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This is the third in a series of four articles on how educators can

support literacy by bringing knowledge-building into their

classrooms (read the first, second, and fourth posts). Our group of

14 scholars has distilled a rich body of research into 10 practical
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recommendations for educators. In this article, we discuss

recommendations 4–6, how quality texts can be accessed to build

knowledge.

Complex, knowledge-rich texts that feature unfamiliar vocabulary and

new ideas are a powerful gateway for building knowledge. How can

students access such texts? Simply putting a complex book in a child’s

hands isn’t enough—they must be taught to read texts fluently and

must be able to comprehend what they are reading. There are core

sense-making skills that capable readers deploy to understand and

learn from the texts they are reading. The recommendations below

focus on instructional strategies that build students’ reading

comprehension and expand their access to knowledge-building.

4. Give Read-Alouds a Central Role

Read-alouds are a powerful tool for teachers to foster literacy

development. Read-alouds expose students to vocabulary, syntax, and

content that is more sophisticated than what they can read on their

own. Even books written for preschoolers expose children to

vocabulary that is rarer, and more varied, than the vocabulary

found in everyday conversation, and can be more syntactically

complex as well. Read-alouds also turn the typically solitary act of

reading into a group activity, with students listening, talking, and

learning together. When students dialog about a text during a reading,

they are developing their ability to engage in conversations about a

https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/cdev.13225
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4567506/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/09637214221103264
https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/cdev.13225
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4567506/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/09637214221103264
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text. Furthermore, read-alouds can be joyful and motivational for

young children and older students alike.

Importantly, when students participate in a read-aloud, they have the

opportunity to simultaneously develop content knowledge, print

knowledge, and oral language skills. Consider this excerpt from

Polar Bears, an informational text for preschool and early-elementary-

age children:

The polar bear lives in the Arctic, the area that surrounds

the North Pole. Part of the Arctic is frozen, treeless land

called tundra. Most of the Arctic is ocean. Ice covers the

water most of the year. (Holiday House, 2002)

Read-alouds like this can build knowledge of things most children are

unlikely to experience firsthand, such as the Arctic, and can similarly

help to address inequities in children’s opportunities to build

knowledge due to lack of prior exposure.

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0885985X15000455
https://www.amazon.com/Polar-Bears-Gail-Gibbons/dp/0823417689
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Interactive read-alouds can contribute
to knowledge-building well into
adolescence and beyond.

Engaging in discussion about a text before, during, and after reading,

can help build students’ knowledge and support critical thinking

skills. Examples of questions a teacher might ask include:

What new information have you learned from this page? 

How does that connect to what we learned yesterday? 

What does the author say about that? How do you know?

Read-alouds also provide opportunities for teachers to explicitly

explain and to think aloud or model what goes on in a reader’s mind

as they read, which is part of effective comprehension instruction. The

power of interactive read-alouds doesn’t stop at the end of elementary

school. Interactive read-alouds can contribute to knowledge-building

well into adolescence and beyond.

5. Foster Foundational Skills

We’ve all heard the adage that children first learn to read, and then

they read to learn. Yet decades of research show that this is a false

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/PracticeGuide/wwc_foundationalreading_040717.pdf#page=12
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED512029.pdf
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dichotomy. As described in previous articles in this series and in the

preceding section, from the very beginning, children can build

knowledge of the natural and social world through read-alouds and

visual and experiential learning. They can also build knowledge

through texts that they are learning to read themselves. As children are

developing literacy foundational skills—concepts of print,

phonological awareness, phonics, spelling, and fluency—they can be

simultaneously building vocabulary and conceptual knowledge. As

children develop as readers, they are able to read increasingly complex

texts themselves and build more and more knowledge through that

process.

Teachers do not need to choose between instruction that builds

knowledge and that which teaches literacy foundational skills. They

can occur in tandem and complement each other across a rich literacy

curriculum. 

It is obvious that developing literacy foundational skills is essential to

children being able to read texts that build knowledge. However, the

reverse is also true. Building content knowledge can contribute to

word-reading development.

Content knowledge, in particular knowledge of concepts and the words

that label them, supports orthographic mapping. Orthographic

mapping involves connecting and storing three types of information

about a word: the word’s phonology, or pronunciation; its orthography,

or the way the word is written; and its semantics, or the meaning of the

https://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/trtr.2095
https://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/trtr.2095
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word. Orthographic mapping cannot occur without children

developing vocabulary knowledge, which comes in significant part

from building content knowledge. When children understand that a

kit is a baby fox, they can more readily remember the sound, spelling,

and meaning of the word “kit” and put that information to use when

encountering new texts.

Content knowledge also helps children recognize when they’ve

misread a word. For example, consider the sentence: “Most fish hatch

from eggs.” An early reader who does not yet know the tch trigraph

might read this aloud as: “Most fish hath from eggs.” or “Most fish

hatkh from eggs.” Content knowledge (or knowing that many animals

hatch from eggs) leads the reader to recognize that those readings don’t

make sense, which signals them to go back and try decoding the word

again. 

Cross-checking to ensure that the word as they have decoded it makes

sense in context is especially crucial in the busy world of a classroom.

It may not be possible for teachers to alert each one of their students

every time they misread a word. But increasing children’s world

knowledge will improve the likelihood that they will recognize a

misread word on their own. For multilingual learners, building

language and knowledge in the language(s) they are reading is crucial

to support cross-checking their decoding while also supporting

their language development. By ensuring students are building

knowledge, engaging with knowledge-rich texts, and monitoring their

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/practiceguide/21
https://www.jstor.org/stable/30069443
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/practiceguide/21
https://www.jstor.org/stable/30069443
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comprehension of those texts, teachers can provide students with

important tools to recognize misread words and try again to read them

on their own.

6. Apply Strategies for Sense-Making

Building knowledge from texts requires being able to read the words in

the text and comprehend them. Proficient comprehenders are quite

active as they read, engaging in mental moves to support their

comprehension, particularly when they’re finding the text to be

difficult. These sense-making strategies can be taught within

instruction that is focused on knowledge-building. Teaching students

how to use these tools to access text and building knowledge are not in

conflict. For example, research has demonstrated that elementary-

school instruction that teaches text structures and builds knowledge

improves reading outcomes compared to instruction that focuses on

knowledge-building alone, without any detrimental effect on

knowledge development. 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/00224669050390010201
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Sense-making strategies are
especially helpful for developing
readers who struggle with
comprehension.

Sense-making strategies are especially helpful for developing readers

who struggle with comprehension. Research has long-identified a

significant subgroup of children who have grade-level word-reading

skills yet struggle to comprehend text. There also are many children

who need considerable support with both word reading and

comprehension development. 

One valuable tool for readers to better understand, and therefore build

knowledge from what they read, is by attending to the way the author

has organized the text, for example presenting a problem and then

potential solutions, or conveyed similarities and differences between

two entities. Explicitly teaching children to pay attention to how texts

are structured and common organizational patterns that authors use

has been shown in many studies to support informational text

comprehension. 

In the context of building knowledge, students also benefit from

instruction that includes specific strategies for comprehending and

learning from the knowledge-building texts they are reading. Those

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/0163853X.2020.1740875
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/315474099_Effects_of_Expository_Text_Structure_Interventions_on_Comprehension_A_Meta-Analysis
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benefiting from such instruction include students in the early grades,

students in the later grades, students with learning disabilities,

students in whole-class settings, students who are monolingual or

multilingual, and students who are engaged in science and social

studies learning. Some ways of using sense-making strategies that

have been shown to be effective in research are as follows: 

Before Reading

It helps students access texts when teachers provide them with explicit

instruction on strategies they can use as they are preparing to read.

Teachers can instruct students to set goals for reading by considering

their purposes for reading (e.g., what they want to learn or gain from

the text). Students also benefit from learning how to preview a text.

This includes assessing what they already know and don’t know about

the content, articulating what they might learn by reading and

attending to the text’s structure, and introducing key vocabulary and

concepts. Deeper preview, aided by, for example, read-alouds or videos,

is helpful toward preparing students’ interest and understanding of

texts with topics that might otherwise be too unfamiliar or difficult for

students to grasp on their own.

During Reading

Students benefit from explicit instruction in comprehension

monitoring, in which they monitor their success in understanding and

learning from text while they read. For example, students can be

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1045988X.2012.668576
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/00144029211050860
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/001440291107700201
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10648-018-9445-7
https://dadun.unav.edu/handle/10171/35669
https://www.jbe-platform.com/content/journals/10.1075/jsls.19013.yap
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0731948714550204
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0014402919893932?journalCode=ecxc
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1045988X.2012.668576
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/00144029211050860
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/001440291107700201
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10648-018-9445-7
https://dadun.unav.edu/handle/10171/35669
https://www.jbe-platform.com/content/journals/10.1075/jsls.19013.yap
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0731948714550204
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0014402919893932?journalCode=ecxc
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taught to ask questions and pay attention to whether they can answer

them. 

Instruction also should teach students to make inferences—that is, to

apply prior knowledge, evidence from the text, and/or reasoning to

understand and draw conclusions about a text that are not explicitly

stated. Inferencing can be explained, prompted, and scaffolded by

the teacher. 

Students can be taught to stop and reread portions of the text so that

they can make connections, put the pieces together, and understand

the text from various angles. Also effective is instruction in getting the

gist—teaching students to ascertain the key points an author intends

to convey by paraphrasing, clarifying, explaining, or summarizing

small portions of the text. Strategies designed to support

comprehension should be invoked in service of understanding the text

at hand; there is a lack of evidence for isolated comprehension

strategies instruction that does not ask students to reflect on the

content of the text.

After Reading

Asking students to ask and answer questions posed before or during

reading is shown to increase both memory and comprehension of what

they’ve read. Similarly, students benefit from summarizing their texts

and from pulling together key points that the author has aimed to

communicate across larger portions of the text. While discussion is

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/313687046_Examining_the_Impact_of_Inference_Instruction_on_the_Literal_and_Inferential_Comprehension_of_Skilled_and_Less_Skilled_Readers_A_Meta-Analytic_Review
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invaluable, the impact of having children write about what they’ve

read is tremendous. When students are regularly engaged in writing

about their reading, it is shown to boost not only the quality of their

writing but also their content-area learning and overall reading

development. This finding applies to English learners as well as to

students already proficient in English. Finally, instruction that

includes a "balance" of reading and writing produces better outcomes

in both.

Important practices for helping students access and therefore build

knowledge with texts include reading aloud material too difficult for

students to access on their own; developing foundational skills that

enable students to fluently read increasingly complex texts; and

explicitly teaching text structures and comprehension. Included in the

next article will be a discussion of the nature and diversity of those

texts.

The Knowledge Matters Campaign promotes excellent
instructional practices in schools and raises awareness of the
importance of content knowledge to reading comprehension and
critical thinking. The Campaign receives guidance from a…

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.3102/0034654320914744
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2012-00588-005
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/10.1086/461927
https://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/rrq.194
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.3102/0034654320914744
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2012-00588-005
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/10.1086/461927
https://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/rrq.194
https://www.ascd.org/people/scientific-advisory-committee-knowledge-matters-campaign
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