrie et al., 2000), the CORI intervention was compared with control classrooms in three schools. Teachers were comparable in age and experience, and the same objectives were used in all classrooms. The effects of background reading achievement, prior conceptual knowledge in the topics of instruction, and gender were statistically controlled in each study. Students were drawn from multinational,, low-income, traditionally lower-achieving schools. Teachers were trained in CORI during the summers preceding implementation, and day-long monthly professional development sessions were held during the implementation years. In addition, implementation fidelity data were collected and analyzed in each study. In the three year-long studies, Guthrie and his colleagues (Guthrie et al., 1996; Guthrie et al., 1998; Guthrie et al., 2000) documented benefits on students’ reading comprehension, strategic reading, amount and breadth of reading, and subsequent reading motivation.

To follow-up with the goal of scaling up the intervention to multiple schools, Guthrie and his colleagues (2004) began a series of quasi-experimental studies with a non-equivalent control design. The studies compared the CORI intervention (i.e., explicit support for both cognitive and motivational processes of reading) to a strategy instruction (SI) intervention (i.e., explicit support for cognitive processes of reading) and a traditional instruction (TI) control group (i.e., support for comprehension through the use of basal reading materials). In these 12-week intervention studies, CORI showed significant benefits on elementary students’ reading comprehension (both for multiple text reading and short passage reading), content knowledge acquisition, reading engagement (both student and teacher reports, and behavioral indicators), and growth in strategic reading (Guthrie et al., 2004; Wigfield et al., 2004). These studies also used standardized reading comprehension tests to show generalizability of the results. 

A substantial body of research on CORI (Concept Oriented Reading Instruction), which is an instructional model blending explicit strategy instruction with social collaboration, hands-on experiences, student autonomy, and the reading of multiple texts has been compiled. These studies indicate that CORI is an effective way to build conceptual knowledge in a content area while promoting strategic reading (Guthrie et al., 1999; Swan, 2003). Research continues on the need to expand research-based practices such as CORI on the secondary level.
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