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Background Knowledge and
Reading Comprehension Strategies

A recent article “Why American Students
Haven't Gotten Better at Reading in 20 Years'
in The Atlantic (Wexler, 2018)addressed the
critical role that background knowledge plays in
the ability to comprehend. The article subtitle was
“Schools usually focus on teaching comprehension
skills instead of general knowledge — even though
education researchers know better.”
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The piece suggests that educators have treated
comprehension as a set of skills, when in fact
comprehension depends primarily on what readers
already know. The article refers to a panel of literacy
experts convened by officials who oversee the
National Assessment of Educational Progress.

As a member of the panel, Daniel Willingham,
explained:
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“Whether or not readers understand a text
depends far more on how much background
knowledge and vocabulary they have relating to
the topic than on how much they’ve practiced
comprehension skills. That’s because writers leave
out a lot of information that they assume readers
will know. If they put all the information in, their
writing would be tedious. But if readers can't
supply the missing information, they will have

a hard time making sense of the text.”

Willingham and like-minded literacy experts
posit that the best way to boost students’ reading
comprehension is to expand their knowledge and
vocabulary by teaching them history, science,
literature, and the arts, using curricula that guide
kids through a logical sequence from one year to



the next. Willingham has been making this point for
a long time. I first read a piece he wrote about this in
2006 “How Knowledge Helps” around the same time
[ read E.D. Hirsch’s 2007 book “The Knowledge
Deficit”, in which Hirsch claims that the solution to
improving reading comprehension is to teach a core
set of content topics over the grades.

In another 2006 Willingham article, “The Usefulness
of Brief Instruction in Reading Comprehension
Strategies”, Willingham made the case that, even
though decades of research shows that teaching
reading comprehension strategies is effective, he
considered them a “bag of tricks that can indirectly
improve comprehension” and called for less explicit
instruction of comprehension strategies. He wrote a
later article in 2014 “Can Reading Comprehension
Be Taught?” that begins with this:

“In this commentary, we suggest that reading
comprehension strategy instruction does not actually
improve general-purpose comprehension skills.
Rather, this strategy represents a bag of tricks that
are useful and worth teaching, but are quickly |
earned and require minimal practice.”

Having spent many years successfully teaching
comprehension strategies, especially to struggling
readers, Willingham’s 2006 piece took me aback.
Since then, | have gained a better understanding

of the complex factors that contribute to reading
comprehension and have a greater appreciation for
the role that background knowledge plays. However,
I still believe that teaching general knowledge is not
THE solution to reading comprehension deficits as
Willingham and The Atlantic article claim.

Part of the issue has to do with how much inference
is typically required during reading. As Willingham
notes, writers leave out a lot of information that they
assume readers will know. Here are some examples

(from QOakhill and Cain, 2016):

Example1:

Bobby was busy with his bucket and spade. The sand-
castle was nearly complete. Then a huge wave crashed
onto the shore. On seeing that his day’s work has
been ruined Bobby started to cry.

¢ Inference: Bobby was making a sandcastle.

 Background knowledge needed: a bucket and spade
is used to make things out of sand at the beach

¢ Inference: The sandcastle was ruined by the wave

¢ Background knowledge needed: incoming tides
cause waves to come onto the beach and flatten
sand sculptures

Example 2.

Johnny carried a jug of water. He tripped on a step.
Mom gave him a mop.

e Inference: Johnny spilled the water when he
tripped.

¢ Background knowledge needed: experience with
spills and the mess they make

These are very simple examples, but they show why
reading comprehension is a dynamic interaction
between the reader and the text. It is a process of
simultaneously extracting and constructing meaning
and most texts cannot be understood without contri-
butions from readers, including background and
“world” knowledge. Clearly, readers must have suffi-
cient background knowledge in order to construct
meaning through inferences, especially when reading
academic, subject area text. But they ALSO need

a set of meta-cognitive strategies to process and
organize the information they are reading. That’s
where explicit instruction of strategies comes in.
Tim Shanahan referenced The Atlantic article in a
recent blog post (2018)although his position about
the importance of background knowledge was more
measured:

“Research has long shown the importance of knowl-
edge in comprehension. If a reader knows much about
a topic, his/her reading comprehension rises. Studies
of what American kids (and adults) know about sci-
ence, geography, economics, technology, and history
suggest that Professor Willingham has a point. Our
kids simply don’t know enough. (There are great in-
equities in knowledge distribution, just as there is
great inequality in reading attainment.)”

Shanahan points out that, in addition to devoting a
significant amount of time to reading and writing in-
struction, it is important to provide time for reading
about content to build background knowledge.
Based on experience, | think the kind of “workbook”
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activities that were commonly used in the 1970’
through the 1990’ to teach discreet comprehension
“skills” (such as choosing the correct answer from four
options for the main idea or a conclusion drawn) were
not effective. Students did not apply these skills that
they were practicing in isolation to real reading.
That'’s why a long time ago I focused on training
content teachers of all subjects to embed strategy
instruction and guided practice into content learning
using real content reading (see Sedita, 2003, The

Key Comprehension Routine). Time and again I

have seen very successful results, which is why I can’t
accept Willingham’s conclusion that background
knowledge is the main solution and comprehension
strategy instruction should be minimal.

Reference;

A good example of a comprehension strategy that
helps students develop content background knowl-
edge at the same as learning a strategy is teaching stu-
dents to generating their own questions about what
they are reading.

There is significant evidence that learning to generate
questions while reading improves memory, integration
and identification of main ideas, and overall compre-
hension (Rosenshine et al., 1996; National Reading
Panel, 2000; Trabasso & Bouchard, 2002). Question
generation is one of the four student strategy activi-

e

ties in The Key Comprehension Routine. You can
take an online professional development workshop
about how to teach question generation by going to
the Keys to Literacy Teachable website.

Good readers automatically engage in critical think-
ing by asking themselves questions to make sense of
what they read. Students who have questions on their
minds are really thinking critically, and the quality
and level of the questions determine the depth of that
thinking. However, the ability to generate questions
does not come naturally to many students who are ac-
customed only to using who, what, where, and when
questions that require relatively simple, factual infor-
mation to answer.

Begin by Teaching a Continuum of Thinking

Factual questions are important, but students must
also learn how to generate the kinds of questions that
require them to go beyond readily available informa-
tion if they are to engage in deeper critical thinking.
Teachers should begin by teaching students that there
are multiple levels of thinking that range from low-
level remembering to high-level synthesizing and
evaluating. At Keys to Literacy, we suggest using
Bloom’s Taxonomy (Bloom, 1956) to explicitly teach
different levels of thinking. The chart below provides
a brief description of the six levels of thinking repre-
sented in Bloom’s Taxonomy.

Blnom S Taxonnmv

Produce new ot original work: . -
Desiyn, assemble, constivel, conjecture, devalon, i’afmutm »mhur,mmugm o

Justity a stand of decision

evaluate

analyze
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appraise, e, delend, judige, selvct, support, value, critique, weigh

Draw connections among ideas
ditfersntinte, organize, relate. compars, contrast, distinguish, sxamine,
expesiinent, question, test

Explainideasorconcepts
clnssily, deswribe. dnwmumm mmzfy mr , THCORN
“report, select, ransiale - o :

‘Recall tacts and ba
dsling, dunlma\‘k, st my



The graphic below shows a poster available through Keys to Literacy that can be hung in the classroom as a
reminder to students about the different levels of thinking.

Bloom’s Taxonomy

Creating: what if ? create

Evaluating: fair/unfair; rightfwrong: ranking
Analyzing: compare/contrast

Applying: use/do it

Understanding: in your own words

Remembering: facts

Teach Question Terms

Some students are not able to generate or effectively answer questions, including those on standardized tests
because they are not familiar with question terms. Thus, an important component of instruction for question
generation is teaching question terms and phrases for prompts. A related scaffold for this is to provide a list
(or hang a poster) of question terms and prompts that are typically associated with each level of thinking.
The two handouts below can be downloaded from the free resources page at the Keys to Literacy website:
www.keystoliteracy.com/free-resouces/ .

There is also a poster version available. www.keystoliteracy.com/store/

Question Terms Question Prompts

U Level Prompts
s
What did...
Who was...
Cae Oescribe Adapt Anshyze Aporsite Assernbie i When did...
i How many...
Define Discuss Apply Arrange A5se9s Compile : Locate 1t in the stary..
; Point to the...
Fand Explain Compute Lategonre | Choose Conmpse — e
— Gemonstate | Compare Concoct Understanding © Tell me in your own words...
o FUTREEE p AEEEE e What does it mean, .
Baraphrase Dramatize Contrast Coralruct Give me an example of..
ldentsdy Deserbe what..
Repost Draw Deconstnat | Crtague Create i What is the main idez of ..
{abed :
Restate tustrats Cretert Qetate Design i cr o
Lest own words L Applying What would happen to you if...
Ierplerment Dssest Deduor Develop How would you solve the problem..,
Lodate Rewell i If you were there, would you...
rterview Destingunh Devise i Find information about..,
Keatch Review !
Wake Eramine Hypotresce | Formulate
Name Summarize Analyzing What other ways eould. .
Cperate Geoup fuiige Carserate What things are similar/different?
Quste Translate What kind of person is...
Practice Inspeet jusnfy fmgine What things could not have happened in resl life?
Recall What caused ___ ta act the way she/he did?
A integrate Preontize {rryent H
Reste H
Organive Rink Maie ¢ Evaluating Rank the events in order of importance,
Recagrire i Which character would you rmost like to meet? Why?
Sebve Prasbe Rate Crigiruite : Select the best ... why is it the best?
Fetriove Was ... good or bad? Why?
s Ve Research Reject Prepare Would you recommend this book? Why or why not?
Show :
Separate vabdate Produce ; a
. 1 Creating What if.. i
sift Setup i * What would it be like if.. !
Whit i3 : What would have happened if... ‘
Telljwrite a different ending... |
Use your imagination to draw 3 picture of., !
Pretend you are a..
y Design a...
Keyvsitold e U5 and b B @ sviry, ASCTE Mexandra K3

e sty e
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Classroom Examples

The examples below show questions at every level of Bloom’s Taxonomy for different subject areas. At first, the
teacher needs to model how to generate questions, then gradually release responsibility to students following
this sequence:

1. Teach just one or two levels of questions at a time, starting with remembering and understanding.

2. Have students work in small groups to identify the level of thinking required to answer a set of sample questions
provided by the teacher. Start with questions about familiar topics, then use questions about content reading.

3. Have students work in small groups to generate questions about a familiar topic.
4. Have students work in small groups to generate questions about content reading.
5. Have students work independently in class or for homework to generate their own questions.

Example: English Lenguage Arts — questions fram a nowe! Examnple: Muthematics — quantion from o texiboelk

Remembering "What gilt did Brian raceive from his mother? Remembering Sketch and labsl the three types of graphs.
Understanding Describe what happened when the plana crashed. Understanding Describe the pattern of one of your graphs.
Have you aver baen lost in tha woads {or someplace Iyin Compute a measura of center and describe whal it
Applying alse)7 Share your experience with your group. Applying means.
Compare and contrast Brian with Karana in island of : Arrange the dala into & ditterent display trom the
Analyzing the Blus Dolphins. Analyzing book and then compare and contras! its appearance.
Iphins
Should Brian have told his father "tha secret*7 Justify Choose which graph baest presents the data from the
Evaluating yOur answer, Evaluating book. Explain why you chose this graph,
Create an allernate ending to the story. What would happen to the graph if the 10% of tha
Creating Greating top and bottom data wera removed?
Exampier Social Studies — guesl oy i short artisle D Example: Soiencs -~ quastions fraa o shorl vidaeo
Locats the name and the picture of Jean Francois's List tho steps of the water cycle,
Remembering favorite animal, Remembering
Explain why Jean Francols studied boaks about In your own words, tell what happens in the water
Understanding ¢ 0 Y Understanding .\,
Applyin Write an interview with Jean Francais, asking him Applying lliustrate the steps of tha water cycle.
ying three quastions abou! his discovery.
Assess how paliution affects water consarvation,
Analyzing Contrast the Aosetia Stons with our alphabet. Analyzing patiut !
tt ther i i i 1 i g
Evaluatin Why is the bieroglyph for sandals a good symbaol for Evaluating g:;a o whether it is betler ta take a shower or a
9 Jean Francois? Justify your answer, '
If you could only use ona gallon of waler a day, what
Creating Create a hierogiyph to represent you, Creating would be the best way to use 17
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