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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY (300-600 WORDS) 

PURPOSE / RESEARCH QUESTION 

This study examines the extent to which negotiation for meaning (NFM) enhances primary 
school students‘ English reading comprehension in the Singapore context. 

Research questions are: 

a) Does negotiation for meaning promote Singapore primary school children‘s 
comprehension of written texts? 

b) Does peer negotiation for meaning assist comprehension of written texts in the same 
way(s) that teacher-led negotiation for meaning does?  

c) Does negotiation for meaning foster the development of reading comprehension for 
Singapore primary school children? 

These questions are examined through student test results as well as examination of 
classroom interaction. 

BACKGROUND 

The study follows up on prior research on the key role of negotiation for meaning (NFM) in 
increasing second language learning and oral comprehension (e.g., Ellis & Heimbach, 1997) 
and on reading comprehension (Van den Branden, 2000). The investigation described in this 
report considers whether and in what ways classroom discussions can encourage the types 
of interactions that are beneficial to language and literacy learning, especially reading 
comprehension. The intervention encourages a more thoughtful, questioning approach to 
reading comprehension, integrated with oral interaction that encourages NFM. 

PARTICIPANTS 

Data were collected in the remedial lessons for P4 students during Terms 1 and 2 of 2009. 
Teachers included the regular remedial teachers at the school as well as two members of 
the research team who are trained, experienced primary teachers and who worked with the 
experimental group. In general, the lessons were offered once per week, for six weeks, with 
some interruptions for school events or school recess. Each lesson was one hour in length. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY / DESIGN 

Students were given a pre test, post test and delayed post test (three weeks after the 
intervention) for reading comprehension. Lessons were conducted between the pre and post 
tests. Six classes of P4 students were divided into three groups: an experimental reading 
group (ERG), a structured reading group (SRG) and a lesson-as-usual group (LAUG). The 
experimental reading group was taught by the research team using the reading 
comprehension strategy Questioning the Author (Beck & McKeown, 2006) and taking 
advantage of opportunities for negotiation for meaning (Pica, 1994; Van den Branden, 2000) 
The SRG was taught by the regular remedial teachers using the same materials as the ERG, 
but teaching in whatever way they usually taught remedials for reading comprehension. The 
LAUG was also taught by their regular remedial teachers; however, instead of reading 
comprehension lessons, they had lessons for an equivalent time on other topics (e.g., maths, 
English grammar, etc.). 

All lessons were audio and video recorded and then transcribed. Transcripts were coded for 
instances of NFM in either whole-class teacher fronted activities or during peer work. In 
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addition, a limited observational coding scheme was used to prepare brief descriptions of 
each lesson. 

FINDINGS / RESULTS 

Although the ERG showed improvement in reading based on pre-post-delayed post test 
results and these results were significantly better than the results of the SRG at the delayed 
post test, they were only slightly better than the results of the LAUG. This suggests that 
students in both the ERG and LAUG improved during the time of the study but students in 
the SRG did not. Because students in the LAUG showed gains which were not significantly 
different to the ERG, we cannot claim that NFM led to greater reading comprehension 
scores on standard assessments.  

However, analysis of the lesson transcripts suggests that students did benefit from the 
negotiated interaction as there were plentiful examples of students gaining new 
understanding of vocabulary and text meaning during discussion with teachers and peers. 
These gains might not have been sufficient to make a statistically significant difference 
during the limited time of the study. Alternatively, these gains might not be the type that are 
best assessed by a standard reading comprehension test. These issues (instructional time 
and assessment tools) need to be investigated further. In addition, evidence from the 
classroom transcripts shows that negotiated interaction, especially with teachers, pushed 
students to explore and explain ideas in ways that students did not experience during 
structured reading lessons. In contrast, in the SRG teachers led highly structured lessons 
with limited exploration of student (mis)understandings. This may have led to high 
dependence on the teachers and thus the weaker results on the delayed post test. This is 
another issue which should be explored in a subsequent research project. 

Finally, peer interactions could be beneficial to students and lead to greater understanding of 
vocabulary or passage meaning. However, peers who were untrained in NFM (similar to 
SRG teachers who were untrained in NFM) had less negotiation than in teacher-led 
interactions, shorter negotiation exchanges, and were less likely to push their conversational 
partners for more explanations, reasons and details. Thus, as in Van den Branden‘s study, 
negotiation with peers could be beneficial but negotiated interaction with trained teachers 
seemed to be more effective. Again, the limitations of time and the type of test used are not 
conclusive on this point and a more extended study in which peers have more opportunity to 
develop their skills in negotiating for meaning would be useful. 

CONCLUSION 

Questioning the Author (QTA) is an instructional strategy that is relatively unknown among 
primary English language teachers in Singapore but which can be integrated effectively into 
classroom teaching in this context. Classroom observations and teacher interviews revealed 
that teachers consistently use highly structured and teacher-centred strategies for reading 
comprehension instruction, strategies which do little to keep students engaged or to 
encourage critical thinking. In contrast, QTA actively encourages critical thinking along with 
reading comprehension while opening up classroom interaction to include NFM. This might 
be beneficial for both literacy and language development as NFM has previously been 
shown to be useful for both (e.g., Van den Branden, 2000; Silver, 2000). Classroom 
discussions in ERG lessons were more interactive than those in the SRG, with greater use 
of open-ended questions by teachers, more student comments, and shorter teacher 
explanations. 

KEYWORDS 

Negotiation for meaning, Questioning the Author, reading comprehension, classroom 
interaction, primary school 
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THE IMPACT OF NEGOTIATION FOR MEANING ON READING 

COMPREHENSION AMONG SINGAPORE PRIMARY STUDENTS 
 

Rita Elaine SILVER, Jessie PNG Lay Hoon, RASLINDA Rasidir, FOONG Poh Yi, 
HUYNH Thi Canh Dien, Galyna KOGUT  
National Institute of Education 

 

INTRODUCTION  

This study examines the extent to which negotiation for meaning (NFM) enhances 

primary school students‘ English reading comprehension in the Singapore context. The 

study follows up on prior research on the key role of negotiation for meaning (NFM) in 

increasing second language learning and oral comprehension (e.g., Ellis & Heimbach, 1997) 

and on NFM and reading comprehension (Van den Branden, 2000). This project also 

continues prior research on peer work and classroom interaction in primary classrooms in 

Singapore (e.g., Silver, 2006, 2007, 2008). Findings from the earlier Singapore studies on 

peer work indicated that teachers rarely use peer work in language classes at the primary 

level because they perceive it to be ‗fun‘ and ‗enjoyable‘ but are not sure if it facilitates 

language learning. In addition, teachers tend to view peer work as being primarily for ‗oral 

practice‘ and they are unfamiliar with activities types that generate interaction with NFM. 

Data from those studies have also shown that some teachers engage in NFM with their 

students, but this is not often the case. The investigation described in this report considers 

whether and in what ways classroom interactions can encourage the types of interactions 

that are beneficial to language and literacy learning, especially reading comprehension. 

RESEARCH BACKGROUND 

Prior research by the CRPP‘s Core 1 research program (Hogan, 2008) has indicated 

that complex knowledge construction is relatively weak with little opportunity for critique, 

comparison, interpretation and application in Singapore schools. Teacher talk tends to 

dominate classroom interactions with little extended production (oral or written) from 
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students. There are few opportunities for students to engage in extended, meaningful 

interactions in or around written texts. In addition, teachers are overwhelmingly the source of 

authoritative knowledge, with little opportunity for students to question or contribute to that 

knowledge. The study The Impact of Negotiation for Meaning on Reading Comprehension 

among Singapore Primary Students addresses this issue by encouraging a more thoughtful, 

questioning approach to reading comprehension, integrated with oral interaction that 

encourages NFM.  

NEGOTIATING FOR MEANING, LANGUAGE LEARNING AND READING COMPREHENSION 

Pica (1994) describes NFM as a process in which interlocutors modify and 

restructure their conversational input in order to overcome difficulty in message 

comprehensibility. This occurs in ‗non-understanding routines‘ which Gass and Varonis 

define as ―those exchanges in which there is some overt indication that understanding 

between participants has not been complete‖ (1985, p. 151). This is typically thought of in 

oral interaction with conversational strategies including rewording, repeating, elaborating, 

segmenting, clarification requests, confirmation checks, or comprehension checks. However, 

reading comprehension also involves constructing meaning and reconstructing author 

messages (Hayes, 1991, p. 7) which might entail overcoming difficulties with potential 

misunderstandings. The Rand Reading Study Group (2002), defines reading comprehension 

as ―the process of simultaneously extracting and constructing meaning through interaction 

and involvement with written language‖ (p. 11). This assumes interaction between the reader, 

the text and the activity in which the reader and text are embedded, but it can also entail 

conversational interaction in and around the text to facilitate comprehension. Thus NFM may 

be a crucial part of classroom interactions targeted at enhancing reading comprehension.  

A number of studies have indicated a positive relationship between NFM and 

comprehension of message meaning for L2 learners. Chaudron (1983) and Long (1985) 

showed that the use of repetitions, paraphrase and the insertions of certain linguistic forms 

facilitated learner comprehension. Pica, Young and Doughty (1987) found that negotiated 
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input aided learners‘ comprehension better than premodified input (i.e., simplified language). 

Van den Branden‘s (2000) study of NFM and reading comprehension had similar results: L1 

and L2 students who engaged in NFM had greater overall reading comprehension as 

compared with students who received unmodified or premodified input. In addition, the 

young learners in Van den Branden‘s study showed higher quantity of output and a greater 

range of vocabulary following interactions which allowed for NFM.  

Other than Van den Branden‘s (2000) study, few others have examined the effects of 

NFM in reading comprehension. Classroom studies conducted in Singapore primary schools 

have revealed that children do negotiate for meaning when engaged in peer activities (Silver, 

2006, 2007, 2008). However, those studies did not focus on reading comprehension or on 

learning outcomes, but on language use. In the investigation reported here, we are 

interested in examining the pedagogical implications of instructional strategies which 

encourage teacher-led and peer NFM in an educational context which rarely includes this 

type of interaction. We are also interested to find out if NFM could lead to reading 

comprehension gains. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

a) Does negotiation for meaning promote Singapore primary school children‘s 

comprehension of written texts? 

b) Does peer negotiation for meaning assist comprehension of written texts in the same 

way(s) that teacher-led negotiation for meaning does?  

c) Does negotiation for meaning foster the development of reading comprehension for 

Singapore primary school children?  

METHODOLOGY 

The study used a pre test, treatment, post test, delayed post test design with one 

intervention and two comparison groups. One comparison group had lessons in reading 

comprehension following the teachers‘ standard procedures; the other comparison group 
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had an equivalent amount of instruction in any subject other than reading comprehension. 

The intervention group had an equivalent number of reading comprehension lessons using 

an instructional strategy known as ―Questioning the Author‖ (Beck & McKeown, 2006) as a 

general framework to provide opportunities for NFM. Lessons with teacher-led and peer 

negotiation were included (3 each for a total of 6 lessons). 

PILOTING AND ‘MINI-STUDY’ 

Instructional procedures with sample materials and tests were piloted in 2009 at a 

school which was deemed to be comparable by the Ministry of Education (MOE). Based on 

the pilot, adjustments were made to test materials and procedures. Subsequently, data 

collection was expected to begin at the participating school. However, due to a quarantine 

with the outbreak of the H1N1 virus, data collection could not begin in Term 3 of 2009 as 

planned. As the health situation resolved and the quarantine was lifted, there was sufficient 

time to conduct further piloting at the participating school in the form of a ‗mini-study‘. The 

mini-study was comprised of a pre test, trial of three of the planned six lessons, and a post 

test. Based on student and teacher feedback as well as test results, instructional materials 

and tests were further refined. In particular, the level of reading difficulty was reduced 

somewhat and the amount of materials to cover in each lesson was narrowed. The ‗full‘ 

study commenced in 2010. This report focuses on the full study, providing a summary of 

methods and results.1  

PARTICIPANTS  

Participants are Primary 4 (P4) in a Singaporean ‗neighbourhood‘ school. The school 

is mixed-gender and it mainly draws its student body from the surrounding geographic area. 

It is fairly typical in the sense that it is neither an ‗elite‘ school nor in the lower band as 

defined by aggregated results in the Primary School Leaving Examination. The student 

population includes those who use English at home and those who use the so-called ‗Mother 

                                                      
1
 Details on the methods used in all three part of the project—pilot, mini and full studies—can be 

found in Foong & Silver (2011).  
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Tongue‘ languages at home (Chinese, Malay, Tamil), with teachers reporting that most of 

the students probably use Mother Tongue at home.  

A total of six classes participated: 183 students and 11 teachers. The six classes 

were divided into three groups, with two classes in each group: Experimental Reading Group 

(ERG), the reading intervention group; Structured Reading Group (SRG), the comparison 

group for reading; and, Lesson-as-Usual Group (LAUG), the comparison group with 

equivalent instructional time but without remedial lessons targeted at reading comprehension. 

Because classes had been ‗streamed‘ at the school based on results from their final P3 

examinations, each group consisted of one class of students considered to be ‗mixed ability‘ 

and one class of students considered to be ‗high ability‘. Table 1 shows the distribution of 

students into groups for the study. 2 

Group No % 

ERG 58 31.7 

SRG 55 30.1 

LAUG 70 38.3 

Total 183 100.0 

Table 1. Frequency of students by groups for full study 

DATA COLLECTION  

Timing of data collection was determined in consultation with the school. Because 

the intervention was experimental and in some ways quite different from standard practices 

at the school, all lessons were conducted outside of the regular curriculum time during the 

‗remedial‘ lessons which are offered to students after school. Remedial lessons are not 

required, but they are recommended and a high percentage of students attend them. 

Remedial lessons are intended to help students who are having difficulty in any area or to 

push students who are doing well and might need more challenging materials. There is no 

set curriculum for remedials, but teachers generally stay with the topics which are currently 

being studied in the regular curriculum. While remedials, in principle, are offered each week, 

                                                      
2 Throughout the report ‘class’ refers to the six classes established by the school for regular instruction during 
curriculum time; ‘group’ refers to grouping for the study: ERG, SRG, LAUG.  
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the schedule is changeable and depends on other events at the school (e.g., requirements 

that teachers mark national examinations, preparations for special school events, etc.). This 

meant that the originally anticipated eight intervention lessons were cut to six in order to 

accommodate the school schedule. Thus a total of 36 lessons were conducted and analysed.  

SCHEDULING 

Data were collected in Terms 1 and 2 of 2009, over a period of 3 months (Figure 1). 

In general, lessons were offered once per week, for six weeks (28 January-4 March, 2010), 

with some interruptions for school events or school recess. Each lesson was one hour in 

length. 

Pre test Lessons Recess Post Test 

B
re

a
k

 

Delayed Post 
Test 

21-Jan 
28 Jan – 
11 Mar 

15 Mar – 
21 Mar 

1 Apr (3 wks 
after lessons) 

29 Apr (4 wks 
after post test) 

Figure 1. Schedule of data collection  

TESTING 

The pre test as well as both post tests shared the same format. For each test, a 

member of the research team gave instructions to one class of students and monitored them 

while they completed the test. Because some of the test questions were similar in style to 

the type of questions used during the intervention, the researcher briefly introduced these 

types of questions to all students at the beginning of the test using a script which the 

research team developed (Appendix 1). Subsequently, each student worked independently 

to read the assigned passage and answer the questions.3  

Three different passages were used for all tests. Distribution was counter-balanced 

with students seated using a Latin Square design so they were not next to other students 

with the same test passage. Each student responded to all three passages at one of the test 

                                                      
3 In the pilot and mini studies, a subset of student participated in an oral one-on-one version of the written test. This 
was because prior research with QtA had used oral tests. However, we found that students were less forthcoming in 
their oral responses as compared to written and so oral versions of the test were not given in the full study. 
Protocols for the oral version can be found in Foong (2010).  
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times (pre, post or delayed post), and approximately the same number of students from each 

group had the same passage at each test.  

All tests were examined to ensure similarity in length, text type, and ‗readability‘. 

Readability was checked using The Fry Readability Program4, Gunning Fog Index, The 

Flesch Formula: Reading Ease & Grade Level, and Power Sumner Kearl Formula 5 . 

Readability measures were used because approximately similar passages were sufficient for 

our purpose and because these procedures are also used in the local schools; thus, we 

could determine if the test passages were relatively equivalent to those used by the school 

at this grade level. Results of the readability measures showed that the test passages were 

appropriate for students in the upper primary level in terms of the number of words and 

number of sentences. Piloting of the tests, as described above, also ensured that the 

passages and questions were appropriate for this grade level. 

PROCEDURES 

All test sessions and lessons (treatment and comparison) were video and audio 

recorded. The video recordings were made with a stationary video camera on a tripod at the 

back of the room. The video camera was positioned to view the maximum classroom space 

and to record the entire lesson (or test session) from beginning to end. As Erickson notes, 

―The main advantage of this kind of footage is that it provides a continuous and relatively 

comprehensive record of social interaction, …‖ (2006, p. 571).  

Audio recordings were made of the teacher with an individual digital recorder, 

hanging from a pouch in order not to impede the teacher during the lesson. In addition, ten 

digital recorders were used in each lesson to capture student questions and comments and 

student-student interaction. These recorders were placed strategically around the room 

during teacher-led activities. During peer activities, the recorders were given to five pairs of 

focal students who had been selected by class teachers based on their own criteria. From 

conversations with teachers, the two main criteria seemed to be perceived ability (higher 

                                                      
4 http://www.educational-psychologist.co.uk/fry_readability_program.htm 
5 http://www.tameri.com/teaching/levels.html 

http://www.educational-psychologist.co.uk/fry_readability_program.htm
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ability students in each class were chosen) and verbosity (more vocal students tended to be 

selected). The same five focal pairs were recorded for all lessons which included peer work. 

In the SRG and LAUG, use of peer work could not be predicted in advance since the 

research team was not involved in planning these lessons. Therefore, the 

researcher/observer selected focal groups to record on the spot, moving recorders to 

selected groups to capture their conversation. Because this was done on the spot and 

individual students in the SRG and LAUG were not identified, we could not guarantee that 

the same students were recorded if more than one lesson had peer work. In any case, few of 

the SRG and LAUG lessons (5 total) used peer work during the course of the study. 

In the ERG, the treatment groups were led by trained school teachers who had 

taught at the primary school level in Singapore and were currently employed as Research 

Associates working with the research team. The two ERG teachers co-designed the 

materials and scripted lesson plan together with the Lead PI and Co-Investigator to 

maximize uniformity and ensure the lessons meshed with research objectives. Comparison 

groups (SRG and LAUG) proceeded with their regular teachers. In the SRG, teachers used 

the same reading passage as the ERG; however, teachers were not given the scripted 

lesson plan and were asked to teach the lesson as they ―would usually teach a reading 

comprehension lesson for this group.‖ Teachers in the ERG and SRG were also given a 

comprehension worksheet, similar to worksheets normally used in these lessons, for each 

lesson. No materials were provided for the comparison LAUG group, and the teachers 

taught any subject as they would usually, excluding reading comprehension. 

LESSON MATERIALS 

The reading comprehension strategy, Questioning the Author (QTA), (Beck & 

McKeown, 2002; Beck, McKeown, Sandora, Kucan, & Worthy, 1996) was used as a 

framework for instructional treatment in this study because, in line with the above, QTA 

encourages students to think about, interpret, and question the text. QTA requires students 

to speak and listen to one another as they negotiate the meaning of the text. In QTA, as 
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students read a text, ―the teacher intervenes at selected points and poses queries to prompt 

students to consider the information in the text. Queries drive discussion and keep it focused 

on meaning‖ (Beck & McKeown, 2002, p. 44). Through this approach, the designers of QTA 

want to show students that the content of a text is merely a collection of ideas written down 

by an author, and that these ideas may be unclear or incomplete. For our purposes, use of 

QTA was intended to make discussion more accessible by introducing the idea that the 

author might not always be right and that the teacher and students can discover meanings 

together. Thus, it created opportunities for students to negotiate for text meanings.  

In planning the lessons with the QTA framework and an eye toward opportunities for 

NFM, each lesson was organized around ‗major understandings‘ of a selected passage. 

QTA queries were targeted at the major understandings, and possible points for NFM were 

anticipated and highlighted. Both teachers used the same lesson plan as scripts to establish 

some uniformity in the intervention. However, it is important to note that the scripts were 

intended to be flexible tools to help the teachers focus on the major understandings and to 

incorporate NFM; they were not intended as unbending implements which the teachers were 

required to employ rigidly while compelling students to work in harness. An example lesson 

script is included in Appendix 2.  

Because non-fiction reading comprehension is a priority for upper primary 

(Curriculum Planning and Development Unit, 2001) and QTA has been used for teaching 

non-fiction reading comprehension, unmodified, grade level appropriate non-fiction texts 

were used. Procedures for assessing reading difficulty and readability were the same as 

those used for the test passages, described above. In keeping with the use of authentic 

children‘s literature in the current English language curriculum (i.e., STELLAR), all materials 

were from published children‘s literature. Appendix 3 provides details of the published 

materials used in the ERG and SRG lessons. 
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DATA ANALYSIS 

Data analysis included: 1) classroom coding of participation patterns and activities; 2) 

analysis of student test results (pre, post and delayed post, and 3) analysis of classroom 

interaction during reading lessons for use of NFM (teacher-led and peer). Briefly, all lessons 

were coded using a simplified coding scheme to indicate participation patterns (e.g., whole 

class teacher fronted, individual seat work, peer work) and activities (e.g., silent reading, 

teacher exposition). Details of the coding scheme can be found in Kogut and Silver (2010).  

Student tests, oral and written, were scored and marks were entered into SPSS 

statistical software for comparison across groups and tests. Prior to scoring the tests, three 

raters, all trained teachers involved with the research project, met to discuss possible 

answers and coding procedures. Student responses from the pilot study were used to trial 

test marking procedures. Since the passages were changed from pilot to mini study to full 

study, the marking team met again with the pre tests of the full study and went through 

possible answers and marks. A sub set of the tests were then marked by all three to 

establish inter-marker agreement. The team worked together until agreement of at least 90% 

was reached. Subsequent marking was split between two team members who marked the 

remaining pre tests as well as the post and delayed post tests. All test responses were 

marked on a 3 points scale: 2=complete correct; 1=partially correct; 0=incorrect. Scoring on 

a 3-point scale is common in Singapore primary schools. However, one difference in scoring 

for the project was that no points were deducted for spelling or grammatical errors; evidence 

of comprehension was the only criterion used. Appendix 4 shows a brief excerpt from a test 

passage with possible questions used for the mini-study (Test 1), revisions made for the full 

study (Test 2), sample responses and scoring (from Foong, 2010).  

All lessons were transcribed in full and analysed for use of NFM (Silver & Huynh, 

2010; Huynh & Silver, 2010). This was to verify that NFM was used in the ERG, to ascertain 

whether or not it was used in SRG or LAUG and, if so, to what extent. Out of the total 36 

transcripts, 4 were coded jointly by the research team as part of the coding training. An 
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additional 15 were coded by at least two coders, coding independently, and checked for 

inter-coder agreement. Coding was found to be sufficiently high (above 80% agreement 

across transcripts in different coding categories) and so the remaining 17 transcripts were 

coded by one of the four coders.  

Initially we had also planned to code the student responses on lesson worksheets, 

done at the end of each reading lesson (ERG and SRG). However, in our lesson 

observations we discovered that teachers in the SRG rarely had students answer the 

question independently. Instead, responses were guided or the worksheets were used as a 

way of framing the instruction. Therefore these were not valid measures of student reading 

comprehension in SRG lessons. Use of the worksheets during the lessons is briefly 

described in the discussion of findings. 

FINDINGS  

Firstly, it is clear that Questioning the Author (QTA) is a strategy that is relatively 

unknown among primary English language teachers in Singapore but which can be 

integrated effectively into classroom teaching at P4 level. Secondly, classroom observations 

and teacher interviews for the SRG revealed that teachers consistently use highly structured 

and teacher-centred strategies for teaching reading comprehension, strategies which do little 

to keep students engaged or to encourage critical thinking. In contrast, QTA actively 

encourages critical thinking along with reading comprehension while opening up classroom 

interaction to include negotiation for meaning (NFM). This may be beneficial for both literacy 

and language development as NFM has previously been shown to be useful for both (e.g., 

Van den Branden, 2000; Silver, 2000). Classroom discussions in ERG lessons were more 

interactive than those in the SRG, with greater use of open-ended questions by teachers, 

more student comments, and shorter teacher explanations.  

A brief summary of the lessons, based on the classroom observation data, is given 

below. This is followed by quantitative findings for student outcomes based on test results 

and classroom interaction based on use of NFM during lessons. Subsequently, these 
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findings are discussed in light of the type of instruction given in all three groups, potential 

outcomes for future research, and limitations of the study. 

LESSON STRUCTURE 

The most common type of participation pattern in each lesson was whole class 

teacher fronted which was used in all lessons for varying lengths of time (Table 2). Individual 

private, or seatwork, was also quite common. It was used by all teachers in most lessons, 

only five lessons had no examples of individual seatwork. Individual private was especially 

common in the LAUG lessons in which teachers had students complete worksheets to 

review topics studied in their regular lessons. In contrast, individual public (students working 

individually on a public space in class, e.g., doing assignments at the whiteboard) was 

almost non-existent. Peer work (small group work or pairs, no large group work was done 

during these lessons) comprised only 12% of all participation patterns and was most 

frequently used in the ERG lessons. This is, no doubt, because the planned ERG lessons 

included 3 lessons with peer work. 

 Participation Pattern Type ERG SRG LAUG Total 

Whole class teacher fronted 32 26 42 100 

Individual public 0 1 0 1 

Individual private (seatwork) 13 13 28 54 

Peer work 16 1 4 21 

Total 61 41 74 176 

Table 2. Frequency of participation patterns used across all lessons 

The most distinguishing feature across lessons was the use of different activity types 

(Table 3). By far the most frequent activity type across all groups and all lessons was 

classroom management which covered 19% of all activities. The second most frequent 

activity was ‗teacher questioning‘, which involved asking questions that require short 

answers. This was used across all three groups but especially in the QTA lessons conducted 

for the ERG. Teacher instructions were also quite common across all three groups but 

especially in the ERG. This is partially because of the peer work lessons which involved 
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giving instructions for activities which students would do with a peer. In contrast, the SRG 

and LAUG were more likely to have whole class activities which involved the teacher 

explaining a point for students to learn. Not surprisingly, both ERG and SRG had more use 

of reading (aloud and silently) than the LAUG. In contrast, answer checking (in which the 

main focus is on the teacher correcting/checking student work) and decision making 

activities (which require that interlocutors come to a decision together) were most common in 

the LAUG.  

The ‗Other‘ activities found in the ERG lessons included watching short video 

excerpts, discussing student answers to questions, and a few other activities that were not 

included in the coding scheme. However, ‗Other‘ also indicated students doing the 

worksheet with reading comprehension questions which was designed for the end of each 

ERG and SRG lesson. Although the same worksheets were used for both ERG and SRG, 

the way they were handled was quite different. In the ERG, these were given out for 

students to do individually and independently, as a way of ascertaining student 

comprehension of the passage at the end of each lesson. For example, at the end of one of 

the ERG lessons, the teacher handed out the worksheet, asked students if they had any 

questions about vocabulary, and then told them, ―Anything else? Chong Peng?6 Anything? 

Any words? No? You're alright? Ok. Then I'll give you the passage and the worksheet to 

complete. Ok you need to get your own copies so please get one each. Worksheet and the 

para .. passage.‖ In contrast, in the SRG lessons the teachers often handed out the 

worksheets earlier, using them throughout the lesson, introducing the comprehension 

questions as part of the class discussion, pointing out which paragraph students should read 

to find the information, or even telling students what the answer should be. In this way, the 

SRG teachers used the worksheet as a way of structuring the lesson, rather than a means 

for checking comprehension at the end of the lesson. 

                                                      
6 All names are pseudonyms 
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Activity Type ERG  SRG  LAUG Activity Type 
Total 

Admin matters 0 0 2 2 

Classroom management 26 20 29 75 

Instructions 35 9 15 59 

Teacher correction/ answer 
checking 

14 5 32 51 

T explanation 1 6 10 17 

T questioning 39 17 7 63 

Elicitation and discussion 3 0 0 3 

Reading aloud 18 10 5 33 

Reading silent 3 5 2 10 

Writing 0 1 5 6 

Decision making 6 2 25 33 

Information gap 1 0 0 1 

Other 24 17 5 46 

Total by Group 170 92 137 399 

Table 3. Frequency of activity types 

STUDENT OUTCOMES 

Briefly, students in the ERG showed slight, positive gains in test scores across the 

period of intervention and at the delayed post test. Similarly, students in the LAUG also 

showed slight positive gains throughout the study. The greatest mean increase from pre to 

delayed post test was shown by the ERG. The SRG group showed the least gains overall 

and performed significantly more poorly at the delayed post test. These results are captured 

in Figure 2. Details are given below. 

The means and standard deviations of the students‘ written test-scores at pre test, 

post test and delayed post test are presented in Table 4 The maximum possible score on the 

test was 16. None of the groups scored above 50% (8 marks) on any of the tests. The ERG 

showed the greatest mean increase from pre test to post test to delayed post test. 
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Figure 2. Mean scores across pre-post-delayed post tests 

Group N 

T1 (Pre test) T2 (Post test) T3 (Delayed post test) 

Mean 
Std. 
Deviation 

Mean 
Std. 
Deviation 

Mean 
Std. 
Deviation 

ERG 58 7.03 2.82 7.34 3.33 7.71 3.33 

SRG 55 6.53 3.16 6.85 2.86 5.84 2.98 

LAUG 70 6.90 4.06 7.19 3.44 7.44 3.20 

Total 183 6.83 3.43 7.13 3.23 7.04 3.26 

Table 4. Students test-scores at pre test, post test, delayed post test  

To check for group differences at the pre test an ANOVA was conducted [F(2, 

180)=.329, p=.72]. Similarly, there were no statistically significant difference across groups 

at the post test [F(2, 180)=.336, p=.715]. However, there was a statistically significant 

difference across groups at the delayed post test [F(2, 180)=5.781, p=.004]. Post hoc 

Scheffe results revealed that the mean score for SRG (M=5.84, SD=2.98) was significantly 

different from both ERG (M=7.71, SD=3.34) and LAUG (M=7.44, SD=3.20). In other words, 

SRG students were significantly underperforming as compared to students in the other two 

groups. 

Although the groups were not significantly different at the pre test, there were some 

indications that LAUG students were slightly higher performing than the other two groups 

overall, and that the SRG students were slightly lower performing. Specifically, when results 
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were checked by class—analysing the school-designated ‗high performing‘ classes 

separately from the school-designated ‗mixed-performance‘ classes—some differences were 

found. The LAUG students in both high and mixed performing classes had small but 

increasingly higher scores across the three tests. The ERG students also showed small but 

increasingly higher scores across the three tests, but only for the higher performing class; 

the mixed performing class of ERG students had scores that were roughly the same at pre, 

post and delayed post tests. In contrast, the high-performing class of SRG students had the 

lowest scores (as compared to the other high performing classes) at all three tests, with 

slightly lower scores at the delayed post test compared to their own pre test scores; and, the 

mixed performing SRG class while showing a slight increase in scores at the post test had a 

noticeable decrease in scores at the delayed post test. Mean scores for the six classes 

across all three tests are shown in Table 5. 

Table 5. Student mean scores by class  

Based on these results, although students in the ERG did improve in their reading 

comprehension test scores and showed continued improvement throughout, we cannot 

claim that the treatment was more effective than other instructional treatments for improving 

test scores in the short term. Instead the results would seem to suggest that the standard 

reading instruction used in the SRG offered little to help the students improve within this time 

frame. The issue of treatment time (only six weeks for instruction whether ERG or SRG) is 

clearly a consideration. This will be taken up in the discussion.  

Another issue to consider is whether familiarity with QTA questions types might have 

given the ERG group a test advantage. We do not believe this is the case for two reasons. 

Group 
Pre Post Delayed 

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Mixed 
Performance 

ERG 4.57 2.50 4.00 1.88 4.26 2.10 

SRG 3.73 2.13 4.57 2.87 2.89 1.28 

LAUG 3.52 2.12 4.82 2.72 5.35 2.25 

        

High 
Performance 

ERG 8.23 2.12 8.97 2.56 9.38 2.40 

SRG 8.00 2.57 8.05 2.02 7.38 2.38 

LAUG 10.08 2.62 9.41 2.39 9.41 2.66 
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Firstly, the LAUG students were also not exposed to the treatment and so had no 

opportunity to adjust to the particular types of questions used in QTA, yet they did equally 

well as compared with the ERG on the tests. Secondly, and more importantly, we analysed 

test results by question type (scores on ‗traditional reading questions‘ used in part one of the 

test as compared with scores on the QTA type questions used in part two of the test). We 

found across all groups, more students achieved higher scores on the QTA type questions 

than the types of questions typically used to assess reading comprehension. In other words, 

familiarity with question type did not seem to be a factor. We believe this is due to the open-

nature of the QTA questions which allow students more opportunity to have a ‗correct‘ 

answer. (See, again, Appendix 4 for an example.) 

USE OF NEGOTIATION FOR MEANING 

As explained above, the focus of the intervention was on incorporating negotiation for 

meaning (NFM) into reading comprehension discussions framed by the reading 

comprehension strategy known as Questioning the Author (QTA). This treatment 

encourages the use of open-ended discussion with questioning strategies to probe 

meanings during EL lessons. It is highly dialogic, which encourages greater thinking skills, 

as well as integrating reading, speaking and listening (e.g., Mercer, Wegerif & Dawes, 1999; 

Wells & Arauz, 2006). It fosters exploration of meanings in the text and improves overall 

reading comprehension (Beck, et al., 1996). Thus the purpose of the treatment was not only 

to assess improvement in reading comprehension test results, but, more importantly, to help 

students become independent, thoughtful readers so they could continue to learn over time. 

With this in mind, we also wanted to determine whether teaching approaches which 

emphasise more dialogic teaching—such as the one used in this study—would be feasible in 

Singaporean primary classrooms.  

Feasibility of dialogic teaching was an issue because prior research in Singapore 

from Core 1 studies and from research with Primary EL lessons (e.g., 20/05 RES, 47/08 MS), 

has shown that classroom teaching is based on a transmission model—with heavy reliance 
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on the teacher to transmit knowledge and little to help students become more independent 

thinkers and learners. This is contrary to the TSLN vision and is particularly problematic for 

reading skill development. It is essential that students learn to read independently with a 

variety of types of reading material if they are to be successful in upper primary, secondary, 

and beyond (see, e.g., Bean & Harper, 2008, on student needs for content area reading). 

However, many teachers in Singapore‘s primary schools feel they cannot engage students in 

open-ended discussion because it is too time-consuming (taking time away from ‗getting on 

with‘ the lesson, making it difficult to cover the scheme of work), too easily goes ‗off point‘ 

(not covering the required material or completing the standard worksheet), and does not 

prepare students for assessments. Our data, as shown below, suggest that teachers can be 

trained to lead effective, open-ended reading comprehension discussions within the given 

lesson time, that these discussions are at least as good as the standard instructional 

practices for reading comprehension with the added benefit of encouraging thinking skills, 

developing independent learners, and integrating skill developing in multiple modes 

(speaking, reading, writing). In our view, effectiveness is not measured only in a comparison 

of final test scores but also in the dynamics of the classroom interaction. For this study, we 

measured the dynamics of classroom interaction by investigating use of NFM during 

classroom discussions. 

TEACHER-LED NEGOTIATION 

Analysis of the quantity of negotiation during teacher-led portions of the lesson 

(across all six lessons) indicated that the amount of teacher-led negotiation (including NFM, 

NFF, NFC) in the ERG lessons greatly exceeded that of the LAUG or SRG lessons (Table 6). 

At least twice as much NFM was found in the ERG interactions as in the SRG or LAUG. We 

note that Van den Branden‘s results suggested that more NFM could lead to more 

comprehension; however, since his study examined comprehension based on correct 

responses to question in an individual lesson, rather than over time, our results are not 

comparable. 
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 Frequency of Negotiation Sequences  

ERG  315 

SRG  85 

LAUG  110 

Table 6. Teacher-led negotiation 

PEER NEGOTIATION 

A sub-set of peer activities were also analysed for NFM. As above, three lessons out 

of six from the ERG were designed to incorporate peer work. In these lessons, five pairs in 

each class (total of 10 pairs) were recorded. Of these, two pairs from each class were 

transcribed and analysed for use of NFM during peer work. All pairs in all activities had some 

use of NFM although it varied considerably from only one instance in one activity by one pair 

to seven instances by one pair in another activity. The average use of NFM sequences in 

peer activities was 3.58 sequences per activity and 3 NFM sequences were most commonly 

used in any one peer activity. We see this as quite hopeful in terms of how students work 

together because no training was given for NFM or for collaborative peer work, yet students 

consistently did collaborate and negotiate with each other. Frequently their negotiations had 

to do with vocabulary as in Example 1. Although it is clear that the students did not always 

use fully grammatical English, they were able to work together to resolve their queries and 

gain understanding of the vocabulary, the questions or the passage. 

Example 1. Peer negotiation over vocabulary 

S1 S2 The water from the burst pipes float ah. Float? Flood to the streets. 
What's the meaning? Flood to the streets. 

S2 S1 Flood the streets. 
S1 S2 Flood the streets. What's the meaning? 
S2 S1 The water won't go away ah. 
S1 S2 Got this kind of meaning meh? (long pause) Ah! Make the streets wet. 

Water from the burst pipes and. Water from the burst pipes and flood.  
 

However, in some cases it was clear that students‘ understandings were incomplete, 

despite a successful conclusion to the negotiation from their point of view (Example 2). This 

might be why teacher-led negotiation can be more beneficial to learners. However, it must 
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also be borne in mind, that teachers do not necessarily negotiate frequently with students in 

Singapore primary school lessons (see again, Table 6.) 

Example 2. Peer negotiation with incomplete understanding 

S3 S4 Usually hot and humid. The fog rolling in has been slow to lift. Cars 
and buses take people to work along the streets as usual but today 
there is a strange feeling in the air. (reading the text) 

S4 S3 Hot and humid is it? 
S3 S4 [Don't know.] 
S4 S3 [Very warm!] The weather [like very] warm. 
S3 S4 [Hot and] warm. 
S4 S3 Ya. 
S3 S4 This morning the weather is unusually hot and warm. 
S4 S3 Ok done. 

 

While peer negotiations are not necessarily grammatical and may not result in a 

more precise or correct answer, teacher negotiations can also be limited both quantitatively 

and qualitatively. As shown in Example 3, students often asked teachers questions which 

were very simple (e.g., ―huh?‖) or negotiations centred only around procedures for 

classroom activities.  

Example 3. Teacher-led negotiation, “huh” 

Teacher Class Your mind map completed already. So I am left only with this CA, one 
paper. Ok? We are quite fast. Now! Actually for science spelling, right, 
I told Mr. T to give you spelling in week ... I cannot remember week 1 
or week 2. Now, actually science spelling they wanted - one topic per, 
one spelling per topic only. Ok. So I will ask Mr. T. to give you may be 
another spelling, say, next Friday. Ok, to refresh your memory on 
some of the important key words that you need to know. That's all. 
Ok? Ok, let's look at the questions that I have. I didn't prepare and 
give it to you. Ok? I didn't print for you. Because I want you to listen to 
my class. And then if you really need to, you gotta jot down your own 
notes because I am not going to give you this stack of words.  

Student Teacher Huh? 
Teacher Student Yeah. So if you think it's important and you really need to know then 

you will jot it down. Ok?  
 

Other seeming NFM sequences were driven by teacher‘s difficulties with hearing 

student replies as in Example 4. 

Example 4. Teacher-led negotiation due to difficulty hearing 

Student Teacher Torn down. 
Teacher Student Sorry? 
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Student Teacher Torn down. 
Teacher Class Fall down, torn down. That means they are purposely pulled down. 

 

While these sorts of ‗negotiations‘ occurred in all lessons, there were most prominent 

in SRG and LAUG lessons. NFM sequences in ERG lessons, on the other hand, were 

notably different in quality as well as quantity. Example 5 shows how the teacher used NFM 

to confirm what Student 1 had said, then pursued the idea by asking for explanation 

(negotiation for content). The student replied and though the response was not audible on 

the recording (or perhaps because the responses were not very audible), the teacher 

repeated it to the whole class, explicitly linking the first idea ‗die‘ and the reason given 

‗volcano is very hot‘. The teacher continued to pursue this idea and a third student offered 

another version of the same response, ―They will lose their lives‖. The teacher picked up this 

response and again explicitly linked it to the on-going discussion, noting that this was 

another way to express the same idea. Thus the teacher skilfully integrated negotiation of 

meaning and content, while confirming understanding and exploring student ideas. This sort 

of negotiation was found consistently in the teacher-led negotiation in ERG lessons but 

rarely in the peer negotiations, SRG or LAUG lessons. That is not to say that it did not occur 

at all, but there was a substantial qualitative and quantitative difference in the negotiations of 

the ERG teachers and others. 

Example 5. Teacher-led negotiation in ERG lessons 

S5 Teacher Die. 
Teacher S5 The people in the village will die? Why do you say that? 
S6 Teacher (unclear) 
Teacher Class Because uh whatever that come out from the volcano is very hot. So 

you think they will die. What else do you think will happen to the 
village and the people? 

S7 Teacher They will lose their lives. 
Teacher S7 They will lose their lives. That's another word for dying right? Ok what 

else? 
S8 Teacher The village will be destroyed. 
Teacher S8 The village will be destroyed. Very good! What else? 

 

One final finding was the potential for teacher intervention to enhance the quality of 

peer discussion, as seen in Example 6. In this case, students were engaged in peer work, 
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but turned to the teacher for assistance with vocabulary. Rather than immediately answering 

the question, the teacher turned it back to the group. S10 then tried to reply. The teacher 

pursued the idea S10 had introduced, asking ―What‘s a trigger?‖ The teacher continued 

talking with both students, soliciting information and ideas from them rather than providing 

explanations or answers. Finally the teacher suggested that the two students continue to 

discuss together while she moved off to check on other pairs. In this example from an ERG 

lesson, we see that the teacher maintained the idea of NFM but also encouraged students to 

do the work of negotiating together.  

Example 6. Teacher intervention in peer negotiation 

S9 Teacher What is squirted? 
Teacher S9 & S10 Oh good question. Ask him. Discuss. What is squirted?  
S10 Teacher Squirt, that means uh, water gun they squirt out water when you press 

the trigger. 
Teacher S10 What‘s a trigger? 
S10 Teacher A trigger is, a, example a gun, then there‘s a trigger, you press it then 

the, then it will shoot the bullet.  
Teacher S10 So, so a trigger is something that‘s part of a gun? And you need to 

press it? Is it a button? Is it a button? 
S10 Teacher Like a button. 
Teacher S10 Like a button? 
Teacher S9 Do you have any idea what he‘s trying to say? You sure? So squirted? 

Squirted X what? 
S10 Teacher Squirted is, if the ants squirted something, that means the ant, a part 

of the ant‘s body, it squirt something out, like droplets.  
Teacher S10 How do you know? Does it make sense? 
Teacher S9 & S10 You talk about it, 2 of you talk about it what‘s squirted. 
S9 Teacher Okay. 

 

To return to the research questions, it seems clear that negotiation for meaning can 

promote on-the-spot comprehension of vocabulary and ideas. In addition, peers can assist 

each other in comprehension; however the quality of peer interactions is variable. Having 

said that, the quality of negotiation by teachers who were not trained to make use of NFM 

was also variable, was not as frequent as that of ERG teachers, and most likely was not as 

helpful in terms of exploring student comprehension or encouraging students to explain 

vocabulary and pursue ideas.  
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DISCUSSION 

As above, our findings suggest that integrating NFM in classroom discussions can be 

helpful for reading comprehension. However, there are limitations to the study. Results from 

the student tests show gains for both ERG and LAUG students—those involved in the 

experimental treatment and those who continued their regular remedial lessons with no 

additional assistance in reading comprehension. Therefore, we cannot assume that 

increased NFM is necessarily more beneficial than other treatments for improving student 

reading comprehension. On the other hand, analysis of lesson transcripts show that NFM 

can be helpful for aiding comprehension of vocabulary and ideas on-the-spot. It is possible 

that the limited time frame of the study (six lessons), was insufficient to show gains in 

student test results and a study with a more extended time frame would be useful. Another 

possibility is that NFM might assist in clarifying student doubt and possibly aid in vocabulary 

learning, but does not enhance reading comprehension as examined in common reading 

comprehension assessments. In other words, NFM might help learners to learn new 

vocabulary or understand ideas, but not help them with the sorts of questions posed on 

reading comprehension tests. Thus the reading assessment itself might be inappropriate for 

measuring the type of learning introduced in the ERG lessons.  

Finally, it is possible that NFM helps with comprehension on-the-spot but does not 

improve reading comprehension skills and processes over time. In our view, this is doubtful 

because understanding vocabulary, exploring ideas, and pulling together meanings are 

crucial components of reading comprehension, and analysis of lesson transcripts showed all 

of these occurring during negotiated interactions. As Paris and Hamilton note, 

―Comprehension demands integration of meaning across words, sentences and passages, 

and relies on component skills at each of these levels for the construction of meaning‖ (2009, 

p. 38). They go on to propose that ―…multiple components involved in reading 

comprehension interact in different and non-linear ways according to the proficiency of the 

reader and the characteristics of the test‖ (p. 46). One possibility is that NFM could be 
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beneficial for reading comprehension because it allows for spontaneous individualisation, 

since NFM is inherently targeted at exploring what students do and do not understand at a 

specific time with a specific text, rather than ensuring that students can answer pre-

determined questions.  

One of our findings in terms of classroom pedagogy for reading comprehension was 

that the teachers in the SRG took the reading comprehension worksheet questions as goals 

and structured their lessons around them, rather than using the questions as a means of on-

going assessment for student progress (lesson by lesson) with the goal of individual lesson 

to be the development of reading proficiency. The SRG lessons were highly structured with 

extensive explanation from teachers, very little discussion, and almost no opportunities for 

students to explore the text or negotiate for meaning of words and ideas they did not 

understand. The teachers believed this to be best practice for assisting students with reading 

and test preparation because the teachers could provide clear explanations of the ideas in 

the passages. Test results did not support this belief. We are left to wonder if the teachers‘ 

efforts might be counter-productive because most of the effort came from the teachers; the 

students were not engaged in trying to negotiate the meaning of the texts during the SRG 

lessons but instead relied on the teachers to interpret and transmit. There is no conclusion to 

this conjecture from our results; clearly this warrants further investigation in a more extended 

study.  

At a minimum, it is clear that it is possible to incorporate more open-ended 

discussion and negotiated interaction in Singaporean primary lessons. It is also clear that 

students respond positively to this sort of interaction, and that greater use of NFM 

encourages more student production and exploration of ideas presented in reading 

passages. These are all benefits in keeping with current MOE policies on developing more 

independent learners and greater thinking skills, as well as building up foundational skills 

such as reading comprehension. 

This brings us to an additional finding of the study: the two teachers who led the ERG 

lessons had to learn to cultivate the sort of classroom interaction desired and this learning 
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took place over a period of almost one year. Both were experienced teachers, with MA 

degrees from NIE and an interest in NFM, but changes in discursal style required time and 

effort. This suggests that professional development, with sufficient time, is necessary to 

make the best use of these sorts of discussion strategies in classroom teaching.  
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APPENDIX 1. WRITTEN (PRE) TEST SCRIPT (REVISED 22.05.09) 

In addition to the test materials, you will need the Poison Dart Frog (Dewey, 1999) excerpt to use as an example. 

Self intro 
2 min 

 
Briefly introduce yourself: name, teacher and researcher 

QTA intro (sort of) 
 
10 min 

Today I have some passages for you to read and some questions for you to answer about the passages. First, let‘s talk a little bit 
about writing and reading. 
 
You know when you do your own compositions, it takes a long time to write. And it is not always easy. When you read, do you ever 
think about the author – the person who wrote the passage? If you are the reader, who is the writer? Why does someone take the 
time and the trouble to write something? [Discuss briefly] 
 
Now, let‘s think about you as the reader. When you read, are there some stories or passages that you like better than others? Why 
is that? [Discuss briefly] 
 
And do you find that some passages are easier or more difficult to read? Why is that? [Discuss briefly] 
 
When I am reading, I sometime think: ―I wish the writer explained more‖ or ―I think the writer could use more exciting words‖ or ―The 
writer could say this more clearly!‖ 
 
I want you to think a little bit about the relationship between the writer and the reader. Is the writer supposed to make the passage 
interesting for you? Or maybe the writer is only supposed to write his/her idea, and if it is not interesting, too bad for you! 
 
What do you think: Is the writer supposed to make it easier to read or is it your responsibility to try to understand? Or maybe you and 
writer share responsibilities? [Discuss briefly] 

Explain purpose of 
project and 
procedures 
 
 
12 min 

Most of you will be staying here with me to read the passage silently and write your responses. However 1 (2) of you will be reading 
the same passage and discussing orally. ____ would you please go out and meet Teacher Galyna/Dien in the corridor? She will 
discuss the passage with you. The rest of you stay here with me and respond in writing as you usually do for your reading 
comprehension 
 
Students who are doing oral version of reading comprehension test to exit now 
 
Today, I will give you a passage to read. Remember, this is not a test for your class marks but I want you to do your best to 
understand and to answer the questions. There are actually two types of questions for you to answer. I will give you a handout with a 
passage to read. Some of you will have different readings/topics. Don‘t worry if your neighbor has a different passage from you – 
just do the one you are given.  

Let me show you one example. (Show Poison Dart Frogs on visualizer.) 
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First, of course, you will read the passage. Let‘s not look at that now. Instead, I want to show you the questions. 
 
This is the first set of questions. You have answered this kind of question before. For these questions, please do your best to answer 
from the passage. 
 
The second set of questions is a bit different: these questions ask you to think about yourself as the reader and about the person 
who is the writer. For example [read out questions 1 and 2]. For these questions, in part 2, please think carefully and give your 
opinion. 
 
Let‘s recap what you should do: 
 
1. Read the passage (page 1) and answer the comprehension questions (page 2). 
 
2. Then re-read some parts of the passage and answer some other questions (pages 3-4).  
 
3. Write short answers to all of the questions.  
 
4. If you are unsure of a vocabulary word or don‘t understand the meaning, please try to guess. I can‘t talk about the passage with 
you during the test as that will disturb others, so just try to guess and carry on as best you can.  
 
5. After you have done the reading and questions, wait until everyone is done. At the end, I will collect all the papers back from you.  
 
It is very important that you do the reading, all the questions so I will give you time limits. I will tell you when you should start the 
comprehension question on page 2, when you should start the re-reading and questions on page 3, and when you should finish your 
work. 
 

Handout the passages 
as arranged in the 
stacks. 
 

Handout stapled reading + question sets from front to back. This will ensure that students sitting next to each other have different 
passages and that there is an equal distribution of passages among students in the class. 
 

Start your work. Be sure to write your name and class at the top of each page. 
 
Read the whole passage carefully and when you are ready, start on the comprehension questions. 

Begin pre test Start now. 

 
10 min 
 

 
You should be working on the comprehension questions on page 2 by now or already done with those. When you are ready, go on 
to pages 3 and 4. 
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20 min 
 

You should be finishing the re-reading and questions on pages 3 - 4. 
 

 
5 min before end 

 
Finish up your answers. Check that you have written your name and class on all the sheets. 
 

 
Submission 
 
2 min before end of 
hour 

 
Everyone hand in your papers to me please. Be sure your name is on your paper. Then hand in your passage with the questions 
and also the opinion sheet.  
 

 
End pre test 

 
Thank you! 

BE SURE TO PICK UP ALL PHOTOCOPIES OF THE TEST MATERIALS. NO EXTRA COPIES SHOULD BE LEFT IN THE ROOM, AT THE SCHOOL OR 
WITH TEACHER/SCHOOL STAFF! 
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APPENDIX 2. APPENDIX 3. SAMPLE LESSON SCRIPT, EXCERPTED 

Text: Chocolate by Sandra Markle (1999) Pages: 7 to 10 

Overall goal of lesson: Food has a history. QTA goals: 1. to recognize that the author is fallible; 2. to develop questioning skills. 

 

Section /Text / Page Duration Major Understanding Queries/ Teacher‘s script Possible responses from 
students 

Goal / RC 
Strategies / QTA 
moves 

Pre-reading activity: 
Slides 1-5: with 
pictures of various 
types of chocolates 
in various forms  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6 min Building up prior 
knowledge 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

[Show slides with pictures of various types of 
chocolates in various forms] see Appendices 
1-5

*
 

 
Can you tell me what you see here? 
How many of you like chocolates? (Show of 
hands) Why do/don‘t you like chocolates? 
 
(Ask question first then show slides) 
Besides eating chocolates, what else can we 
do with it? 
 
OK, so besides eating chocolates, we can 
also drink it. We can drink it hot or we can 
have cold or warm.  
 
Hmm... What do we have here? Do you 
recognize the chocolates here? Can you tell 
me the name of the brand shown here? 
 
 
Is this familiar?  
Can you tell me the brand of this chocolate? 
These chocolates are called Hershey‘s 
Kisses. 
 

 
 
 
 
Chocolates. 
Yes/No/Not really. 
 
 
Drink it/Bake a chocolate 
cake/make it into ice cream/ 
make a milkshake. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Yes. Van Houten. Cadbury. 
 
 
 
 
 
Yes/No 
Hershey/Hershey‘s Kisses 
 

 
RC: Elicit 
students‘ prior 
knowledge of 
chocolate 

                                                      
* Because the appendices make use of copyright material from the book used, they are not included in this appendix. In this case, an entire class set of the books was purchased so 
each child had a copy of the book during the lesson. Selected pages were shown on the projector when the teacher wanted to draw students’students attention to specific points.  
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Section /Text / Page Duration Major Understanding Queries/ Teacher‘s script Possible responses from 
students 

Goal / RC 
Strategies / QTA 
moves 

 
 
Leading to the book 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
So a lot of people like chocolates. We now 
know that chocolates come in different 
shapes and sizes and different companies 
make chocolates. Hmm… I wonder where 
chocolates come from. Have you ever 
thought about that? Can anybody tell me 
where you think chocolates come from? 
 
Well, actually chocolates, like people, have a 
history and we are going to find out more 
today.  
 
[History - all the things that happened in the 
past] 

 
 
 
 
Yes/No/Don‘t know. 
Elicit answers such as ‗store‘ 
but also more biological (from 
a plant) and geographical 
information (not from 
Singapore, maybe from other 
countries) 
From supermarkets, shops / 
They are made in factories / 
They are from America, 
Singapore, Japan / Cocoa or 
chocolate is actually from a 
plant. 

 
Section of lesson plan deleted

**
 

 

Pg 7 
Slide 8: with text - 
Deep in the jungles 
of Mexico and 
Guatemala are 
tombs that are more 
than a thousand 
years old. Kings and 
rich people are 
buried inside, along 
with their most 
valuable 
possessions, 
including cacao 

10 min  
 
 
Rich people had 
more money so they 
were able to buy big 
pyramids as tombs. 
They wanted to be 
buried with their 
treasures and 
chocolate was one of 
the things they 
treasured.  
 

So back to the earlier question. Who were 
the first chocolate lovers? 
[Showing slide with full text] see Appendix 8 
 
Let me read this part. 
Deep in the jungles of Mexico and 
Guatemala are tombs that are more than a 
thousand years old. Kings and rich people 
are buried inside, along with their most 
valuable possessions, including cacao beans 
and special griddles for roasting them. 
Obviously, chocolate was something very 
special, something the people wanted to 
have with them even after they died. Who 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
** As these lessons are being used in continuing research, only excerpts of the lesson planpan are included here.  
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Section /Text / Page Duration Major Understanding Queries/ Teacher‘s script Possible responses from 
students 

Goal / RC 
Strategies / QTA 
moves 

beans and special 
griddles for roasting 
them. Obviously, 
chocolate was 
something very 
special, something 
the people wanted 
to have with them 
even after they died. 
Who were these first 
chocoholics? They 
were the ancient 
Mayan people. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

were these first chocoholics? They were the 
ancient Mayan people. 
 
Initiating query: 
What do you think – does he provide an 
answer to his question? 
 
 
Ah! Where in the text did the author say that?  
 
 
 
 
Did all of you see that – the first chocoholics 
were Mayan people? 
 
Initiating query: 
Hmm, I don‘t know much about Mayan 
people. They aren‘t Singaporeans. What 
information does the author gives us about 
these Mayan people?  
 
*If needed: Let‘s look again. 
T to read out 1

st
 sentence again. 

What does the author tell us about the 
Mayans? Where are they from? 
 
Follow-up query: 
Yes, they are from Mexico and  
Guatemala. Those countries are not near 
Singapore. How many of you have heard of 
these countries?  
 
What is the connection between chocolate, 
Mayans and tombs? The author must have 
some reasons for talking about that. I wonder 

 
 
 
 
 
 
S: Yes!! Mayan people. 
 
 
 
S: The last two sentences. 
Who were these first 
chocoholics? They were the 
ancient Mayan people. 
 
 
S: Yes!! 
 
 
 
 
 
S: They were ancient. 
S: They are dead. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
S: No!! 
 
S: Yes!! 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Help students 
link information 
 
 
 
Turning back to 
students 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Turning back to 
text 
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Section /Text / Page Duration Major Understanding Queries/ Teacher‘s script Possible responses from 
students 

Goal / RC 
Strategies / QTA 
moves 

 
 
Slide 11: of whole 
page with text and 
picture. 

what he wants us to understand from this? 
 
 
 
 
 
*If needed, click on hyperlink of slide of 
pyramid 
Oh, let‘s look at the picture at the bottom it 
says ―If you were really rich you got to have a 
big pyramid for a tomb.‖ 
Why does the author say this? 
 
 
Why did rich people get to have or need to 
have a big tomb? Do some of you have 
some ideas on that?  
 
 
<Note: not a vocab lesson – go for 
understanding of concepts presented in the 
text. So, deal with questions on ‘griddle‘ and 
‗chocoholic‘ if they arise. Use this as an 
opportunity for NFM (vocab) if it comes up.> 
 
[Griddle - a round iron plate that is used for 
cooking flat cakes on top of a stove or over a 
fire] 
 
[Chocoholic - someone who likes chocolate 
very much and eats a lot of it] 
 

 
 
If response is about ‗tombs‘, 
draw that out. 
 
S: They are buried in tombs. 
 
S: To show what a tomb 
looks like. 
 
S: The Mayans treasure their 
chocolates. 
S: The Mayans place their 
chocolates in their tombs. 
 
 
 
S: Because if you are rich, 
you will have more money. 
 
 
 
S: They have money. They 
can buy big ones. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Create 
awareness that 
pictures provide 
information 
 
 
 
Turning back to 
text 
 
 
 
 
NFM 
 

 
Lesson continues. Total time: 1 hr 
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APPENDIX 3. LESSON MATERIALS  

Lesson Materials Pages Author 

1 It‘s An Ant‘s Life – 1 pp. 4, 5 & 8 Parker, 1999 

2 It‘s An Ant‘s Life – 2 pp. 6, 7 & 18 Parker, 1999 

3 Chocolate -1 pp. 7-10 Markle, 2005 

4 Chocolate - 2 pp. 3-6 Markle, 2005 

5 Volcano pp. 10, 12-16 Harris, 2003 

6 Earthquake pp. 10-13 Harris, 2003 

 

SOURCE DETAILS 

Harris, N. (2003). Earthquake, pp. 10-13. Australia: Five Mile Press. 
Harris, N. (2003). Volcano, pp. 10, 12-16. Australia: Five Mile Press. 
Markle, S. (2005). Chocolate: A Sweet History, pp. 3-10. NY: Grosset & Dunlap.  
Parker, S. (1999). It’s an Ant’s Life, pp. 4-8 & 18. London: Tucker Slingsby Limited. 
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APPENDIX 4. TEST SAMPLE  

From Foong (2010) 

PASSAGE EXCERPT: 

Long before there were clocks, people relied on regular, natural events to keep track of time. 
They worked, ate, and slept according to the rising and setting of the Sun. Today, we use 
the word ―day‖ not only to describe the 24 hours from one midnight to the next, but also the 
period of light from sunrise to sunset.  

TRC QUESTION  

Example: Before they had clocks, people used natural events to keep time. What were the 
two types of natural events that people used to keep time before they had clocks?  

SUGGESTED ANSWERS:  

a) The two types of natural events were the rising (1 mark) and the setting of the sun (1 
mark).  

b) They saw the sunset and sunrise with a sundial in order to tell time. (partially wrong – 
1 mark) 

QTA QUESTION 

Example: What do you think the author wants you to understand from this section of the text? 

SUGGESTED ANSWERS:  

a) The author wants me to understand how people came up with methods/ways to tell 
time. (2 marks) 

b) He wants me to understand how people told time in the past (1 mark) and what were 
used. (1 mark) 

c) The author wants us to understand how people keep track of time when they had no 
clocks. (2 marks) 

d) The author wants me to understand that people used the rising and setting sun (1 
mark) and the four seasons to tell time. (1 mark) 

e) How people tell time without clocks. (2 marks) 

f) How people know the time before the clocks were invented. (2 marks) 

g) The author wants me to understand that before there were clocks, the people relied 
on regular natural events to keep track of time. (2 marks) 

h) Long ago/last time, there were no clocks. (partial answer – 1 mark) 

i) How people live without clocks last time. (partial answer – 1 mark) 

j) Understand about ‗time‘ in this section. (partial answer – 1 mark) 
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