
  

  

   

     

  

  

  

  

   

   

 

 

  

   

  

  

  

  

The Reading Framework for  the National Assessment of Educational Progress:  

Challenges and Opportunities Moving Forward   

James V. Hoffman  

While I continue to have profound concerns for the negative impact of high stakes testing on 

teaching and learning across the United States, I see the efforts of NAEP in assessment as a 

welcome alternative that provides information to stakeholders on the progress of education in our 

country and serves as a leading force for change. I believe the current work of reenvisioning the 

model for reading comprehension that underlies NAEP as extremely important to everyone. Over 

the years, NAEP has served as more than just a report card on progress. We, as a profession, 

have come to trust NAEP as a model for how we should think with theories as regards learning 

and assessment in schools on a large scale. NAEP has always risen above the technical to 

profoundly consider what it means to read and write in today’s world. Today’s world is changing 

rapidly as regards literacy. NAEP has the power to lead in transforming practices through the 

kind of thoughtful deliberations that are now taking place around the framework for reading 

comprehension. 

I have organized this brief paper around a set of questions leading to a set of recommendations 

for the panel to consider in moving forward. Given the limits we were given in writing this paper 

(that I may have exceeded), I have not gone into great detail on the background theories and 

research. However, the ideas I present here are well-grounded in the work of many literacy 

scholars and I am more than happy to expand on any section as needed. 



   
 

 

  

  

    

   

   

   

   

  

 

  

    

  

   

    

 

   

   

    

   

What is current in research in reading comprehension?  

In preparing for this discussion, I informally reviewed articles published in the major research 

journals in the field of literacy since the last major revision of the framework (7 years ago). I 

searched in the Reading Research Quarterly, The Journal of Literacy Research, Research in the 

Teaching of English, and The Elementary School Journal. While the Elementary School Journal 

is not a literacy journal it often publishes research reports on reading. I was searching, in 

particular, for any themes that could inform the work of the Assessment Development 

Committee (ADC) moving forward. I located just over 40 articles (appendix A). I did not locate 

any articles focused on reading comprehension in Research in the Teaching of English. About 

half of the articles I read from the other journals examined reading comprehension as an outcome 

variable in an intervention study, or explored correlates to reading comprehension (e.g., 

vocabulary). For the most part, these studies used fairly traditional measures of reading 

comprehension. Beyond attention to basic processes, there are interesting patterns in these 

studies related to a focus on: multilingual learners and settings; vocabulary; and, text complexity. 

We, as a profession, continue to build an understanding of the complex factors influencing 

comprehension and how educators can translate these new discoveries into more effective 

instruction. I see no evidence that a “simple view” of comprehension (Hoffman, 2009, 2014) has 

received significant attention in the literacy education community. Rather, comprehension 

continues to be regarded as complex and multi-faceted. As the panel continues to explore the 

research literature, I would encourage you to consider the work represented in the Second 

Handbook on Reading Comprehension (Israel, 2014) and the forthcoming editions of Theoretical 

Models in Reading (Seventh Edition) and the Handbook of Reading Research. 
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What are the new directions in comprehension research?  

There are at least two areas explored in many of the studies I reviewed that are deserving of the 

ADC’s attention. The first area relates to reading and writing practices across disciplinary areas 

with a focus on argument. The second area relates to new literacy studies and multimodal texts. 

Disciplinary Literacies  

Perhaps this area of disciplinary studies stood out to me because my current research focus is on 

preservice teachers supporting elementary students in inquiry and cross-disciplinary thinking 

(Hoffman, 2017a; Hoffman, et. al., 2017b; Payne, Hoffman & DeJulio, 2017). This work focuses 

on the movement of students from stances of interests to inquiry to advocacy and the associated 

literacy teaching activity. We are working to support elementary students as they take up the 

identities of scientists, take up the tools of research, and engage audiences in what they have 

discovered as significant and worthy of action. My preservice teachers immerse their students in 

the ways scientists use evidence and warrants to support claims that are compelling to authentic 

audiences. For our elementary students, this can mean advocating for certain foods based on 

health considerations; or for life style changes out of concern for the environment; or advocating 

against eating ‘shark fin soup’ based on the detrimental harvesting techniques used; or this can 

mean convincing community members to donate to support the work of a local dog shelter. 

Conceptual work and research into interdisciplinary literacies has replaced traditional notions of 

content area reading in the field of literacy (Moje, 2008; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). The new 

focus is on questions such as: How is literacy used in different ways in different domains and 

what understandings are important for those engaging in these domains. I, along with many 

others, see convergence across disciplinary boundaries around the composition of argument (and 

the deconstruction of arguments) as fundamental to literacy practices in both the physical and 
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social sciences. All texts, as Hillary Janks (2009) asserts, have designs on us as the reader. A text 

we label as informational/expository is not neutral. Understanding what these designs are and 

how to recognize them is essential to critical literacy. You might want to consider something like 

the four resources model (Freebody & Luke, 1990) or even more recent work by Serafini that 

extends the model into multimodal and digital texts (Serafini, 2010; 2012). 

Moving Forward with Disciplinary Literacies and Argument. I would argue (there is that 

word again) that the current structure of the NAEP comprehension model outside of literary texts 

should be reexamined to more clearly center on argument in texts rather than simply using 

different text structures and questioning from a traditional comprehension perspective. The 

current NAEP model describes informational texts in three types: exposition, argument/ 

persuasion, and procedural texts and documents. The NAEP framework states “Argumentation 

seeks to influence through appeals that direct readers to specific goals or try to win them to 

specific beliefs” (p. 10). The framework states: “Authors of persuasive writing must establish 

their credibility and authority if their writing is to be successful” (p. 10). This section ends with 

the statement “Examples of persuasive text are political speeches, editorials, and advertisements” 

(p. 10). 

Argument and persuasion are related but not the same. The current bias in NAEP seems to be 

toward persuasion and not argument. I would suggest that this model be reconsidered to focus 

more directly on argument as a central element in the logical thinking so necessary for cross-

disciplinary social and scientific processes. What are the claims, evidence, and warrants offered 

in texts? How are these being used and with what intentions? 

Argument/persuasion texts, even in their current form, are not part of the 2017 framework for the 

fourth grade based on the lack of available authentic texts to draw on. How ironic that the lack of 
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texts leads to the lack of assessment. Could it work in reverse, that attention to argument in the 

NAEP structure could cause an increase not just in the quantity of texts but the preparation of 

teachers in how to use these texts in classrooms. Nell Duke, a member of the Panel to discuss 

NAEP Assessment of Reading Comprehension, has been documenting for almost two decades the 

absence of these texts and the narrative bias in teaching literacy at the elementary levels (e.g., 

Duke, Zhang & Morsink, 2015). It’s time to change and NAEP can help lead the way by 

revisions in the framework. 

Multimodal  Texts and Comprehension  

The second area of innovation in comprehension research has focused on multimodality as well 

as New Literacies (Coiro, Knobel, Lankshear & Leu, 2014). There has been an explosion of 

attention to multimodal texts in literacy (see Albers, Harste & Vasquez, 2015; Serafini, 2010; 

2012). While this work is most evident in the study of comprehension with digital texts, the 

attention has also expanded into new ways of thinking about studying comprehension processes 

— as in Harste’s (2009) transmediational perspective. Readers are increasingly moving back and 

forth across forms of representation (different sign systems) as they construct meaning. 

What ”counts” as a text is becoming more and more inclusive as the lines between traditional 

written texts and other modes of representation are interwoven and not just options to select 

from. The text world we interact with today requires flexibility in the uses of various forms of 

representation to achieve understanding. Multimodal representations are connected to the 

previous position related to argument and the structure of informational texts. 

Moving forward with multimodal texts: There may be some constraints operating in how to 

represent these multimodal texts in a testing context, but NAEP could begin to explore possibilities 

here. For example, the current use of multiple text sources and thinking across these could easily be 
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expanded to include various modes of representation as part of the text sources. Cross passages 

(following the work of Guthrie, Wigfield & VonSecker [2000] in the Construct-Oriented Reading 

Instruction [CORI] assessment tasks) is something that NAEP is already exploring. I would also 

suggest, as one possibility, the use of scenarios (often used in teaching assessments) where a context 

is created that involves the building of an argument and the reader is asked to critically examine the 

elements of argument regarding claims, evidence, warrants, and consequences. There could be more 

combined work with multimodal texts and design in argument (e.g., the use of infographics as a 

structure). Sound/audio and video may be difficult at this time, but innovations in visual design are 

possible. 

What is NAEP doing well?  

In my view, the current framework for reading comprehension is working well with respect to 

assessment with literary texts and literary purposes. Given the concerns over continuity in 

assessment (i.e., keeping track of trends), this could be a place where minimal changes are made. 

Sticking  with the old? or Moving on to the new? A  decision for NAEP   

The March 2018 panel at the ADC meeting, discussed NAEP Assessment of Reading 

Comprehension regarding the depth and degree of changes that should be made with the NAEP 

comprehension framework: Should we tinker, or should we transform? Let me comment on 

what I see as the options and my own recommendations. 

Tinkering. I really don’t see this as an option if NAEP is to maintain its place as a significant 

leader and force in schooling and literacy. The world of literacy is changing too rapidly for 

NAEP to stay relevant with minimal changes. 
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Substantial Change. I see the need for major change in the framework for the comprehension of 

nonfiction texts. Two major changes most needed are: (a) toward disciplinary literacy practices 

and the structure of argument (together); and, (b) toward multimodal/digital texts and accessing 

meaning drawing across different forms of representation. I recommend change for 4th grade and 

expansion at 8th and 12th grades. To follow this path, with multiple texts, may require expanding 

to longer blocks (i.e., more than 30 minutes). 

Transformative Change. NAEP could, as have curriculum frameworks just about everywhere, 

move to restructure from the current reading/writing division to consider assessment in:  

Composing and Comprehending Literary Texts (Area 1) and Composing and Comprehending 

Informational Texts (Area 2). Such changes would require some terminology work (e.g., Can 

procedural texts be located inside of informational texts? I think, yes). I use the term composing 

intentionally to emphasize multimodal forms. I would even argue for the use of engaging in 

place of “comprehending as the term reflects a more inclusive view of meaning-making beyond 

the cognitive. 

Closing: Challenges and Opportunities  

The transformative choice above is a challenge that involves risks and costs. The alternative, 

trying to hold on to the present with the world changing rapidly around us, has its own set of 

challenges, risks, and costs. The reformer and the optimist in me says the time is right for 

change. If we are going to take risks then let’s take them in the direction of a vision for the future 

and the opportunity to lead the field into moving forward. 
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