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Abstract 
This article reports on an intervention study using a multiple strategy approach – called Dialogic Strategy 
Instruction (DSI) – to improve seventh grade students’ narrative comprehension in terms of students’ 
ability to generate inferences and develop interpretations of characters and events. DSI combines strat-
egy instruction with dialogical principles for classroom discussion and response writing. After a 13-week 
intervention period, students in the intervention condition demonstrated significant improvement in 
generating inferences and interpretations compared to pre-test results. However, the average effect 
was small and the improvement was not significantly different relative to controls. An analysis of stu-
dents with low pre-test scores showed that the intervention group had made significant and strong 
improvement relative to controls. Results for middle and high achievers were non-significant in this 
respect. Therefore, although DSI appears valuable for low achievers, results indicate that the instruc-
tional principles implemented may not offer instructional support for all children. Possible reasons for 
the absence of a general effect are discussed and directions for future research are suggested. 
 
Keywords: dialogue, intervention study, narrative comprehension, reading, strategy instruction 
 



2 M. TENGBERG, C. OLIN-SCHELLER & A. LINDHOLM 

1. INTRODUCTION 

There is ample evidence that both deepened understanding and appreciation of 
narrative texts are facilitated by a number of different comprehension strategy 
approaches (Snow, 2002; Janssen, Braaksma, & Couzijn, 2009; Souvignier & 
Mokhlesgerami, 2006). In the past decade, particular attention has been given to 
the testing of more complex set of comprehension strategies (c.f. Spörer, 
Brunstein, & Kieschke, 2009; Andreasson & Bråten, 2011). A practical advantage of 
multiple strategy approaches – given that they are proven effective – is that the 
scope and variety of multiple strategy activities make them suitable for long-term 
programs in authentic classrooms. The instructional mode of educational interven-
tions need to deal not only with the social and cultural complexities that school 
settings make up (Deshler, Hock, Ihle, & Mark, 2011), but also with the broad varia-
tion of student motivations and cognitive aptitudes for learning and development. 
On the flip side, even with efficient multiple strategy programs, it is more or less 
impossible to determine which strategies contribute to significant improvement in 
students’ reading comprehension (Graesser, 2007). Yet, no multiple strategy ap-
proach can be accounted for by summing up the discrete contributions made by 
any single strategy on its own. Rather, one would expect forms of interaction taking 
place between strategies that are combined in practice (Pearson, 2009). 

In this study, a mix of strategies, selected in particular to promote comprehen-
sion of narrative texts, is combined with principles for dialogue and collaborative 
inquiry, on the one hand, and with principles for responsive writing, on the other 
hand. Drawing on the works of Vygotsky (1978) and Bakhtin (1981), Almasi, 
O’Flahavan, and Arya (2001), Nystrand, Gamoran, Kachur, and Prendergast (1997), 
Soter, Wilkinson, Murphy, Rudge, Reninger, and Edwards (2008), and others, all 
argue that open-ended, exploratory discussion may enable a public sharing of liter-
ary understanding and a co-construction of knowledge. Vygotsky’s idea of the de-
velopment of conceptual understanding through interaction with more capable 
peers, and Bakhtin’s emphasis on the dialogic nature of understanding itself corre-
spond well with the modelling of and interaction on text comprehension that are 
central to strategy instruction. In DSI, exploratory dialogue includes both discus-
sions and extended response writing that is circulated among peers and teachers in 
order to make complex thinking visible and thereby subject to collaborative, inter-
pretive dialogue. 

The joint instructional focus on these three principles is labeled Dialogic Strate-
gy Instruction (DSI) (Tengberg & Olin-Scheller, 2013). Compared with other well-
studied approaches to strategy instruction, such as Reciprocal Teaching (RT) 
(Palinscar & Brown, 1984), DSI includes a larger number of strategies. These strate-
gies are related to the reading of narrative text and aim specifically at supporting 
students’ ability to generate inferences and to develop interpretations of charac-
ters and events in the stories they read. Strategies are also introduced one at the 
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time over a longer period. In this respect, DSI shares a number of traits with Trans-
actional Strategy Instruction (TSI) (Pressley, Beard El-Dinary, Gaskins, Schuder, 
Bergman, Almasi, & Brown 1992). Unlike TSI, however, DSI does not relate specifi-
cally to reader-response theory, but takes dialogic theory as a starting point. In 
addition, the explicit and systematic integration of shared response-writing in DSI is 
not found in TSI. 

The specific purpose of this research is to examine empirically to what extent 
DSI implemented over the course of a term (13 weeks) in authentic seventh grade 
classroom settings (students 13–14 years of age) may contribute to the improve-
ment in students’ narrative comprehension by supporting their ability to generate 
inferences and develop interpretations. In Rosenshine and Meister’s (1994) review 
of studies on RT, a particular concern was that little attention had been paid to in-
tervention effects in relation to student ability level. At the same time, a great deal 
of research in this field has emanated from the concern with struggling readers, 
and has indicated that explicit strategy instruction yields strong comprehension 
effects for students with learning difficulties (Brown, Pressley, Van Meter, & 
Schuder, 1996; Gersten, Fuchs, Williams, & Baker, 2001). In a recent meta-analysis 
of Scammacca, Roberts, Vaughn, and Stuebing (in press), the average effect size for 
standardized measures was found to be smaller (d = .21) than reported in previous 
studies, which could be explained by more rigorous measures, by differences in 
participant characteristics and also by general improvements in reading instruction 
in schools, which would impact on the control conditions in the intervention stud-
ies. Still, the authors of the study conclude that the “research base continues to 
show that teaching reading comprehension strategies to struggling readers in 
Grades 4 to 12 is beneficial” (Scammacca et al., in press, p. 18). It has also been 
suggested that strategies play a more important role in the early stages of reading 
development (Skaftun, 2011) or when decoding or comprehension proves difficult 
to the reader even at the later stages of development (Afflerbach, Pearson, & Paris, 
2008). Against this background, our study also serves the purpose of determining 
whether DSI has a differential impact on secondary students with varying reading 
ability. Varying reading ability here refers to the range of normally achieving stu-
dents found in ordinary classrooms, and does not include students receiving special 
education. 

2. THEORETICAL FRAMING OF THE INTERVENTION 

2.1 Narrative comprehension 

Research indicates that the particular strategies for understanding narrative text, 
with reference both to text structure and to the purpose for reading, are different 
from strategies for understanding expository text (Caldwell & Leslie, 2003; 
Graesser, Singer, & Trabasso, 1994; Janssen, Braaksma, & Rijlaarsdam, 2006; Oat-
ley, 1999). In respect to narrative text, children tend to develop a basic knowledge 
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about structural patterns, or story grammar, early in life (Mandler & Johnson, 
1977). However, the more complex aspects of narrative comprehension, including 
interpretation of character and events, generalization to real life, identification of 
themes and symbols etc., require a continued acculturation and formal training 
across the years of schooling (Applebee, Langer, Nystrand, & Gamoran, 2003; 
Janssen et al., 2006). In this study, narrative comprehension instruction is focused 
specifically on improving students’ ability to generate inferences and develop in-
terpretations of characters and events. These skills cut across the different classes 
of inferences discussed by Graesser et al. (1994) such as causal antecedents (bridg-
ing between actions or events in different passages of the text), subordinate goals 
(motivating character intensions or actions), and thematic inferences (integrating 
ideas, main points or moral in the text). In our study, these skills are treated as a 
unitary construct, and measured before and after the intervention through items 
taken from the Swedish national reading test (Swedish National Agency for Educa-
tion, 2006, 2007, 2009, 2011). Set within a Swedish context of declining results on 
the PISA test, which is chiefly explained by a significant drop on the subscale Inte-
grate and interpret,

1
 special attention is naturally paid to improving interpretive 

reading (Fredriksson, 2012). Genereux and McKeough (2007) have demonstrated 
that 12-year-olds display “an emerging but clearly unrefined ability to combine two 
separate story morals” (p. 862) and that the 10–14 age group represents a period 
in which a clear shift from literal story meaning towards more interpretive forms of 
meaning making takes place. Although Genereux and McKeough analyze these 
conceptual changes in terms of social-psychological development, their results in-
dicate that instructional activities on inference making and interpretations may be 
well suited to the cognitive development of 13–14-year-olds, which is the case in 
the present study. 

2.2 Strategy instruction in the dialogic approach 

This research rests on the assumption that the type of dialogic interaction in both 
speech and writing that is associated with greater improvement in narrative read-
ing performance (Applebee et al., 2003; Nystrand et al., 1997; Newell, 1994; Wong, 
Kuperis, Jamieson, Keller, & Cull-Hewitt, 2002) may be combined with strategy in-
struction in order to form a broad, supportive environment for developing complex 
narrative comprehension. In this study, the instructional design is primarily based 
on theory of cognition and metacognition, with an emphasis on the mapping of 
learning processes from the perspective of comprehension strategies (Graesser, 
2007; Griffith & Ruan, 2005). In practice, teachers’ modelling, or think-aloud, of 
their reading process is assumed to enhance students’ awareness of their own 
comprehension processes, and thereby improving their monitoring and regulation 
of comprehension (Israel & Massey, 2005; Snow, 2002). These models of reading 

                                                                 
1
 522 p to 494 p in the period 2000–2009. 
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comprehension typically conceptualize metacognitive strategies such as summariz-
ing (Armbruster, Anderson, & Ostertag, 1987), making predictions (Fielding, Ander-
son, & Pearson, 1990) and asking questions (Janssen et al., 2009), strategies which 
are used in DSI. 

The selection of comprehension strategies included in the present study were 
1) summarizing; 2) making predictions; 3) evaluating; 4) visualizing; 5) questioning; 
6) finding gaps and making inferences; and 7) comparing with other texts. Nos. 1–5 
and no. 7 are frequently reported in the research literature as effective strategies 
to improve both narrative and expository comprehension (Afflerbach & Cho, 2011; 
Block & Duffy, 2008; National Reading Panel, 2002; Pearson, 2009; Rosenshine & 
Meister, 1994). Finding gaps and making inferences are somewhat similar to the 
strategy often referred to as inference generation, which has been shown neces-
sary for skilled reading (Elbro & Buch-Iversen, 2013; Thurlow & van den Broek, 
1997). However, teaching this strategy in DSI also means promoting metacognitive 
awareness (cf. Donndelinger, 2005) about inferencing and interpretation by explic-
itly demonstrating and discussing the function of structured gaps in fictional text 
(cf. Iser, 1978). 

Although a number of studies have already demonstrated the effectiveness of 
strategy instruction, a major challenge lies in the classroom implementation of 
multiple strategy approaches (National Reading Panel, 2002) and the context-
sensitive, but necessary, integration of strategy instruction with other classroom 
activities (Pearson, 2009). One of the more viable turns taken in research on the 
learning and teaching of text comprehension in the last decade is the emphasis on 
dialogic approaches (Almasi et al., 2001; Soter et al., 2008; Wilkinson & Son, 2011). 
Although attention to the role of classroom dialogue goes all the way back to the 
1860s (Nystrand, 2006), research on how structured discussions may ‘scaffold’ 
(Wood, Bruner, & Ross, 1976) higher-order thinking about texts has provided a 
number of new insights. For example, allowing conflicting perspectives to meet, 
open-ended (or authentic) questioning and dialogue may support student reflec-
tions on alternative interpretations and encourage them to elaborate on their un-
derstandings in ways that foster narrative comprehension (Applebee et al., 2003; 
Murphy, Wilkinson, Soter, Hennessey, & Alexander, 2009; Nystrand, 2006). In addi-
tion, both large-scale, observational studies (c.f. Taylor, Pearson, Clark, & Walpole, 
1999) and small-scale, experimental studies (Saunders & Goldenberg, 1999) have 
linked higher-level discussions to better performance on measures of reading com-
prehension. An important insight in this respect is that it is not the amount of talk 
but the kind of talk that promotes comprehension (Murphy et al., 2009).  

The sociocultural perspective on learning as a culturally embedded process me-
diated through language and interaction, as explained by Vygotsky (1986), provides 
a link between comprehension strategy approaches and dialogic approaches. In 
multiple strategy instruction implemented over longer periods, students are as-
sumed to benefit from the interaction with peers and teachers by internalizing the 
ways and models of meaning making that are made explicit there. As the teacher 
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prompts a joint effort (in groups or in whole-class) to enhance everyone’s under-
standing of the text by applying explicitly taught comprehension strategies, stu-
dents are offered an ample display of each strategy in action (Pressley et al., 1992). 
The role of interaction with more capable peers (or teachers) provides a useful 
framework for investigating how comprehension of texts is scaffolded through col-
lective reasoning and meaning making. By displaying their particular understand-
ing, learners bring forth perspectives that their peers may use as temporary stand-
points in their own gradually shifting reading experience. Evidence from research 
also verify that less capable readers are able to use the discourse of discussion as 
scaffolds for their own thinking (Reninger, 2007) and that strategy interventions in 
general are effective both for younger and older struggling readers (Edmonds, 
Vaughn, Wexler, Reutebuch, Cable, Klingler Tackett, & Wick, 2009; Kamil, 2004; 
Snow, 2002).  

Yet, while scaffolding conceptually emphasizes the role of organizing support 
for learners, e.g. by providing context, language or mental models, learning and 
development are also driven by challenge and negotiation. In concrete processes of 
communication, cooperation and conflict are intrinsically interwoven (Nystrand et 
al., 1997). Discussions about texts are therefore essentially not about “sharing 
meanings”, but rather about jointly constructing baselines for individual under-
standings (Tengberg, 2011). Drawing on Bakhtin (1981), speech and thinking is fun-
damentally dialogic, meaning that the way we reason always involves a response to 
prior experience, a response to the reasoning provided by others. This view of in-
teraction and understanding has proven particularly useful in empirical research on 
reading and writing instruction (Marshall, Smagorinsky, & Smith, 1995; Nystrand & 
Gamoran, 1991). The practical, educational applications of this theory connect with 
the theoretical implications about the benefit of strategy instruction in that they 
stress the importance of making models of thinking visible to peers. They unite in 
the belief that comprehension of narrative text may be improved by joint question-
ing of the text itself and of explicit-made ways of understanding or interpreting the 
text. 

Dialogue in this study refers not only to peer or whole-class discussions but also 
to the sharing of written responses to the narrative texts. The inclusion of writing 
assignments as a means of developing narrative understanding is critical. A number 
of studies have demonstrated that written responses aimed at acquiring a holistic 
understanding of narratives may have a significant impact on students’ literary re-
sponses (Marshall, 1987; Newell, 1994; Wong et al., 2002). In a meta-analysis of 
nine experiments in which students wrote extended interpretive responses to text, 
Graham and Hebert (2010) found an average effect size of 0.77 on students’ read-
ing comprehension. In a previous study of DSI, students’ written interpretive re-
sponses were exchanged and discussed between peers and elaborated upon by the 
teacher in whole-class discussion, thus providing appropriate formative feed-back 
on the students’ narrative comprehension (Tengberg & Olin-Scheller, 2013). Overall 
intervention effects were statistically significant compared to control groups. 
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Based on the theoretical principles presented above, the current study aims at 
determining 

1) to what extent DSI may contribute to the improvement in students’ narra-
tive comprehension by supporting their ability to generate inferences and 
develop interpretations, and 

2) whether DSI has a differential impact on students’ narrative comprehen-
sion in relation to their levels of reading achievement at the outset. 

3. METHOD 

DSI was implemented in ten classes and taught from September through Decem-
ber. Test results for narrative comprehension were compared with results in twelve 
control classes. In order to cause minimal disturbance to the authenticity of the 
setting, students were not randomized into groups but nested within their respec-
tive classes, which were in turn randomly assigned either to the intervention or to 
the control condition. 

3.1 Participants 

Twenty-one teachers (19 female and 2 male), all educated teachers of Swedish, 
with long experience of secondary school teaching, volunteered to participate. The 
intervention group consisted of 93 girls and 84 boys from nine 7

th
 grade classes and 

one 8
th

 grade class.
2
 The control group consisted of 106 girls and 84 boys from 

twelve 7
th

 grade classes. Classes were situated at seven different schools in four 
separate small-sized cities and one medium-sized city. Classes were chosen based 
on two criteria: (a) representing similar averages of school merits and passing rates 
at national tests in reading comprehension;

3
 and (b) practical availability and will-

ingness to participate (self-selection). 
All students were informed of the study’s purpose. Verbal consent was gath-

ered from both teachers and students. Since students were under 15 years of age, 
written consent was also collected from all students’ parents. Participants were 
informed that they had the right to withdraw their consent at any point, and that 
the data collected would be treated confidentially and used for research purpose 
only. 

With respect to social and cultural background, the sample is comparatively 
homogenous. The vast majority of students are native Swedish speakers with Swe-

                                                                 
2
 Although being older than the rest of the participants, the 8th grade class included in the 

sample had scored below expected reading proficiency level on local tests and their results on 
the pre-test of the study showed that their reading abilities were comparable to the other 7th 
grade classes. 
3
 Total school merit averages over the period 2007–2011 was 212.4 for intervention schools 

and 208.3 for control schools. Passing rates at national tests in reading comprehension for 
the same period was 90.5% for intervention schools and 88.8% for control schools. 
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dish born parents. Eighteen students in the intervention group and 25 students in 
the control group report a first language other than Swedish, although none of the 
participants took Swedish as a second language instead of Swedish. The average 
class size was 22.0 students in the intervention groups and 22.4 students in the 
control groups. 

3.2 Design and procedure 

The study uses a pre-test/post-test design to determine the effect of DSI on 7
th

 
graders narrative comprehension. Since the design does not include individual ran-
dom assignment to conditions, the statistical analyses will control for pre-test dif-
ferences. 

Professional training for intervention teachers, including theoretical baselines 
and plans for classroom procedures, were provided in three 3-hr seminars before 
the intervention started and in an additional three 3-hr seminars during the inter-
vention. Plans for classroom procedures included detailed written instructions and 
were presented and discussed in the teacher-researcher group. After minor revi-
sions, these instructions served as scripts for lesson plans. From early September 
until Christmas break (13 weeks altogether), DSI was implemented 2 lessons (40–50 
minutes each) per week in the ten intervention groups. Control group teachers 
were contacted only in order to administer pre- and post-tests. 

Pre-tests were taken by all students in late August or early September. Post-
tests were similarly taken by all students in two weeks in January. Both tests were 
administered in regular lesson time, and students were given a maximum of 80 
minutes to complete it. All tests were administered by either first, second or third 
author. Observations were conducted in the intervention groups during the second 
half of the intervention period in order to establish the fidelity of implementation 
of DSI in each classroom. 

3.3 Intervention 

The instructional frame designed for the intervention was based on nine short sto-
ries/passages from novels, eight out of which were originally written in Swedish 
and one originally written in English and read in translation (see list in References). 
The stories were chosen to match the strategies, or more precisely to make the 
strategies called for during the process of comprehension. A couple of stories, 
however, were matched with several strategies, and also bridged sequentially be-
tween them (see Appendix for full description). For instance, the work on Axels-
son’s short story “Across the track” (2002) linked the end of working with the strat-
egy ‘making predictions’ to the introduction of the strategy ‘evaluating’. Altogeth-
er, the nine narratives formed the outset from which DSI was implemented in the 
classrooms according to the theoretical principles discussed above. 
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3.3.1 Introducing comprehension strategies 

Comprehension strategies (summarizing; making predictions; evaluating; visualiz-
ing; questioning; finding gaps and making inferences; comparing with other texts) 
were introduced one at the time in the mentioned order. Each story was chosen to 
exemplify the need and benefit of utilizing a specific strategy, although, as the stu-
dents gradually became familiar with more strategies, they were prompted to con-
tinue making use of the strategies they had already learned. The introduction of 
strategies was therefore intimately related to the structure and nature of the texts. 
Nonetheless, a core procedure defined by five successive steps shaped the explicit 
instruction of each strategy. Inspired by Duke and Pearson (2002), who present a 
five component model for introducing comprehension strategies and gradually re-
leasing responsibility to students for making use of strategies in action, we applied 
the following five steps in order to integrate reading, writing and discussion: 1) In-
troducing the strategy, what to be gained from using it and how to use it; 2) Teach-
er modelling the strategy while reading aloud; 3) Teacher and students using the 
strategy together in whole-class; 4) Students using the strategy individually, in pairs 
and in small groups; and 5) Students and teacher using the strategy together in 
whole-class discussion.  

3.3.2 Interpretive literature discussions 

Dialogues in whole-class, pairs or groups were set as pre-reading, during-reading 
and post-reading activities in order to support strategy learning, and to scaffold 
continuous inferencing and interpretive thinking. Whole-class discussions com-
bined a focus on strategy introduction (meaning that teachers were modelling 
comprehension strategies) with an ambition to follow up on what the students in 
their written responses had noted as difficult, interesting or evocative in the sto-
ries. A pedagogical principle for the teachers’ orchestration of the discussions was 
to support students’ active participation. Teachers also challenged students’ inter-
pretations of texts rather than prescribed appropriate interpretations. By drawing 
attention to differences in the interpretations of texts, discussions were intended 
to raise students’ awareness of their own active part in the interpretive process. 
Likewise, by emphasizing the various ways in which readers apply comprehension 
strategies, and by comparing the inferential process for different readers, instruc-
tion aimed at alerting students to their own active inference generation. Further-
more, discussions aimed at being exploratory (Mercer, 1996), i.e., to have students 
engage both critically and constructively with one another’s ideas, both building on 
one another’s ideas and constructively challenging them. Pairs and groups were 
formed with regard to students’ reading proficiency in order to let less skilled read-
ers benefit from interaction with more capable peers, in accordance with the 
Vygotskian framework. Pair-sessions were used to discuss written, interpretive re-
sponses, in which specific strategies were applied. These were normally followed 
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by group discussions, in which two pairs formed one group. The make-up of pairs 
and groups shifted continuously. 

3.3.3 Writing assignments 

Writing assignments were designed to elicit higher-level thinking, first of all by 
providing students with opportunities to formulate literary interpretations in soli-
tude and tranquility, allowing time to gather ideas, questions and personal reac-
tions to bring to discussions with their peers and teachers. For example, students 
would be asked to reflect on characters’ responsibilities and actions in story events. 
They would also be encouraged to take a personal stance on ethical and moral is-
sues raised in the text. Here is an example of a question on the passage from A 
Comedian Growing Up (Gardell, 1992) in relation to strategy no. 3 (evaluating). In 
the text, an eleven-year-old boy is abused by his classmates on his way home from 
school. The text provides a number of clues regarding the personal responsibilities 
for letting this happen. 

In your opinion, who is/are responsible for the abuse of Thomas? Write an extended 
response where you describe how you reflect on this issue. Be sure to formulate 
arguments that support your opinion. Make use of previous knowledge and 
experiences, but also make sure that your arguments have a clear backing in the text.  

In this way, writing assignments supported students’ active inferencing and gave 
way to a more substantial use of their previous experiences in order to compre-
hend the stories. This type of pre-discussion activity also served to enhance stu-
dents’ ability to participate actively and substantially by challenging them to devel-
op their literary responses. Challenge in this case refers to questions that required 
students to respond to texts from more than a single perspective, questions target-
ing critical issues in texts and called for holistic interpretations and elaborated an-
swers. 

Writing assignments were usually given as a development of a topic discussed 
in whole class. Students were prompted to produce personal or analytical, inter-
pretive responses to a story or an aspect of the story, and these responses were 
then exchanged and discussed in pairs and eventually in groups of four. Students 
were encouraged to explore the nature of similarities and differences between 
their responses and to use comprehension strategies to expand on their story un-
derstanding. Findings from these discussions were then analyzed together in whole 
class. 

3.4 Control groups 

Control teachers were not trained at DSI. Nor were they requested to adopt any 
other type of reading instruction. Instead, they were encouraged to teach in the 
way they were used to and to make no significant changes. Yet, the awareness of 
the fact that their students’ progress over the term was to be measured may have 
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motivated a higher ambition in their reading instruction. However, this obviously 
goes for the intervention teachers too.  

Control teachers were provided with the same compilation of short stories that 
were used by the intervention groups, and they were asked to teach as many of 
them as possible in any way they pleased. 

During the term, teachers in the control condition also kept journals of their 
reading instruction. When using any of the short stories, they were to jot down a 
few lines, describing in what way these texts were read and taught in class. From 
these notes, we were able to get an overview of the reading instruction with which 
the intervention was to be compared. To this end we also conducted group inter-
views with 8 of the 12 control condition teachers. In regard to time spent on read-
ing instruction in the control condition, the average of teachers’ estimations was 
that two out of three lessons a week (each lesson 50 minutes long) were devoted 
to reading instruction. Therefore, it is fair to say that an equal amount of time was 
spent on narrative comprehension instruction in intervention groups and control 
groups. 

3.5 Narrative comprehension measures 

While dialogically-oriented strategy approaches have proven effective on many 
research-developed reading tests as well as on standardized reading inventories 
(Rosenshine & Meister, 1994), we wished to know whether the training effects of a 
dialogic strategy intervention would also impact on measures used in the national 
curriculum assessment system. Therefore, in testing narrative comprehension, we 
compiled two tests (X and Y) using texts and test items from previous Swedish na-
tional tests of reading comprehension (Swedish National Agency for Education, 
2006, 2007, 2009, 2011). Each test included two short stories (one 500–600 words 
long and one 1100–1200 words) and 7 items (per test) on inferential and interpre-
tive level. Response formats were mainly constructed-response, ranging from sen-
tence to paragraph in length. While most reading comprehension tests mainly use 
multiple-choice items, the constructed-response items in the national test were 
expected to match the format of student responses in the instructional setting (dis-
cussion and writing). In order to illustrate the character of these items, we provide 
an example taken from one of the longer texts included, which was an extract from 
the novel The Kite Runner (Hosseini, 2003), pp. 16–18. This text (and item) was in-
cluded in the Swedish National reading test in 2009. 

Explain why Amir wrote his first story this particular evening. 
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________ 

The scoring rubric to this item requires that students relate the appreciation Amir 
receives for making up a story to his growing confidence in writing/eagerness to 
write. In this way the items in the test targeted students’ ability to generate infer-
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ences and to develop interpretations of characters and events in the stories. Both 
tests also included items in which students were asked to provide character de-
scriptions or to make inferences about ideas and plot elements that were not ex-
plicitly mentioned in the text, and to interpret figurative language, to explain mo-
tives for characters’ actions, and to explain events related to the story themes. An 
example of items requesting inferences across several classes according to 
Graesser et al. (1994) (also related to the extract from The Kite Runner) is the fol-
lowing: 

Explain the ending of Amir’s story about the man and the magic cup. The consequence 
of the man’s actions should be included in your response. 

_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________ 

To receive full credit, student responses are supposed to link the man’s actions 
both to intentions and consequences and to emotions and story moral. 

In this repeated measures study, we used an ABBA design, meaning that half of 
the students (each class was split) received the X-test for pre-test and Y-test for 
post-test, while the other half received the tests in the reversed order (Y for pre-
test and X for post-test). Items in the two tests were estimated by qualitative anal-
ysis to target the same type of comprehension. An independent t-test indicated 
that there was no significant difference between mean pre-test scores for the X-
test (M = 6.84, SD = 3.46) and mean pre-test scores for the Y-test (M = 6.96, SD = 
3.64; t (365) = .336, p = .74). The two versions were therefore assessed to be equal-
ly difficult. The ABBA design is useful in order to eliminate practice effects, which 
may occur if the same test is used for both pre- and post-test, as well as to elimi-
nate order effects caused by minor differences between the tests.  

Students were instructed to deal with one text at the time, although they were 
able to return to a text as many times as they liked. They were also instructed to 
remain at their desk for 60 minutes, after which they could leave the classroom if 
they had finished (80 minutes were afforded altogether).  

Items were scored on a scale 0–1, 0–2 or 0–3 (depending on the complexity of 
the task) using the national test scoring guidelines including detailed scoring rubrics 
for each item (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2006, 2007, 2009, 2011). 
Thus, some items would generate a maximum of one point for correct solution 
while others could generate up to three points for a correct solution. Maximum 
score for each test was 15 points. All items were blind-scored by three trained 
raters (the authors of the article). Cohen’s kappa for inter-rater agreement were 
.86, .81 and .84 on pre-test and .95, .93 and .94 on post-test (all p < .001), which 
suggests a very high level of agreement between raters. 
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Statistical analyses to answer the first research question included paired-
samples t-testing and one-way between-groups analysis of covariance (ANCOVA). 
For the second research question, investigating whether students’ ability levels 
would work as a moderator variable, a two-way between-groups analysis of covari-
ance (ANCOVA) was used, for which all cases were grouped based on pre-test re-
sults (low achievers = pre-test scores 0–4; middle achievers = pre-test scores 5–9; 
high achievers = pre-test scores 10–15). This was then complemented by ANCOVAs 
for groups on each achievement level in order to obtain comparative effect 
measures for low achievers, middle achievers and high achievers respectively. The 
reason for choosing a cut-off at 5 points was to be able to split the scale of possible 
test results in three ways. In a single-group design, an alternative procedure might 
have been to consider the 25% lowest scores, the 50% in the middle, and the 25% 
at the top. In this case, however, such a procedure might have yielded between-
groups mean differences, in which case the comparison would have included stu-
dents of different rather than of similar ability levels. 

3.6 Observations and interviews 

To ensure fidelity of the intervention, teachers and researchers met three times 
during the intervention period in order to discuss and make sequential adjustments 
to the implementation of DSI. Furthermore, all intervention classes were observed 
twice (once in the middle of the period and once in the end). On these occasions, 
teachers were interviewed individually. Observations included time, type of activi-
ty, organization, content, material and products. The observations were not con-
ducted for systematic or in-depth analysis of classroom procedures, but rather to 
determine whether or not instruction in the intervention classroom aligned with 
the principles of DSI. Observation protocols (covering the areas mentioned above) 
also included a commentary on learning objectives of the lesson and (if applicable) 
the occurrence of unexpected observations. Interviews similarly targeted the im-
plementation of DSI and served as a supplement to the observations. Although 
control groups were not observed, eight of the control teachers were interviewed 
based on the journal notes they made about their reading instruction. Obviously, 
observational and interview data are not directly comparable, yet these data pro-
vided an overview of instructional similarities and differences between the two 
conditions. 

4. RESULTS 

4.1 Comparison between intervention and control condition 

From the documentation of the two teaching conditions, we were able to make a 
brief comparison as to the quantity and quality of reading instruction conducted in 
the period. 
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Control teachers reported having read at least six of the nine texts. They also 
reported having employed a number of different types of instruction, including 
silent reading, group discussions, short-answer questions, writing descriptions of 
characters and setting, writing their own short stories, analyzing themes and motifs 
etc. Three of the control teachers also reported having utilized comprehension 
strategies (summarizing, making predictions and questioning) in 3–5 lessons alto-
gether. Some of these activities may, thus, resemble what was going on in the in-
tervention instruction, which is hardly surprising, but these are single examples 
collected from all the twelve control teachers. Contrary to the intervention condi-
tion, these activities were not brought together in any single classroom, nor were 
discussions or comprehension strategies, according to the interviews, implemented 
as systematically as they were in the intervention classrooms. Considering that the 
entire period ran over 13 weeks, 2 lessons per week on an average, we estimate 
that there is a clear boundary between intervention and control conditions.  

Based on regular meetings with the intervention teachers as well as on class-
room observations, we were able to confirm frequent classroom dialogue and sys-
tematic instruction of comprehension strategies. As far as we can determine, all 
texts were read and treated in accordance with the provided lesson plan. Similarly, 
all strategies were introduced and the same writing assignments and type of dis-
cussions were conducted in each classroom. The modeling of comprehension strat-
egies was performed vividly and explicitly and in such a way that students could 
participate with relevant questions and dared to elaborate on some of their own 
uses of a particular strategy. Dialogues in pairs, groups and whole class were fre-
quent according to both interviews and observations. Writing assignments were 
continuously reviewed and discussed in the researcher-teacher-group, and general-
ly found appropriate for the purpose. Obviously, social and cultural differences 
between the groups meant that the instruction was not identical in terms of dis-
cussion topics, intertextual or experiential references etc. However, the observa-
tions, complemented by the interviews, verified that DSI was being successfully 
implemented in the intervention group. 

In sum, to a significant extent the intervention and control conditions treated 
the same type of reading material during the term, although they did so in ways 
that were systematically different. Therefore, the comparison between the two 
conditions can be regarded as relevant according to the study rationale. 

4.2 Does DSI contribute to a significant improvement in narrative comprehension? 

The first research question was to find out to what extent DSI would contribute to 
the improvement in students’ narrative comprehension by supporting their ability 
to generate inferences and develop interpretations. Results on the narrative com-
prehension tests were analyzed in order to compare whether the improvement 
rates of the intervention group were significantly larger than any improvements 
made by the control group. Descriptive test statistics are reported in Table 1. All 
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scores were approximately normally distributed with all values for skewness and 
kurtosis within -1 to 1 and thus appropriate for parametric analysis. 
 

Table 1. Test scores for all subjects on pre-test and post-test, scale 0–15 

     
Measure Pre-test 

 
M          SD 

Post-test 
 

M         SD 

Within-groups diff. 
(partial ƞ2) 

Between-groups diff. 
(partial ƞ2) 

     

Intervention 
(N=177) 

6.70 3.50 7.24 3.48 0.04** 
 

ns 

Control (N=190) 7.08 3.58 7.38 3.60 ns 
     

* significant at < .05 

** significant at < .01 

There was a small but non-significant (p = .307, 2-tailed) difference between pre-
test means in intervention and control groups. First, we looked for within-groups 
differences, and found a statistically significant progress for the intervention group 
from pre-test (M = 6.70, SD = 3.50) to post-test (M = 7.24, SD = 3.48), t (176) = -
2.64, p = .009 (2-tailed). Eta squared statistics (.04) indicated a small to moderate 
effect size according to Cohen’s (1988) guidelines. According to Standard Mean 
Difference (SMD) statistics, the effect was small (Cohen’s d = .15). For the control 
group, there was also a small but non-significant progress from pre-test (M = 7.08, 
SD = 3.58) to post-test (M = 7.38, SD = 3.60), t (189) = -1.48, p = .14 (2-tailed). The 
indication of a training effect for the intervention condition, however, does not 
confirm that the size of improvement is significantly larger than the improvement 
in the control group. 

To evaluate the effectiveness of the intervention, a one-way ANCOVA was con-
ducted using pre-test scores as covariates, condition (intervention and control) as 
grouping variable and post-test scores as dependent variable. Preliminary checks 
were made to ensure that assumptions of linearity, homogeneity of variances and 
homogeneity of regression slopes were not violated. After adjustment by covari-
ates, the analysis showed that the difference of improvement between the two 
conditions at the post-test was not statistically significant and that the effect size 
was close to zero [F(1, 364) =.213, p = .65, partial ƞ

2 
= .001, Cohens d = .07]. With 

regard to test score means for all students, the statistical analysis, consequently, 
indicates that DSI does not improve students’ narrative comprehension significant-
ly better than ordinary reading instruction does. 
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4.3 Does DSI have a differential impact on students’ narrative comprehension in 
relation to their levels of reading achievement? 

 
The second research question was to find out whether DSI would have a differen-
tial impact on students with different levels of reading achievement. Reading 
achievement levels were defined by pre-test results (low achievers = pre-test 
scores 0–4; middle achievers = pre-test scores 5–9; high achievers = pre-test scores 
10–15). A 2 by 2 ANCOVA was conducted to assess the effectiveness of the inter-
vention for students of different achievement levels. Independent variables were, 
thus, condition (intervention, control) and achievement level. After adjusting for 
pre-test scores, there was a significant interaction effect [F(2, 360) = 3.33, p = .04] 
although with only a small overall effect size (partial ƞ

2 
= .02). These results suggest 

that students of various levels of reading proficiency responded differently to the 
intervention. 

Table 2. Test scores for all subjects on pre-test and post-test, scale 0–15 

     
Measure Pre-test 

 
M          SD 

Post-test 
 

M         SD 

Within-groups diff. 
(partial ƞ2) 

Between-groups diff. 
(partial ƞ2) 

     

Low achievers      
 
 

.04* 

Control (N=49) 2.53 1.21 3.65 2.41 0.19** 
Intervention 
(N=50) 

2.52 1.30 4.54 2.49   0.43*** 

Middle achievers 
     

Control (N=91) 7.07 1.51 7.86 2.99 0.08** 

ns 
Intervention 
(N=82) 

6.71 1.39 7.02 2.77 ns 

High achievers 
     

Control (N=50) 11.56 1.63 10.16 2.39   0.22*** 
ns Intervention 

(N=44) 
11.36 1.35 10.66 2.75 ns 

     

* significant at < .05 

** significant at < .01 

*** significant at < .001 

Descriptive statistics for different proficiency levels are reported in Table 2. As 
shown, the improvement for low achievers was statistically significant with large 
effect sizes in both the intervention [F(1, 49) = 37.73, p=.000, partial ƞ

2 
= .43, Co-

hen’s d = 1.07] and in the control condition [F(1, 48) = 11.26, p = .002, partial ƞ
2 

= 
.19, Cohen’s d = .62]. Yet, results from an ANCOVA reveal that the improvement is 
significantly larger in the intervention condition [F(1, 99) = 3.71, p = .03, partial ƞ

2 
= 
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.04, Cohen’s d = .46], suggesting that for low-achieving readers DSI is particularly 
beneficial for improving narrative comprehension.  

For middle achievers, the mean score for the control group was actually higher 
on post-test than for the intervention group, even after controlling by covariates, 
although the difference in gains was not statistically significant [F(1, 170) = 1.92, p = 
.17, 2-tailed, partial ƞ

2 
= .01, Cohen’s d = .21]. For high achievers, though, the inter-

vention group scored higher than the control group, even after controlling by co-
variates, yet neither here was the difference in gains statistically significant [F(1, 
91) = 1.41, p = .12, partial ƞ

2 
= .02, Cohen’s d = .33]. It is worth noting, however, 

that the high achievers in both conditions scored lower on post-test than on pre-
tests. This drop was statistically significant for the controls but not for the interven-
tion groups. 

5. DISCUSSION 

The results provide a fairly straightforward answer to both research questions. Alt-
hough within-group measurements indicated a small but statistically significant 
impact from the intervention on students’ ability to generate inferences and devel-
op interpretations of stories, the study does not provide evidence that DSI is more 
efficient in this respect than other instructional models, at least not for students in 
general. First of all, the improvement in the intervention condition was not statisti-
cally significant when compared with the improvement in the control condition. 
Second, it was revealed that a large portion of the improvement was accounted for 
by low achievers, while for middle and high achievers the intervention had little or 
no effect. For low achievers, the improvement on the narrative comprehension 
measure was significantly larger in the intervention condition than in the control 
condition. Thus, it seems that DSI has a differential impact on students’ narrative 
comprehension related to their levels of reading achievement at the outset. For 
less skilled readers, DSI turns out to be more beneficial than the ordinary reading 
instruction used in the control condition.  

This is valuable information since interventions that promote significant im-
provement in struggling readers’ inferencing and interpreting are dearly needed. 
The fact that the intervention turns out to be more effective for low achievers may 
not be surprising in itself. The result is consistent with some of the findings in pre-
vious research (Brown et al., 1996; Dole, Nokes, & Drits, 2009; Edmonds et al., 
2009; Reninger, 2007). With regard to the theoretical foundation on which these 
interventions were developed in the first place, it should rather be expected that 
low achievers respond particularly well both to explicit strategy instruction and to 
structured text discussions. Favored comprehension strategies are mainly drawn 
from think-aloud interviews with proficient readers aimed at displaying the strate-
gies they implicitly bring to use in skilled reading (Duke & Pearson, 2002; Pressley & 
Afflerbach, 1995). It is also suggested that strategies are essential when compre-
hension is challenging, while for more capable readers, the necessary skills for 
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smooth comprehension are already available, and the need for deliberate and con-
trolled strategy use is much smaller (Afflerbach et al., 2008; Skaftun, 2011). Skaftun 
(2011) even argues, with reference to recent theoretical development, that compe-
tent reading is something more, and something different, than automatized strate-
gy processing. Instead, the move towards competent, or proficient, reading is “a 
shift away from dependency on rules, maxims and plan-making towards holistic 
recognition and discrimination.” (Skaftun, 2011, p. 140) This transition means that 
understanding, e.g. by way of inferencing, comes to rely more on previous reading 
experience than on high-speed processing of already-learned strategies. If this is 
true, then instruction that turns the attention “back to” comprehension by aid of 
conscious strategy use may potentially have little to offer the more competent 
readers. In this study, however, texts were deliberately chosen to provide a chal-
lenge for all students. Discussions and writing prompts were expected to contribute 
a broad scope of instruction to fit the different levels of reading ability. Therefore, 
although there may be theoretical aspects from which the value of strategy instruc-
tion for already-competent readers may be questioned, we would still expect high 
achievers to draw at least some benefit from the intervention condition instruction. 

From a methodological perspective, one should consider whether the differen-
tial impact relates to issues of test construction, e.g., if the lack of effect on high 
achievers is related to ceiling effects in the test. Those who perform poorly on a 
pre-test naturally have more room for improvement than those who perform well. 
In this case, pre-test mean score for high achievers was not very close to maximum 
(see Table 2), suggesting that ceiling effects may after all be a less favorable expla-
nation, since there was room for more improvement even in this group. On the 
other hand, the same pattern of differential impact is revealed by the control 
groups’ results. This suggests either that high achievers draw less benefit from the 
instruction in both conditions or that the test does not adequately identify the type 
of progress made by students who are already skilled readers. Further research on 
this particular topic would be valuable. 

Problems related to the test can take many forms. First of all, the test may not 
contain enough items to allow for an adequate discrimination between students’ 
performances. Secondly, there may be a mismatch between what was taught and 
what was measured. Rosenshine and Meister (1994) found larger effect sizes for 
experimenter-developed tests than for standardized comprehension tests. One of 
the explanations suggested was that the former type of test normally contains pas-
sages similar to those practiced during the intervention, whereas the latter type 
contains a larger variety of passages. In our study, the texts practiced during the 
intervention were in many respects similar to those used in the test. Items in the 
test, on the other hand, differed more from the writing assignments and from the 
formative feed-back provided in the intervention. These items were taken from 
previous national reading comprehension tests, and were thus not experimenter-
developed, although the selection of items was made by the research group. There-
fore, the test used should be categorized neither as experimenter-developed nor as 
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standardized. The intervention was designed to promote the kind of reading skills 
targeted in the test, but the actual learning effects might have been different from 
what was expected. How could this be? Perhaps DSI, because of its focus on both 
strategy introduction and dialogicity in talk and writing, promoted an interpretive 
approach to narrative texts that may be characterized as open-ended. Attending to 
dialogic principles means for one thing that texts (and readers) are perceived as 
layered with meaning in several dimensions simultaneously. It is a widely accepted 
notion that literary reading is not about assigning texts with a single meaning or 
interpretation, but to discern and appreciate the multiplicity of meaning in litera-
ture (Machor & Goldstein, 2001). Having encouraged students to seek for multiplic-
ity of meaning in narrative texts may to a certain extent have run counter to the 
perspective brought to use in the national test items, in which all questions have 
single, predetermined answers. In the test, reasoning in itself provides students 
with no extra points unless the interpretation they reach is in line with the one de-
fined by the scoring rubric (for a more developed analysis of the Swedish national 
test items, see Tengberg, 2014). Thus, while the response format of test items was 
expected to match key components of the instructional setting, other factors, re-
lated to the perception of what a reasonable interpretation is, may have affected 
the scores in an opposite direction. The particular challenge of targeting literary 
reading in correspondence with literary theory is discussed further by Frederking, 
Henschel, Meier, Roick, Stanat, & Dickhäuser, (2012). If, however, this line of ex-
planation to the lack of intervention effect could be validated by the use of a dif-
ferent test instrument showing a larger effect, this would, on the other hand, indi-
cate that DSI generates only a very limited transfer effect. 

Taking the above into consideration, the absence of a general intervention ef-
fect is still somewhat puzzling. Previous studies on similar multiple strategy ap-
proaches show positive results (Andreassen & Bråten, 2011; Spörer et al., 2009), 
although these approaches have not targeted narrative comprehension in particu-
lar. A possible explanation relates to the assumed ordinariness of the control condi-
tion. The teachers were chosen by way of self-selection and volunteered to have 
their students’ progress over a term measured by researchers without receiving 
any preparation. Teachers who are willing to participate under such conditions are 
most likely skilled and ambitious teachers of Swedish who take a serious interest in 
their students’ reading development. They might not therefore provide an entirely 
accurate representation of the average seventh grade reading instruction in Swe-
den. In addition, as pointed out above, Scammacca et al. (in press) suggest that the 
decrease of intervention effects found in recent meta-analyses may at least partly 
be a consequence of a general instructional improvement in schools. The control 
condition may in other words also contain a relevant instructional support for stu-
dents’ reading comprehension development. A limitation of the study is thus that 
we know too little about the control condition instruction in order to provide a 
well-informed evaluation on this point. This should also be a point to consider in 
future research. 
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Obviously, since observations and interviews indicated that DSI was satisfactori-
ly implemented, the low effects on middle and high achievers may also imply a po-
tential weakness of the model. Perhaps seven different comprehension strategies 
taught over the course of one semester is a challenging task for both teachers and 
students. The complexity of the program may require more teacher preparation 
than was afforded in this case. And a useful management of comprehension strate-
gies to support the understanding of narrative text may require more time for stu-
dent practice. It has been argued that, in order to train higher-level skills such as 
narrative comprehension, the duration of the intervention is critical (Gersten et al., 
2001; Perfetti, Landi, & Oakhill, 2005; Pressley et al., 1992). The 13-week- long in-
tervention in this study might after all be too short a period to achieve significant 
effects in this respect. 

In summary, this study adds to previous research that low-achieving readers 
seem to benefit from dialogic strategy instruction – combining interpretive litera-
ture discussions with strategy instruction and challenging response writing – as 
they improved significantly in their ability to generate inferences and develop in-
terpretations. The model may thus provide a good alternative method for working 
with struggling readers’ narrative comprehension in the secondary classroom and 
should preferably be implemented over an extended period of time, at least for a 
whole term. In order to enhance the performance of high achievers’, dialogic strat-
egy instruction may provide a foundation but need to be combined with other ac-
tivities that have previously been proven effective for the development of high 
achievers’ narrative comprehension. 

6. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Whether interventions of this type really offer less (or no) support for high-
achieving readers’ narrative comprehension remains uncertain. More details about 
improvement rates for high-achieving readers in this type of intervention would be 
valuable, since particularly strong effects for low achievers may otherwise imply a 
correspondingly lower effect for middle and high achievers. The indications of the 
present study need to be corroborated by subsequent studies. In addition to this, 
future reading research ought to work specifically on instructional designs that em-
phasize the importance of addressing student diversity not only in terms of reading 
motivation and reading preferences, but also in terms of reading proficiency. 
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APPENDIX 

 

Table 3. Matching of strategies and texts 

  
Strategies Texts 
  

1. Summarizing 
“The wave”, Andersson (1998) 
“Dossy”, Frame (1951/2002) 

2. Making predictions 
“The darkness”, Nauman (2009) 

 “Across the track” Axelsson (2002) 

3. Evaluating 

A Comedian Growing Up, Gardell (1992) 

4. Visualizing 
“The wave”, Andersson (1998) 

5. Questioning “Paper walls” Ajvide Lindqvist (2006) 

6. Finding gaps and making infer-
ences 

Dear Agnes! Nesser (2002) 
“In case something should happen”, Nesser 

(2000) 

7. Comparing with other texts “Father and I”, Lagerkvist (1924/1997) 
  
 


