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T
he constantly changing nature of literacy, 
brought about by the Internet and other forms 
of information and communication technolo-

gies (ICTs) has pressed researchers and practitioners 
to seek new ways of addressing the complexities of 
reading comprehension and writing on and with the 
Internet. As texts have shifted from printed pages 
to electronic screens, researchers have wondered 
whether current models and conceptualizations of 
reading and writing apply equally well to a drastical-
ly new and interactive electronic medium such as the 
Internet. We wondered, too, whether the skills, strate-
gies, and practices that have been validated and used 
successfully with print texts could be tailored for use 
in online environments or whether the nature of the 
new medium requires a dramatic reconceptualiza-
tion of literate activities and literate practices, which 
characterize effective reading comprehension.

In this interview, we asked members of the New 
Literacies Research Lab, Professor Don Leu and his 
colleagues Lisa Zawilinski, Greg McVerry, and Ian 
O’Byrne, at the University of Connecticut to help shed 
some light on the nature, teaching, and assessment of 
the new literacies of online reading comprehension. 
Specifically, we asked them to (a) discuss whether 
there are differences and similarities between read-
ing comprehension on the Internet and in print-
based reading environments, (b) describe whether 

the new literacies of online reading comprehension 
can be assessed and how, and (c) report on recent 
and emerging work relative to the new literacies of 
online reading comprehension that they and others 
are doing around the world. The text of the interview 
follows.

Editors: Reading comprehension and learning on 
the Internet has received much attention over the last 
decade. A number of researchers (e.g., Coiro, 2003; 
Henry, 2006; Leu, Kinzer, Coiro, & Cammack, 2004; 
Leu, Zawilinski, et al., 2007) have attempted to de-
scribe the differences and similarities between read-
ing comprehension on the Internet and in print-based 
reading environments. In what ways is online reading 
different from or similar to traditional print reading?

Members of the New Literacies Research Lab: It 
is increasingly clear that online and offline reading 
comprehension are not the same (Coiro, 2007; Leu et 
al., 2005). Online reading comprehension is almost 
always a problem-solving process with informational 
text. It begins with a question and takes place within 
a nearly limitless informational space where anyone 
may publish anything. It also takes place in a context 
where readers regularly communicate with others 
about the problem they’re trying to understand. Each 
aspect alters traditional reading comprehension pro-
cessing in important ways. (To view videos of online 



355Assessing the New Literacies of Online Reading Comprehension

reading comprehension, visit www.newliteracies 
.uconn.edu/iesproject.) Our work shows that online 
reading comprehension skills cluster around these 
five areas: (1) reading online to generate a problem 
or question from one’s social context, (2) reading to 
locate information online, (3) reading to critically 
evaluate information online, (4) reading to synthesize 
information online from multiple sources, and (5) 
reading to communicate and exchange information 
online with others. We position our work within the 
larger theoretical work taking place in new literacies 
(Coiro, Knobel, Lankshear, & Leu, 2008) and refer 
to these skills as the new literacies of online reading 
comprehension.

One example of these new online reading com-
prehension skills can be seen when we read to locate 
information on the Internet. This includes knowing 
which search engines to use, how each functions, 
and how to read and interpret the search engine re-
sults that each generates. We find that many middle 
school students use a “.com strategy” rather than a 
search engine (Leu, Reinking, et al., 2007). They sim-
ply use the URL window and enter the subject + .com. 
We think this comes from their popular culture needs 
where, if they have a question about Britney Spears, 
for example, they can quickly find useful information 
by entering “BritneySpears.com.” So when we give 
students a question about the Iraq war, they will of-
ten enter “Iraqwar.com” into the URL window rather 
than use a search engine. Similarly, many students 
do not read search engine results. Instead, they use 
a “click and look strategy” where they click their way 
down the list of search engine results looking to see 
what appears without reading the search engine re-
sults to select the best entry for their particular prob-
lem. Similar reading skills, novel to the Internet, are 
required in each of the other areas outlined above.

The reading skills associated with locating and 
critically evaluating information on the Internet may 
be especially important during online reading com-
prehension. They appear to function in a manner sim-
ilar to phonic and phonemic awareness skills during 
offline reading comprehension. If you cannot decode 
words accurately and effortlessly offline, comprehen-
sion becomes very difficult. Online, if you cannot 
read to locate and critically evaluate information, 
it becomes very difficult to solve the problem that 
initiated your online reading episode. Henry (2006) 
has suggested that the reading demands of locating 
information on the Internet may be an important 

bottleneck skill area. The same is likely to be true for 
the reading skills of critical evaluation required on 
the Internet.

Editors: Why is it important for us (theoretically and 
practically) to figure out how to assess the new litera-
cies of reading comprehension and learning on the 
Internet?

Members of the New Literacies Research Lab: 
If you believe that reading comprehension on the 
Internet is an important aspect of daily life, current 
assessment practices are increasingly out of step with 
what our students require. None of the state reading 
assessments in the United States and few assess-
ments in nations around the world assess the new 
literacies of online reading comprehension. This is a 
very perplexing situation to us. If we seek to prepare 
our students for their future, it would seem essential 
that we would want to evaluate their ability with on-
line reading comprehension.

One of the most important, and largely ignored, 
ironies of current educational policy in the United 
States is that assessment practices in reading ensure 
that the rich get richer while the poor get poorer. 
Students in the poorest schools in the United States 
have the least Internet access at home (Cooper, 
2004). Because of intense pressure from policymak-
ers to raise test scores, the reading curriculum for 
these poorer students focuses almost completely on 
passing state reading assessments that have nothing 
to do with the new literacies of online reading com-
prehension (Henry, 2007). Conversely, students in 
our wealthier school districts have the most Internet 
access at home (Cooper, 2004), and these districts 
feel far less pressure to raise test scores in reading on 
state assessments (Henry, 2007). They are already do-
ing very well. As a result, teachers integrate Internet 
reading assignments in these districts much more 
frequently, especially since students have Internet ac-
cess at home. We worry greatly that current public 
policies and assessment practices deny important 
reading skill acquisition among a population that de-
serves our help the most. This is especially important 
for any society concerned about equity and opportu-
nity for all children.

Editors: How can we most effectively assess reading 
comprehension and learning on the Internet?

Members of the New Literacies Research Lab: 
Some states believe the answer to this question is to 
simply place traditional reading assessments on the 
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reading comprehension skills visible to teachers for 
informal assessment.

Editors: What essential questions about reading com-
prehension and learning on the Internet should be ad-
dressed if teachers are to effectively assess and teach 
students reading comprehension and learning on the 
Internet?

Members of the New Literacies Research Lab: 
Two questions are paramount. First, what is the full 
range of skills essential for effective online reading 
comprehension and learning? Second, how can we 
best support the development of these skills within 
schools and classrooms? Answers to both questions 
are emerging in the work that we and others are do-
ing around the world.

Editors: Your work has received funding for research, 
professional development, and curriculum develop-
ment. Please describe this work and how it has con-
tributed to the preparation of students and teachers 
for the new literacy and learning skills required by the 
Internet and other information and communication 
technologies.

Members of the New Literacies Research Lab: 
The work we have done has shown how online and 
offline reading comprehension is not isomorphic and 
how online reading comprehension requires addition-
al, new reading comprehension skills. It is also begin-
ning to identify some of the essential online reading 
comprehension skills and strategies necessary for 
success. Finally, it is beginning to help us understand 
how classroom instruction will be changing in order 
to support students in acquiring these new skills and 
strategies necessary for effective online reading com-
prehension. We are especially excited about a promis-
ing new model for teaching the new literacies of online 
reading comprehension that we are developing within 
one-to-one laptop classrooms, Internet Reciprocal 
Teaching (Castek & Reinking, 2006; Leu et al., 2008). 
We integrate all of this work into our ongoing efforts in 
curriculum development, professional development, 
and teacher education projects. Our goal is to prepare 
students for the new literacies of online reading com-
prehension that will define their future.

Concluding Thoughts
The ongoing research conducted by members of the 
New Literacies Research Lab and others around the 

Internet. Unfortunately, these tests simply measure 
offline reading comprehension online; they do not 
measure a student’s ability to read, comprehend, and 
problem solve on the Internet. The best approach to 
measuring the new literacies of online reading com-
prehension is to measure students’ abilities to actu-
ally read and solve problems with information on the 
Internet.

A promising approach to the assessment of online 
reading comprehension will soon appear in the 2009 
PISA international reading assessment. This will use 
a closed, multimedia simulation of Internet informa-
tion requiring students to locate, critically evaluate, 
synthesize, and communicate information.

While many nations around the world have 
signed up to take this supplemental portion of the 
PISA reading assessment, the United States has cho-
sen not to participate. This will make it impossible 
for the United States to evaluate how its students per-
form with online reading comprehension compared 
to 15-year-old students in other nations. Public poli-
cymakers in the United States still do not understand 
the centrality of this issue for our future. Indeed, the 
National Assessment of Educational Progress has 
chosen to deliberately leave online reading compre-
hension out of this supposed “gold standard” of read-
ing assessment until at least 2019.

Editors: Are there examples of existing or newly de-
veloped strategies and/or measures aimed at assess-
ing students’ reading comprehension and learning on 
the Internet?

Members of the New Literacies Research Lab: 
At the new Literacies Research Lab at the University 
of Connecticut, we have developed measures of on-
line reading comprehension assessment (ORCA) and 
supported the development of other measures, such 
as the upcoming PISA assessment. Most recently, we 
have developed an ORCA with David Reinking and 
his team at Clemson University for use in a federal 
research grant to study online reading comprehen-
sion instruction. All of these ORCAs have good psy-
chometric properties, being both reliable and valid. 
Ian O’Byrne and Greg McVerry have also been de-
veloping an assessment of dispositions for online 
reading comprehension (McVerry & O’Byrne, 2008). 
Other research suggests that online discussion board 
activities (McVerry, 2007), the use of Google Docs 
(Zawilinski, 2008), and working with multimodal 
texts (O’Byrne, 2007) may make students’ online 
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world has contributed a great deal to our current un-
derstanding of the nature and complexities of new 
literacies of online reading comprehension.  New dis-
coveries stemming from this research advance prior 
research in other disciplines, such as library media, 
educational communications and technology, and 
effective uses and best teaching practices associated 
with the Internet and other communication technolo-
gies. We expect these advances to open new possi-
bilities for theory, research, and practice to support 
efforts that address the instructional and assessment 
needs of diverse students when reading online.
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