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Background Knowledge 
for Comprehension 

You’ve got to know stuff to learn 
stuff! 

©Judi Dodson 
judidodson@gmail.com ©Judi Dodson 

Background Knowledge 
 Understand the role background knowledge 

plays in reading comprehension. 

 Understand the role background knowledge 
plays in the new standards – how much is 
enough? 

 Understand the relationship between 
background knowledge and vocabulary 
development. 

  Learn activities that engage students as 
they learn knowledge of  the world. 
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Greetings 
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Energy is Real:  
Make yours positive! 

  If  you see someone without a smile today give them 
one of  yours!  
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Disclaimer: We may not have time 
for all the slides 

I’m sorry! 
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Background Knowledge, PA 
and Vocabulary 
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©Judi Dodson Reading is a multifaceted skill, gradually acquired over years of instruction and practice. 
p. 

Scarborough’s “Rope” 
Model 
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Reading and Knowledge 
  A person with rich background knowledge makes 

inferences at a subconscious level.  

  If  background knowledge is not there the reader 
must stop and consciously attempt to process 
information. This impacts fluency which in turn 
impacts comprehension. 

  Knowledge leads to greater speed 

  Knowledge leads to increased ability to infer 
•  Kaakinen et al (2003) 
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What Do We Mean by 
Background Knowledge 

Facts and 
references 

Word 

meanings 
Academic 
concepts 

Personal 
Experiences 

Political, social 
and historical 

contexts 
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There are Two Sides to the Coin… 

 Personal        Academic 
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Sticker Day 
  Once a month, a school teacher has a “sticker 

day.”  She gives each child a sticker and asks 
them to write a story about it. 

    

  On this day she gave a little boy, Gord, a sticker 
with a horse on it; his story is below.  As you can 
imagine, he misspelled the word which changed 
the context of the story completely! 

©Judi Dodson 

Let’s Take a Spelling Test 
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Ones and Twos 
You will be working in pairs. 

Get a partner and decide who will be #1 and who will 
be #2 
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Knowledge of  the World 
 #1 tell your partner your estimate for the answer to 

these questions: 
 What % or class time goes to teaching social studies 

each day in first grade classrooms? 

  #2 answer the next questions 

  What % of  class time goes to science instruction in 
first grade classrooms? 
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Knowledge of  the World 
  #2 

  What % or class time goes to teaching social studies 
each day in third grade classrooms: 

  #1 
  What % goes to science instruction in third grade 

classrooms 
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Memory and Knowledge 
  Daniel Willingham: Teaching Content IS Teaching 

Reading, 

  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RiP-ijdxqEc 

  Handout: Willingham article 
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Teaching Content is 
Teaching Reading 
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How Knowledge Helps you  Think 
about Information 

  Read through this list one time then look away and 
see how many of  the letters you can remember. 

  CN  

  NFB 

  ICB 

  SCI 

  ANC 

  AA 
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How Knowledge Helps you  Think 
about Information 

  Read through this list one time then look away and 
see how many of  the letters you can remember. 

  CNN  

  FBI 

  CBS 

  CIA 

  NCAA 
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What Happened? 
  Combining letters to create multi-unit chunks that 

have meaning makes a difference for memory.  

  Background knowledge made a difference. 

Willingham, 2006 

©Judi Dodson 

We Don’t Just Read Lists! 
  Decoding automatically helps to clear cognitive  

desk space for comprehension and creative 
thinking.  
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We Don’t Just Read Lists! 
However…once you know how to pronounce the words 

correctly and efficiently you also need a robust 
vocabulary and background knowledge to make 
sense of  what you read. 
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Prior Knowledge and 
Comprehension 

  Research has repeatedly shown that children and 
adults with prior knowledge about a topic have 
better comprehension of the text than those with 
no prior knowledge (Chiesi, Spilich, & Voss, 1979; 
Pearson, Hansen, & Gordon, 1979; Spilich, Vesonder, Chiesi, 
& Voss, 1979; Taylor, 1979).  

  Less skilled readers can actually outperform 
skilled readers when they have more prior 
knowledge (Kintsch, 1998; Recht & Leslie, 1988; 
Schneider, Korkel, & Weinert, 1989; Taylor, 1979). 
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Four Ways that Background Knowledge is 
Important to Reading Comprehension 

1. Provides vocabulary 

2. Allows you to bridge logical gaps that writers leave 

3. Allows chunking to occur 

4. Guides the interpretation of  ambiguous sentences 

  *Daniel Willingham: Why Don’t Students Like School? 
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How Does Background Knowledge 
Develop?  

Episodic memory 

When a student experiences something for the first 
time he remembers that experience linguistically in 
terms of  that specific event.  
 I went to the zoo 

 I saw the elephants 
 I thought the chimps were funny 
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How Does Background Knowledge 
Develop?  

Semantic memory 

Experiences with the zoo and the addition of  more 
specific knowledge allows the child to begin to 
generalize knowledge about the zoo beyond the 
field trip… 
 Animals live in zoos and are cared for by zookeepers 
 Zoos are designed to give animals a place to live that 

resembles their natural habitat 
 When people visit zoos they get to see animals 

 from all over the world. 
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Why Vocabulary Matters 
  Word knowledge is the BEST predictor of  reading 

comprehension. First grade vocabulary predicts 
11th grade reading comprehension. 

  (Cunningham & Stanovich, 1997) 
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How Vocabulary Relates to 
Comprehension 

Teaching Vocabulary leads to enhanced reading 
Comprehension 

Words chosen for direct instruction impact the growth 
of  background knowledge most when they come 
directly from content knowledge 

Reading with comprehension depends on 
understanding at least 95% of the words 

  (Carver, 1994; Hu & Nation, 2000) 
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Instruction that Builds Vocabulary and 
Background Knowledge 
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Teach Vocabulary within Context: 
Unity Day/ Dia de la Unidad 

togetherness 

friendship 

Unity 

harmony solidarity 

agreement 

p.121 
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Branching Out: 
Classroom Extension 

 Create a Vocabulary Tree on chart paper or as a word wall  
 Choose a prefix, root or suffix.  
 Write the target morpheme on the trunk of the tree 
 Cut out leaf shaped paper  
 Students write one word that uses the target morpheme  
on each leaf  
 Students place leaves on the Vocabulary Tree. 
 Reinforce word consciousness by having  
students add leaves over time as they find  
words in text or hear them used in the world  
around them. 
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From Words to Wisdom: 
Start with a chair… 

  aa 

A swinging chair 

Tree stump: a 
chair in the 
woods  

A palanquin/ litter: a 
chair that is carried 

Wheelchair/ stroller  chairs 
with wheels 
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Bringing Background 
Knowledge to Life 

 Tell me and I forget, Show me and I 
remember, Involve me and I understand 
– Chinese proverb 
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The Big Bang Theory: Emotions, 
engagement and purpose  

•  Get started with a BANG! 
•  Create a connection with students 
•  Create meaningful lessons that share the 

purpose of  the learning.  
•  Get attention 
•  Hook emotions 
•  Peak curiosity 
•  Maintain engagement 
•  Have fun 
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Pioneer Life 

  Choose important concepts  

  Share the WHY within the big picture 

  Motivate students with a purpose-driven introduction 
 Recognize some of  the lifestyles of  the pioneer children 

who settled in the west. 
  Understand some of  the hardships of  living in the new 

frontier.  
 Introduce new vocabulary words. 
 Describe some of  the major differences 

 between the life of  a pioneer and their own. 
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Children Around the World 

Teaching a unit of  study involves more than teaching facts.

  Vocabulary 
  Background Knowledge 
  Engagement 
  Challenging Discussion 
  Reading books to children 
  Simple texts that children can read themselves 
  Media related to topic 
  Questions and Responses related to texts and media 
  Shared information 
  Review and application of  vocabulary and concepts in 

speaking, drawing and writing. 
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We Are the World, We Are the 
Children 
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Knowledge Web 

Children of  
the World 

globe 

country 

climate 

celebrations 

culture 

curious 

difference 

similarity 

Words and ideas  are best 
learned in 
relationship to other 
words, rather than 
In isolation as in a  
dictionary. 

Activity 6 
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Create A Knowledge Web   
  Locate the blank word web in your manual.  

  Work with a partner to choose a content area word 
from your own curriculum.  

  Create a knowledge web that you might use with 
your own students.  

  Try to use a few new terms that your students may 
not know. This will introduce your students to new 
words and expand their vocabularies! 

©Judi Dodson 

Create a Living Chain 
Build a living chain.  

  1. Distribute cards with words on them to each 
student. 

  2. Help students find other students who have words 
that relate to their words. This can be based on content 
information, morphemes, syllables, vowel types 
(depending on instruction) 

  3. Students read the links they made to the whole 
group. 

  4. Students share their links with the class, combining 
some of  their words to create complete sentences. 
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We Are the Children 
  Students choose a country 

  Students work collaboratively 

  Students research children from their country 

  Students dress like their children, create a display of  
information and artifacts about their children 

  Students present information orally and in writing, and 
share with diverse audiences. 

  Students ask and answer questions about their children and 
the children of  other students. 

Activity 8  
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Teach with Ongoing Connection and 
Engagement with the Content 

  Give the students ownership of  the culminating 
activity. 

  Plan something that takes ongoing engagement 

  Set up a pioneer schoolroom as you are learning 
about it.  

  Set up a medical clinic in the room. Use it during 
study not after the unit is completed.  
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Challenging Discussion 
Challenging discussion leads to a need for deeper 
thinking, and requires students to listen, consider, 
reflect, plan and explain their thinking – showing 
evidence orally and in written products. 

Questions can make a difference  

in guiding challenging discussions. 
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Blooms Taxonomy Can Guide 
Questioning and Thinking 

Bloom's Taxonomy 
is a classification of  
thinking organized 
by level of  
complexity.  

Even young children 
can deepen thinking 
about text and 
information. 

(Bloom,s Taxomony revised, 1990) 
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Remembering 
  Who, what, when, where, 

why 
  How many? 
  What do you know 

about… 
Understanding 
  What is the main idea? 
  Can you retell…? 
  What statements 

support… 
  How would you 

illustrate… 

Questioning for Challenging 
Discussion 

Evaluating 
  What is your opinion of…? 
  How could you have 

changed the outcome? 
  What was the most 

significant event? 
Creating 
  Can you compose an 

effective song or poem 
about…? 

  Can you create a new 
product to tell about…? 

  Write a letter to___ 
explaining about… 

  What would a possible 
solution be to… 
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Encourage Responses that 
Reflect Traces of  Thinking 

  What questions can you formulate as you learn more 
about the topic? 

  Could you create something that reflects your thinking 
on the topic 
  Diorama 
  Story board 
  Skit 
  Game 
  Interview 
  Historical fiction 
  Letter 
  Journal entry 

©Judi Dodson 

Read All About It… 
Give students enough information about a new topic so 

that they can work collaboratively and discuss the 
topic. 

 Use Class discussion, videos, articles 

Students work in groups to create a headline that 
summarizes the most salient points of  what they have 
learned. 

Post headlines and then change them as thinking grows 
and changes. 

Under each headline have the students choose 3-6 key 
words that reflect the topic about which they are 
studying. 
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A World of  Concepts  
  Background Knowledge manifests itself  in 

vocabulary 

  There is a world of  concepts in each word. 
•  Susan Ebbers 
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You Lose Yourself  in Your 
Work Everyday 

  The best way to find yourself is to lose yourself in 
the service of others.  
– Mohandas Gandhi 


