
Spotlight on reading comprehension: signal words 

Highlighting signal words in a text can be a useful strategy to understand the message the author 
wants to bring across to the readers. But highlighting too many words is not very helpful either. 
Critically check the words a pupil has highlighted in an exam.  

Step 1 

Do so by … 
• reading the pupil’s test sheet and the tasks.
• asking yourself if the highlighted words help you to find the answer to the tasks?
• asking yourself why or why not the highlighted words help you to find the answer to the tasks?
• asking yourself, which word(s) help to find the answer to the tasks?
• comparing the highlighted words with the solutions.

Step 2 

• Compare and discuss your results in small groups.
• Together, decide which words you would highlight to help you find the answer to the tasks. Use

the blank sheet of the reading test for this step.

Step 3 

• Together with your teacher, create a list of strategies on how to decide which words are
important and which are not important to find the answer to reading tasks.

Step 4 

• Test yourself to find out if this strategy is helpful for you or not. Try this strategy with another
reading comprehension task.

Only use strategies 
that work for you! 



 

 
 

 

 
 

Pupil example Leseverstehen – MSA 
Please, Sir – sit! The story of a learning  
support dog  
More and more schools now employ furry little helpers. 

When rubbish at Huntington School in York got out of control 
recently, staff managed to solve the problem pretty much 
overnight – not by replacing detentions with collecting rubbish, 
but by employing their newest, cuddliest colleague: Rolo, the school dog. 

They made a short video for assembly, showing what a state the schoolyard was in. “Rubbish, isn’t 5 
it?” was the headline, followed by: “Do you know what would be really rubbish? If Rolo had to leave 
because of rubbish.” This clever tactic of emotional blackmail1 pictured the five-month-old, 
chocolate-brown Labrador. He was chewing on a plastic bottle and sniffing other rubbish in the 
schoolyard, while looking up into the camera with big brown eyes. 

“The effect was incredible,” says the headteacher, John Tomsett. Within a week of ‘Operation Rolo 10 
Says No’, the school grounds were spotless, as the 1,500 students had worked together to clean it up.  

Just as a flag is raised when the Queen is at Buckingham Palace, a sign on top of one of the bookshelves 
in the school library shows when the puppy is at school. The words ‘Rolo is in’ create a lot of excitement 
among pupils who would never normally be seen in the library. “People stand in a queue to see him – 
he’s like a celebrity,” says Abbie Watson, 13. He has his own name tag, ‘Mr Rolo’, just like any other 15 
member of the staff.  

Rolo’s job title is “learning support dog” – a phenomenon which can be found more and more in 
modern classrooms, states Tracey Berridge of the charity Dogs Helping Kids (DHK), which trains 
school dogs. “In the last two or three years the number of dogs in schools has exploded in a really big 
way,” she says. 20 

Tracey Berridge is convinced of the benefits for pupils, but she is worried that too many dogs are 
unprepared for classroom life and have no proper training. “It is not right for all dogs,” she warns. 
“There are probably hundreds and hundreds of dogs in schools across the country now, many not 
properly trained.” 

The Department for Education has no idea how many dogs are currently working in classrooms and 25 
does not require schools to register or train their animals. 

Classroom dogs not only improve pupils’ reading and writing skills, but also have a calming effect, 
DHK claims – something headmaster Tomsett says is true. Sometimes Rolo follows Tomsett to small 
classes, and Tomsett settles him in a corner on his blanket. “He’s fabulous. He just goes to sleep and 
the children don’t want to wake him so they are really quiet,” he says. 30 

Rolo is learning how to become a “listening dog” who will help children read aloud more confidently. 
He will put his head on their knees and listen without judgement, encouraging them to turn a page. 

 

                                                      
1  blackmail – the act of putting pressure on a person 



 

 
 

 

 
 

Pupil example Leseverstehen – HSA 
The Braai2 by Maire Fisher 

Moses Khoabane, an honest black man, lives with his wife and children. He is a worker in a vineyard3. One 
day he meets Mpumi Mokae who makes him an offer. 
“Such good news! This is a happy day,” said Moses Khoabane, bursting into the small front room of his 
house. Phindi, his wife, looked up with a smile. “What is it, Moses?” She knew her husband’s good 
mood. Even when times were hard, Moses managed to find a bright side to life. 
“Guess who I bumped into on the street today as I was walking home.” 
“Tell me,” Phindi said. “But sit down first and let me make you a cup of tea.” 
“Hot and sweet, Phindi, just like you.” 
Phindi smiled. “I am a lucky woman,” she placed a large mug of tea in front of him, then dropped a kiss 
on the top of his head. “Now tell me, who did you meet?” 
“My old schoolmate Mpumi!” 
Phindi wondered. “Mpumi Mokae? I thought he’d gone on to bigger and better things? What’s he doing 
back here?” 
“Well that’s just it, Phindi. He was looking for me. There’s a job. A good job, and he told his boss that 
he knew just the man for it. It’s management, office work. Not just working in our vineyard.” 
“So you’d be working in an office?” Phindi looked sceptical4. “But Moses, you only have one suit.” 
“Phindi, my darling. With the money Mpumi talked about, I’ll be able to buy a new suit for every day of 
the week, including Sundays!” 
Moses was so happy, Phindi didn’t want to burst his bubble5. Moses looked around the small front room. 
“We can even move, Phindi. To a bigger house. I can give you all you want.” 
“Moses, my love,” Phindi said as she put her arms around him, “I have all I need. You, the kids, our 
home, our neighbours. I don’t expect you to buy me anything else.” 
“Buy? Who’s talking about buying?” Thuli burst into the room. “I’m first in line, Daddy. You know, for my 
iPod and iPad and iPhone. What’s all the excitement?” Thuli pulled the fruit bowl towards her. Moses 
told her about the meeting with Mpumi. 
“Isn’t he the one you were so friendly with at school?” Thuli asked. “The one you haven’t seen in years?” 
“That’s him,” Moses said. “But you know, Thuli, old friendships never die – they are strong. Oh – and I 
forgot. Mpumi wants us all to go over to their house for a braai. Sunday lunchtime, he said. We’ll have 
a few drinks, talk about old times.” 
“Sunday?” Thuli said. “But Dad, I have …” 
“Whatever you have planned, can you cancel it for me? This is very important. Mpumi wants to meet my 
family and we’ll meet his.” 
Moses’s face was alive with excitement. 
“Sure, Dad.” Thuli stood up. “It’s just a study session with Anele and Nomsa. I’ll change the time.” 
At the same time in Mpumi’s office: 
Mpumi is on his phone, talking in a low voice. We only hear his side of the conversation. 
“Yes, yes. I’m sure. I met Moses in the street, sir.” 
“No, he didn’t suspect anything. I told you he’s naive. He’d never expect…” 
“Well, that’s just it, sir. He thinks I’m his friend. He trusts me.” 

                                                      
2  Braai – a South African kind of barbecue 
3  vineyard – an area of land where grapes are grown to produce wine 
4  sceptical – to be unsure if something is true 
5  burst someone’s bubble – jemandes Traum zum Platzen bringen 
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