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Reading comprehension in the content areas is a challenge for many middle grade students. Text
structure-based instruction has yielded positive outcomes in reading comprehension at all grade levels in
small and large studies. The text structure strategy delivered via the web, called Intelligent Tutoring
System for the Text Structure Strategy (ITSS), has proven successful in large-scale studies at 4th and 5th
grades and a smaller study at 7th grade. Text structure-based instruction focuses on selection and
encoding of strategic memory. This strategic memory proves to be an effective springboard for many
comprehension-based activities such as summarizing, inferring, elaborating, and applying. This was the
first large-scale randomized controlled efficacy study on the web-based delivery of the text structure
strategy to 7th-grade students. 108 classrooms from rural and suburban schools were randomly assigned
to ITSS or control and pretests and posttests were administered at the beginning and end of the school
year. Multilevel data analyses were conducted on standardized and researcher designed measures of
reading comprehension. Results showed that ITSS classrooms outperformed the control classrooms on all
measures with the highest effects reported for number of ideas included in the main idea. Results have
practical implications for classroom practices.
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Reading comprehension is a cornerstone of academic and life-
long learning, economic independence, and civic engagement.
Unfortunately, many middle schoolchildren fail to demonstrate
mastery of reading comprehension as evidenced by both the Na-
tional Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP, 2013) and the
Early Childhood Longitudinal Study–Kindergarten Cohort
(ECLS-K; Reardon, Valentino, & Shores, 2012). Over 60% of
middle schoolchildren score at basic or below basic levels of
proficiency in this important foundational skill (NAEP, 2013). The
continued poor performance of eighth graders on the NAEP tests
shows reading comprehension to be a lingering challenge in the
middle grades. Results from the ECLS-K show that students in
middle grades have not shown any change in comprehension
ability in 30 years and gaps between the socioeconomic groups are
widening. The NAEP and ECLS-K results are troubling because

over half of middle schoolchildren cannot proficiently learn by
reading content curricula and this in turn pushes the comprehen-
sion burden into content area classrooms (Allington, 2011; Ed-
monds et al., 2009). The goal of this project was to intervene at the
7th-grade level to increase the likelihood of the students acquiring
reading comprehension skills prior to entering their final year in
middle school.

Text structure-based solutions to reading comprehension prob-
lems faced by early adolescent readers have shown positive results
in upper elementary and middle-grades (Hebert et al., in press;
Meyer et al., 2010; Wijekumar, Meyer, & Lei, 2012; Wijekumar et
al., 2014). Technology-supported delivery of interventions to chil-
dren in middle grades has also shown promise for improved
outcomes in reading comprehension (Slavin, Cheung, Groff, &
Lake, 2008). The Intelligent Tutoring System for the Structure
Strategy (ITSS) combines the text structure strategy and web-
based technologies to improve content area reading comprehen-
sion. ITSS has been tested in large-scale randomized controlled
studies with 4th- and 5th-grade children (Wijekumar et al., 2012,
2014). With 7th- grade students, ITSS was examined using a
pretest and posttest(s) design study, where students were randomly
assigned to variations in ITSS adaptations (e.g., types of feedback;
Meyer et al., 2010). All three studies showed positive results
favoring students using ITSS. Large-scale and methodologically
rigorous randomized controlled trials that are effectively imple-
mented to inform practice are needed in order to draw any causal
conclusions about the ITSS intervention with 7th graders.

This article describes one such efficacy study that sought to
strengthen the research base on improving 7th-grade students’
reading comprehension by reporting on a recent large-scale mul-
tisite randomized controlled trial with 108 rural and suburban
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