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ABSTRACT
Despite a rich history of literature focused on reading and learning strategies within the field of college/developmental
reading, recently there have been calls for serious reconsideration of the use of traditional strategy devices. However, we
argue that strategy instruction, even with so-called ‘packaged’ strategy devices, still has value for new-to-college learners.
There is much work to do, though, to ensure that strategy instruction is purposeful in building students’ competency to
navigate academic literacy practices. For example, rather than focusing too narrowly on the procedural aspects of a
particular device, strategy instruction should emphasize the importance of context and purpose, including cognitive and
metacognitive underpinnings. This manuscript will discuss the need for this shift and will also introduce a new strategy
device, PILLAR, that students can use as a pre-reading strategy for navigating the unfamiliar literacy territory they
will no doubt encounter in their general education or career technical education courses.

Traditionally, a major segment of the
scholarship within the field of college reading
and learning, including developmental
reading, has been dedicated to the description
and validation of reading and study strategy
devices. Indeed, over the years, numerous
strategy devices have been unpacked in the
literature of the field, from reading strategies
such as S-RUN (Bailey, 1988) to testpreparation strategies such as PORPE
(Simpson, 1986; Stahl, Simpson, & Hayes,
1992) to reading-studying strategies such as

PLAN (Caverly, Mandeville, & Nicholson,
1995) to note-taking strategies like T-Notes
(Davis & Clark, 1982). However, this trend
toward descriptions of reading and study
strategy devices has slowed to a near stop in
recent years. This is particularly so since a
disciplinary literacy perspective, which
emphasizes the context-specific nature of
literacy, has begun to replace the historical
emphasis on more generalized content area
reading in the literacy research (e.g., Brozo,
Moorman, Meyer, & Stewart, 2013; Lee &
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Spratley, 2010; Moje, 2008; Shanahan &
Shanahan, 2008).
The Shift toward a Disciplinary Literacy
Perspective
This shift in perspective—from a content
area reading (CAR) perspective to a
disciplinary literacy (DL) perspective—is an
important consideration in a discussion of
reading and study strategies instruction for a
number of reasons. These two perspectives
share many qualities, but here we highlight the
differences (as outlined in Stahl & Armstrong,
2014). First, as Shanahan and Shanahan
(2008) have noted, “Although disciplinary
literacy is a different construct from content
area reading, its meaning has been confused
to a great extent by those who erroneously use
the terms interchangeably or who think that
disciplinary literacy is just a new fad name for
content area literacy” (p. 8). Basically, a CAR
approach has traditionally been focused on
imposing reading/literacy strategies
generically and universally across subject
areas, whereas a DL approach focuses on the
development of literacy strategies from within
the discipline and specifically tied to the
cognitive and metacognitive demands of the
particular discipline area. Given this
fundamental difference, not only does
perspective dictate which, if any, strategies are
taught, but also where, how, and why. Thus, a
bit of background on this shift in theoretical
perspective is in order.
The specific focus on DL began to take
hold at the onset of the current college and
career readiness movement (e.g., Shanahan &
Shanahan, 2008) and with the renewed
emphasis on adolescent readers (e.g., Lee &
Spratley, 2010). This movement emerged
largely as a result of international
benchmarking efforts, and ultimately grew
into the development of the Common Core
State Standards. At the most basic level, a DL
perspective recognizes the disciplinary
differences in literacy practices and the
epistemological underpinnings driving those

differences. In short, as it relates to academic
literacy practices, we read, write, speak, and
think differently depending on the context
(Fang, 2012; Moje, 2008; Shanahan, 2009;
Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008; Wickens,
Manderino, Parker, & Jung, 2015). What
follows from a recognition of these
differences in literacy practices is an
understanding that the strategies associated
with the reading, writing, speaking, and
learning in one discipline area may not be (and
likely should not be) similar to the strategies
adopted in another discipline area. Thus,
when a student reads and studies for a history
course, not only are the texts and tasks
different from, say, a biology course, but so
too are the underlying (and usually tacit) value
system and expectations (see, for example,
Gee, 2004).
This also means that the strategy approach
that students adopt needs to be flexible and
adaptable according to those disciplinary
expectations (see North, 2005; Stockton,
1995). For example, annotation can be used
across disciplines, but students need to
understand that how and what they annotate
should change depending on the disciplinary
context, including the specific purpose and
task. In other words, because reading is not
some universal process, strategies applied to
reading should also not be assumed as
universal.
Again, several important distinctions can
be drawn between a DL approach and a
traditional content area reading (CAR)
approach, wherein reading/literacy strategies
are imposed generically and universally across
subject areas. Take, for instance, the use of
SQ3R, one of the oldest and perhaps most
widely implemented study strategies (Huber,
2004; Lipson & Wixson, 2003; Robinson,
1946; Stahl, 1983; Stahl & Henk, 1986).
Although there is a serious dearth of evidence
to support the use of SQ3R (Caverly,
Orlando, & Mullen, 2000; Mulcahy-Ernt &
Caverly, 2009), it is commonly recommended
as a universal study strategy approach to
students via instruction in developmental
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reading and study strategies courses, in
tutoring and learning assistance centers, and in
college success and First-Year Experience
(FYE) workshops and courses. However,
especially when viewed from a CAR
perspective, this strategy device is often
assumed to ‘work’ across all academic
contexts to teach readers to consume main
points from expository writing. However,
when a DL perspective is adopted, what
emerges is a recognition that context does
indeed matter and that SQ3R—or any such
pre-packaged strategy device—will not
necessarily work in all reading and study
situations. This is at odds with what has
been—and generally continues—to be the
trend of most reading and study strategies
instruction at the college level.
To be clear, it should be noted that there
is a rich history of work in postsecondary
contexts by scholars within the fields of
college reading and learning assistance that
acknowledges disciplinary differences in
literacy practices, even well before the coining
of the term ‘disciplinary literacy’i (e.g., Cole,
1940; Holschuh, 2003; Hynd, Holschuh, &
Hubbard, 2004; Jordan, 1932; Maxwell, 1994;
Robinson, 1946; Simpson & Nist, 1997;
Sartain et al., 1982; Simpson, Stahl, & Francis,
2004; Stahl, Simpson, & Hayes, 1992; Triggs,
1943; Wineburg, 1991). Unfortunately,
however, this recognition of disciplinary
differences in literacy conventions has not
been the hallmark of practice as college
developmental reading instruction, either
initially or entirely, has often consisted of
generic, one-size-fits-all strategies.
Indeed, because the majority of the recent
work in this area to date has been done in K12 contexts (Lee & Spratley, 2010; Shanahan,
2008; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008, 2012;
Shanahan, Shanahan, & Misischia, 2011), the
more recent scholarship on a DL perspective
has not gotten nearly as much attention at the
postsecondary level as it has in earlier
educational contexts.
At the same time, despite a rich history of
literature focused on reading and learning

strategies, more recently, in practice, there has
been a movement toward abandonment of
the use of traditional strategy devices. Much
of the rationale for abandonment of strategy
devices has been tied to the formalization of
the DL movement. For example, Moje (2008)
suggests that traditional literacy strategies
place a constraint on learning as they
emphasize reading and writing skills rather
than what it means to learn in the various
subject areas. In addition, Shanahan and
Shanahan (2012) suggest that content area
literacy strategies support comprehension no
matter the discipline but do not provide
students with an intimate perspective on
specialized literacy approaches in each
discipline. However and by contrast, Brozo,
Moorman, Meyer, and Stewart (2013)
recommend an approach that incorporates
aspects of both CAR and DL (see also
Faggella-Luby, Graner, Deschler, & Drew,
2012). We adopt a similar perspective, and in
this manuscript, our purpose is to provide
recommendations that offer a midway
approach that builds upon traditional CAR
strategies and scaffolds learners toward a DL
perspective.
Keep Strategies, but Adjust the Focus
One of the major concerns with the
traditional CAR approach to reading strategy
instruction that DL has brought to light is the
focus of the instruction. As noted previously,
despite much scholarship within the field of
reading and learning that supports
emphasizing deeper learning (Holschuh, 2003;
Nist & Simpson, 2000), in practice,
postsecondary developmental reading
instruction too often focuses on specific,
discrete skills. Further, strategies that are
taught tend to be decontextualized from the
practices associated with the next-level
courses across the disciplines that follow
(Armstrong, Stahl, & Kantner, 2015a;
Maxwell, 1997; Richardson, Fisk, & Okun,
1983). Here we address two specific shifts in
instructional foci that may allow for informed
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strategy teaching that logically follows a DL
perspective: a focus on conditional
knowledge, and a focus on metacognition and
self-regulation.
Focus on Conditional and Contextual
Knowledge
Too often in college reading contexts,
strategies have been taught primarily (or even
exclusively) on a procedural level,
emphasizing the progression of steps in a
given strategy device. This focus on
procedures is certainly limited, but the focus
of instruction should come as no surprise,
given that so many existing reading and study
strategies tend to be pre-packaged as
acronyms that emphasize steps (e.g., SQ3R,
SQ4R, SRUNR, PLAN, PORPE).
Through the lens of DL, though, the
more appropriate instructional focus is on the
text-related demands of the particular
discipline area. In other words, it would be the
difference between showing students how to
do the S, the Q, and each of the three R stages
of SQ3R, versus moving beyond procedures
and focusing more on the conditional
considerations such as where and when the
strategy might be useful, why it could work
given a particular situation, and also how to
use it flexibly to adapt it to a particular reading
or study event (Nist & Simpson, 2000;
Simpson, Stahl, & Francis, 2004). Such
conversations can provide valuable insight
related to the differences in literacy practices
across the academic areas, and stress how
reading in the sciences is different from
reading in the humanities and beyond. This
contextual and conditional awareness is a
critical step toward understanding of the
concept of DL. Thus, strategy instruction,
even with so-called ‘packaged’ strategy
devices, still has value for new-to-college
learners when offered in conjunction with
explicit instruction on the construct of DL
and the need to be flexible and aware of
context with regard to strategy usage.

Focus on Metacognition and SelfRegulation
Echoing the important past work within
the field, our argument is for the continued
use of those theoretically sound CAR strategy
devices, but only when the instructional focus
is instead shifted to issues of metacognition
and self-regulation. A major concern with
discrete-skills instruction is that it does not
allow room for unpacking these larger-level
cognitive processes.
Metacognitive awareness of selfregulation—such as when to use which
reading or study strategy—is so commonly
included, or assumed to be included, in
reading instruction that it has become the defacto focus of reading and study strategies in
general. As such, students who exhibit
metacognitive self-regulation define what it
means to be a “strategic reader” (Allgood,
Risko, Alvarez, & Fairbanks, 2000, p. 202).
Mulcahy-Ernt and Caverly (2009) constructed
a compelling argument for effective reading
strategies being centered on a self-regulatory
framework that fosters “the student’s own
planning, decision-making, reflection, and
evaluation of effective reading strategies” (p.
191). In short, it is important for readers to
know what strategies they are employing, why
they are employing them, and when (or under
which conditions) they are employing them.
This self-knowledge is important and can
impact how students approach a text, as well
as how well they achieve their goals involving
the text. It also has implications for
instructors in terms of working with students’
self-knowledge to improve their reading
proficiency (Bauer, 2014; Hong-Nam &
Leavell, 2011). Such awareness of learners’
strategic selves is thus a much-needed
instructional focus as it foregrounds
disciplinary reading, which requires high levels
of metacognition, contextual awareness, and
analysis. This type of instruction can be
initiated with beginning college students by
helping them build proficiencies with
theoretically grounded CAR strategy devices.
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In summary, through a shift toward these
two instructional foci (conditional and
contextual knowledge and metacognitive
awareness and self-regulation), rather than
procedural steps or discrete, decontextualized
skills, we begin to set the stage for new-tocollege readers to transition into a disciplinary
mindset, and part of this transition can be
facilitated by a careful scaffolding of
instruction. With this need in mind—for
context-focused, metacognitively oriented
strategy instruction—the next section will
provide a description of a strategy device
reminiscent of the past reading and learning
scholarship described in this manuscript’s
introduction (i.e., SQ3R, PORPE, PLAE,
etc.). We include this particular strategy device
because it allows for an intermediate step
toward a more sophisticated DL mindset.
Introducing PILLAR
PILLAR (Preview, Identify, List, Look
online, Attempt, Read) is a pre-reading
strategy device that helps readers in unfamiliar
reading situations wherein they have limited
or no prior knowledge on a particular topic or
concept. In this way, PILLAR is especially
useful as a pre-reading strategy for navigating
the multiple different literacy practices,
including specialized vocabulary demands,
across general education or career technical
education courses. PILLAR allows readers to
identify new topics or concepts before reading
in order to help get a general sense of the text
material in advance.
In addition to being useful for when a
reader has limited or no prior knowledge on a
particular concept, PILLAR is also useful for
when a particular concept is foundational for
further learning from a text. In other words,
PILLAR can be used during the pre-reading
process to identify concepts worthy of deeper
learning before reading the text in its entirety,
or after an initial pre-read when a reader
realizes that a particular concept needs to be
unpacked for a better understanding of the
text as a whole. What follows is a quick list of

steps to provide a general overview of the
device; the device will be unpacked in more
detail in the next section.
Quick List of Steps
Step 1: Preview the entire text (article,
book chapter, etc.).
Step 2: Identify any major topics or
concepts.
Step 3: List these topics or concepts that
are repeated throughout the text.
Step 4: Look online for basic information
about these topics or concepts.
Step 5: Attempt to make sense of these
topics or concepts by defining the concept
in your own words, making notes to
yourself to help guide your process.
Step 6: Read the text actively.
One aspect of this strategy device that
appeals to many students is the inclusion of
an online search component (as one student
noted, “it fits in with the current generation”).
At its core, this strategy is one that many
people use informally for in-the-moment
knowledge gain every day—looking up
unknown information on a smart phone, or
Googling a new term—but it extends these
impromptu, need-to-know experiences to
academic purposes.
Detailed Procedures
Figure 1 provides student-friendly,
detailed instructions and descriptions of all six
steps in the PILLAR process (Armstrong,
2012, 2013, 2014).
Theoretical Support for PILLAR
PILLAR was designed to provide a
systematic approach to previewing a new text
and to allow college readers to develop and
foster independent comprehension practices.
Specifically, PILLAR prompts readers to
begin with a metacognitive self-audit of major
topics or concepts they know and don’t know
from the outset. Once readers have
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Detailed Instructions for PILLAR
Preview. Scan the text to get an overall sense of it; this is the same process that is sometimes called
‘Survey’ (as in both SQ3R and S-RUN-R). Your preview should include special attention to the major topics
or concepts (the title, headings, and text summary, if included, should provide a sense of this). Pay special
attention to any emphasized terms that are repeated in multiple headings or sub-headings.
Identify. As you move through your preview of the text, note any major topics or concepts within the
text, particularly in the title or major headings that are new or unfamiliar to you. Look for topics or concepts
that you see repeated or emphasized throughout the text.
List. Jot a list of these topics or concepts, and focus on the ones that seem to be most often
repeated or appear to have significance throughout the text. Don’t limit yourself to bolded or italicized
terms.
Look online. Search online for basic information related to the topics or concepts you identified
above. Focus on sites that provide general information at first, just to get a sense of the topic or concept
(Dictionary.com, Wikipedia, etc.). [NOTE: For those without online access, this step can also be introduced
as a “look in other resources” to find additional information or texts about the same topic in a library or
other print environment].
Attempt to make sense. Attempt to make sense of these topics or concepts by browsing and
skimming online. Be sure to check your evolving understanding by looking back to the title and major
headings and other areas where the chosen topic or concept was identified. Try defining the concept in your
own words, making notes to yourself to help guide your process. The goal here is to develop a very general
sense of these new topics or concepts so that you are not going into the next step ‘cold’ (with no knowledge
of these topics or concepts). Essentially, you are activating or building schema in this step to assist you in
your comprehension once you begin your active reading.
Read. Now, read the text actively by using your newfound understanding of these new topics or
concepts to make sense of the text. Be sure to look back to your notes and the online explanations as needed
to confirm or enhance your understanding.
Figure 1. Detailed Instructions for PILLAR

recognized their existing knowledge gaps, they
are prompted to self-regulate by seeking
information to activate or develop needed
schema prior to engaging fully in the text. In
these ways, PILLAR allows for learners to
begin to move toward the various
sophisticated literacy demands they will
encounter across the disciplines. The
underlying cognitive processes that PILLAR
prompts are grounded in research and

theoretical arguments for using reading
strategies to improve comprehension. Four
key constructs from the literature on researchbased strategies support the development, use,
and purpose of PILLAR: systematic
previewing, purposeful terminology selection,
engaging intertextuality, and meaning making.
We consider these four concepts as gateways
to the types of literacy practices students will
encounter in their college courses.
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Systematic previewing. Aukerman’s
(1972) Survey Technique approach (see also
“Survey Technique” in Tierney & Readence,
2005) provides a systematic approach for
previewing a new text. Not only does the
Survey Technique offer specific previewing
components that students walk through in
preparation for successful reading, but also it
requires students to engage in metacognitive
thought processes regarding awareness of
existing pertinent knowledge (and, by
extension, awareness of gaps in schema). The
process of a systematic preview of text
requires explicit instruction from the
instructor at first, but once released into the
students’ responsibility, results in independent
control and learning. For example, previewing
for purposes of activating topic-based
schemata includes reviewing titles, subtitles,
visuals, leading and concluding paragraphs,
and consideration of the prevalent and
recurring concepts or ideas within the text.
Each of these components should engage
students in self-discussions and considerations
of the topic, a self-audit of appropriate
schema, and connection-building between text
and visuals to glean ideas about the main
concepts or ideas presented within the text.
As a similarly systematized previewing
strategy, PILLAR explicitly prompts students
to recognize schema gaps, and guides them
toward building necessary relevant schemata
related to the text’s topic as the first steps
toward comprehension.
Purposeful terminology selection.
Palincsar and Brown (1984) suggested that
one trigger to students’ ‘comprehension
failure’ is the regular occurrence of unfamiliar
terms or concepts causing students to become
frustrated at their lack of comprehension.
Given the extraordinary amount of new
vocabulary that new-to-college learners will
encounter, PILLAR was designed to nudge
students to identify the terms they are
unfamiliar with right up front, especially those
that are emphasized as main headings or
repeated throughout the chapter. This can
include terms that they recognize as needing

more clarification, forcing them to consider
their prior knowledge and compare it to
terminology they are unfamiliar with, in order
to select terms or concepts to spend time
learning. This process of prompting readers to
identify unfamiliar terminology is based on
Haggard’s (1986) Vocabulary Self-Collection
Strategy (see also “Vocabulary Self-Collection
Strategy” in Tierney & Readence, 2005). Thus,
PILLAR becomes not only a metacognitive
check-in of prior knowledge and schema gaps
for the topic and content of a reading, but
also a self-audit of knowledge of the major
and recurring terminology that will be
necessary for engaging with the text.
Engaging intertextuality. Once major
or unfamiliar topics and terms are identified
for further inquiry, the next step is to “look
online,” which really could be described as a
process of intertextuality. Intertextuality, as
presented by Armstrong and Newman (2011),
is “a scaffolded, schema-building approach to
teaching college reading that aims to link core
material (a text, a concept, or specific
academic content) with supplementary texts
that focus on specific topics associated with
that core material” (p. 6) (see also Roth,
2015). When students search online or look at
additional resources to build general
knowledge about the text’s topic or the terms
they selected, they are essentially developing
their schemata as they attempt to draw
connections or form links between their
assigned text and the sources found online for
further context or to assist in their
comprehension. Intertextuality can also be
viewed as a sort of summary or synthesis of
information among various texts on the same
topic (Armstrong & Newman, 2011; Hartman
& Hartman, 1995). Thus, PILLAR requires
readers to move beyond the text, beyond their
own experiences and prior knowledge, and
beyond the classroom setting, scaffolding
their comprehension strategies to eventual
connection-building across multiple texts on
the same topic. As well, this part of the
strategy both acknowledges and, in a sense,
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validates many students’ comfort with general
web searching.
Meaning making. Finally, once students
have surveyed the text, selected terms and
concepts for further inquiry, and schematically
built an understanding of the term/concept
across multiple texts, they then make sense of
the reading in their own words by jotting
notes as a reference point. Emig (1977) argues
that students who are tasked with explaining
concepts in their own written language are
more likely to fully comprehend and evaluate
their own learning, teaching them to become
self-regulated learners.
The theoretical and cognitive
underpinnings of PILLAR encourage students
to self-apprentice as mature college readers,
develop metacognitive and deep
comprehension reading strategies, especially
in their ability to appropriate schemaactivation protocols. These four constructs
are also important strategies that will serve
students as they encounter more and different
texts and text types across the disciplines.
Instructional Focus for PILLAR
As has been noted previously, strategy
instruction that treats strategy devices as
universal or that emphasizes procedural
knowledge or discrete steps in applying a
device, misses the point of a DL-driven
perspective entirely. As Brozo, Moorman,
Meyer, and Stewart (2013) note, we remain
“open to possibilities for bringing together the
best of seemingly competing approaches” (p.
356). Thus, we have provided one exemplar
previewing strategy device, PILLAR, as an
entrée into a discussion about how to adjust
the instructional foci in college reading and
learning, including developmental reading, to
focus on conditional and contextual
knowledge, and metacognition and selfregulation.
In introducing and explaining PILLAR,
we first discuss with students disciplinary
differences in text structure, content, style,
voice, features, and vocabulary. Indeed, the
very act of an initial text preview invites a

critical discussion of disciplinary differences
and provides students with purposeful
engagements with the strategy device,
PILLAR, as they work through each of its six
steps. As we discuss PILLAR (and any other
reading or study strategy device), we also
discuss the importance of context. We nudge
students toward reflecting on how their
reading experiences differ based on the
purpose and task, and how purpose and task
are inextricably tied to the disciplinary
context.
When modeling PILLAR, we focus on
think-aloud activities that prompt students
toward a self-audit of existing knowledge and
potential areas in need of development. Thus,
we nudge students toward awareness of
existing gaps in schema but also toward
ownership of the tools to support their
comprehension through such gaps. Indeed,
questions that arise during the think-alouds,
with guided focus, can explicate particular
areas of inquiry that can be tailored toward
specific disciplinary texts or tasks. In sum, we
utilize the PILLAR strategy device not as six
specific steps toward comprehension, but as
an exemplar tool for employing cognitive,
metacognitive, and self-regulatory processes
needed to navigate academic literacies.
Student Responses
Even with a solid theoretical underpinning
and forward-looking instructional foci, any
strategy device is useful only if learners see the
value in it. In order to provide some anecdotal
insight into the utility of PILLAR from
students’ perspectives, below are some
student responses to the use of PILLAR from
their summary and reflection essays after
having implemented the strategy device (as
one of two options) in a required
reading/studying situation with an entire
textbook chapter. Although these student
comments and feedback were not part of a
systematic study of the PILLAR strategy
device, we include them here to highlight
students’ reasoning for their choice, as well as
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their thoughts on the usefulness of the
process.
 “I chose the PILLAR strategy device
because there were steps to prepare
yourself to read the chapter and get a
general idea of what the chapter is
about. This reading strategy was
different from what I would [typically]
do when reading any chapter of a
textbook because I would go straight
into reading the material and take
notes as I am reading. Whereas, by
using this strategy you can prepare by
understanding the material before
actually reading it.”




“The reason I wanted to use PILLAR
was because I use a similar strategy in
my every day life. Whenever I hear
something I don’t know, my first
reaction is to look it up on the
Internet. This is why I wanted to use
this strategy device. Normally when I
read a textbook I do not use this
method. I normally just read through
the chapter without looking up any
information before I read.”
“By previewing the chapter the reader
is able to view the important topics of
the chapter without reading too far in
depth at first. This gives the reader a
chance to research any topics that they
are unfamiliar with at the beginning of
their reading, which I took advantage
of. After previewing the chapter I was
able to identify the major topics and
this was good because it showed me
what to look for when researching the
topics. […]Being able to research the
chapter before actively reading it was
great because it allowed me to
understand the chapter much better
while reading.”



“I really did enjoy the PILLAR
strategy device and how organized it
is. It’s very straightforward and clear
about what is necessary to help one
using it. I’ve never came across any
strategy device like the PILLAR
before in my high school career and
so on, but it does remind me a lot of
annotating because of the cognition
they both require.”



“I began enjoying the strategy because
I was actually understanding what I
was reading. The material became easy
to me and made my job as a reader a
whole lot easier. This strategy doesn’t
even compare to the one I had in the
past because I didn’t have one. Before,
I would just read the text and
wouldn’t even bother to try and
understand the words that were in a
book. But now this device helps
comprehend the purpose of the
reading.”

In terms of negative feedback regarding the
use and implementation of the PILLAR
strategy, students mostly focused on the time
commitment involved: “A negative aspect of
this device is that you may spend a lot of time
doing each of these steps of the PILLAR
process.” Students described instances during
which purposefully selecting words, looking
them up, and then writing about the terms in
their own words took up a lot of time.
However, most of these students also
acknowledged that the extra time and steps
improved their comprehension as well as their
rate of processing when they finally sat down
to do a full read of an assigned text: “When I
was reading and applying this method it did
take me longer to finish the chapter, but I
found that by asking myself questions about
the key terms before I actually read them that
I understood the reading more. I did not have
to go back and re-read any of the
information.” In addition, the self-realization
of improved comprehension prompted
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several students to admit that learning is not
necessarily “fast.”
Discussion: What’s Next for Strategy
Instruction in College?
Reading and learning at the college level is
unlike any reading and learning students have
likely experienced in their earlier academic
endeavors. Thus, targeted and context-specific
instruction on how to navigate these new
literacy practices is essential for students’
success in college. In recent years, many in the
field have moved toward minimizing or even
abandoning strategy instruction that
incorporates pre-packaged strategy devices.
Yet, the fact remains that students need to
engage in active learning strategies as they
read (e.g., Taraban, Rynearson, & Kerr, 2000).
Further, as Faggella-Luby, Graner, Deschler,
and Drew (2012) have noted, students who
struggle with academic reading may benefit
from additional emphasis on foundational
strategy instruction. Thus, from our
perspective, there are some very important
differences in the way that strategies are
taught that need to be considered.
First, what the shift toward DL models
has brought (back) to light in the field is an
awareness of disciplinary differences in
approaches to learning from and with text.
Professionals involved in teaching strategies at
the college level need to recognize and
embrace the shift by becoming more aware of
the specifics across disciplines.
College reading and learning professionals
have a responsibility to support students’
transitions to academia, and should make
informed decisions about what to teach based
on what students are being asked to do in
their content area courses (Armstrong, Stahl,
& Kantner, 2015a, 2015b, 2016; Burrell, Tao,
Simpson, & Mendez-Berrueta, 1997; Simpson,
1996). In other words, students benefit from
informed, explicit instruction on how, when,
where, and why to be strategic about their
reading and learning in college (Holschuh &
Paulson, 2013). This does not negate,

however, the need for the ‘what’ instruction
of different strategy devices. Rather,
professionals need to “emphasize students’
flexible use of the processes embedded within
a strategy” (Simpson, Stahl, & Francis, 2004,
p. 5). Therefore, we advocate for strategy
instruction that emphasizes the cognitive and
metacognitive aspects of PILLAR—and
especially the sense-making opportunities
embedded in the process—rather than the
lock-step procedural aspects.
Also, rather than teaching strategy devices
(in other words, the procedural aspects of a
strategy exclusively), professionals need to
teach strategic reading and strategic learning.
That is, the emphasis needs to be on deeplevel learning, not surface-level steps in a
strategy (Holschuh, 2003). Conditional and
contextual aspects, as well as cognitive and
metacognitive underpinnings are crucial
elements of strategy instruction, and the
combination is of great importance for
learners as they move through the various
literacies of academia. Thus, we endorse
strategy instruction—for PILLAR and other
strategy devices—that always explicitly
acknowledges the conditional, the contextual,
and the cognitive/metacognitive over the
procedural and the generic.
Conclusion
Education professionals affiliated with
college reading and study strategies instruction
and learning support need to stay informed
about K-12 curricular adjustments, and the
shift toward a DL perspective is a major
outgrowth of the current reform efforts. The
continuing shift toward a disciplinary literacy
perspective should be urging professionals in
the field toward a reconsideration of reading
and study strategy instruction at the college
level. This does not imply a need to abandon
traditional strategy instruction altogether, and,
it does not even suggest a need to avoid the
existing strategy devices that have been
taught. These strategies still have value for
new-to-college learners; thus we argue for
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adjusting the instructional approach and focus
to improve purposeful scaffolding toward
disciplinary literacy practices rather than
abandoning strategy instruction altogether.
Finally, we want to acknowledge that
there is work to be done, not just for
postsecondary reading and learning
instruction, but also for research in the field.
Specific to the focus of this manuscript, we
are aware that a formalized study of PILLAR
is in order. But on a larger scale, more
research needs to explore the disciplinary
benefits of particular strategy devices over the
long term. For instance, does informed,
scaffolded instruction with a strategy device
such as PILLAR allow students entrée to

different discourse communities or contribute
to disciplinary learning?
PILLAR is a strategy device that is
valuable in reading situations in which new
terms and concepts are prevalent, and in
which those terms and concepts are critical
for comprehension of the text material. This
is not intended as a suggestion to offer it as a
universal strategy, of course, but it could be
an invitation to offer students explicit
instruction on strategic reading and to open a
dialogue with them about what is different
about reading in history, or in biology, or in
sociology. And that invitation could make all
the difference in the world for students’
successful navigation of literacy practices
across the disciplines.
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Pittsburgh Learning Research and Development Center in 2002.
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