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Agenda

Goal: To explore the major components of literacy skills 
that are crucial to the development of reading:
1. Inferential Thinking
2. Vocabulary Knowledge
3. Background Knowledge

We will: 
• Demonstrate the impact of explicit instruction. 

• Describe an approach designed to teach literacy skills 
specifically, consistently, and progressively across 
elementary grades.
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Sample 
passage
Grade 5

Page 3

The Challenge

Polling Question:
Which incorrect answer did most students choose?

The method the Goodnights chose to help the bison was to:

A) capture and care for the orphaned calves.

B) try to keep hunters away from the land.

C) herd them into a 350-acre pasture.

The Challenge
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The Challenge

Sample 
passage
Grade 5

Comprehension Breakdown:
What were students thinking? Why?

The Challenge

1. Limited inferential thinking skills
The words “350-acre pasture” were right there in the text.
Students resort to inappropriate strategies, like word matching,
when struggling to comprehend. 

2. Unfamiliar vocabulary
Students may not understand the question at all. They may not 
know the meaning of the word “method” in the question. They 
may not know the meaning of the word “herd” in the passage.

3. Lack of background knowledge
Even though the definition of “bison” is footnoted, students may 
not be able to visualize the animal if they’ve never seen one.  
Visualizing a “herd” of bison is equally challenging because 
herd may be an unknown word.
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The Three Pillars

The Research

Reading Comprehension

Vocabulary
Knowledge

Background 
Knowledge

Inferential 
Thinking

Research: 
Joanna Williams

Teach students to use 
specific cognitive 
strategies.

Explicit instruction 
enhances understanding.

Research: 
Isabel Beck

Comprehension  
requires knowledge 
of 90-95% of words 
in a text.

Vocabulary is best 
learned in context
through multiple 
strategies. 

Research: 
E.D. Hirsch

To comprehend content 
readers require knowledge 
to put them into an 
appropriate context.

Students need exposure 
to a wide variety 
of topics.

Background 
Knowledge
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What to Teach:  
The Concepts of Comprehension©

The Solution

These 21 Concepts utilize skills and strategies to support the inferential thinking
required for successful comprehension of text. 

• Genre
• Explicit Information
• Sequence
• Vocabulary in Context
• Fact and Opinion
• Main Idea
• Setting
• Character
• Predicting
• Text Features 
• Point of View

• Classify and Categorize
• Compare and Contrast
• Cause and Effect
• Author’s Purpose
• Plot
• Figurative Language
• Voice
• Theme
• Drawing Conclusions
• Pronoun Reference
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Which Concepts are you surprised to see on this list?



What to Teach:  
The Concepts of Comprehension©

The Concepts of Comprehension©

were designed to be a framework 

to systematically address ALL

areas of comprehension, 

instead of just a few.

The Solution
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What to teach requires specificity.

The Solution

Low proficiency in 
comprehension 

Poor performance 
in summarizing

Concepts of 
Comprehension 

Standard Assessment 
Data Might Show

The Concepts of Comprehension© support data-driven instruction by 
pointing out the specific area of instruction needed. 

• Plot
• Sequence
• Explicit Information
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How to Teach:  
Research Shows That Explicit Instruction Is Key 

The Solution

Explicit instruction = The direct and specific teaching of skills 
and strategies. 

Studies show that explicit instruction makes a huge difference 
in learner outcomes, especially for low-achieving students. 
Studies by Rand and Carnegie Mellon found that reading 
instruction has a major impact on student performance.
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“The explicitness with which teachers teach comprehension 
strategies makes a difference in learner outcomes, especially 
for low-achieving students.”

“Explicit instruction provides a clear explanation of the criterion 
task, encourages students to pay attention, activates prior 
knowledge, breaks the task into small steps, provides 
sufficient practice at every step, and incorporates teacher 
feedback.  It is particularly important for the teacher to 
model the comprehension strategies being taught.  
Careful and slow fading of the scaffolding is important.”

from the RAND Reading Study Group. (2002). Reading for Understanding Toward an R & D Program in 
Reading Comprehension. Santa Monica, CA: Snow.

How to Teach:  
Research Shows That Explicit Instruction Is Key 

The Solution
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Polling Question:
How many of your students struggle with reading comprehension?

A) Fewer than 10%

B) 10 – 25%

C) 50%

D) More than 50%

The Challenge
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How to Teach: Explicit Instruction

The Solution

The Gradual Release of Responsibility is a 
research-based instructional model developed 
by Pearson and Gallagher (1983). 

The basic approach includes:
• Teacher Modeling (I)
• Guided Practice (We)
• Student Independent Practice (You)
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The Solution

I = Teacher Modeling
• Each Concept of Comprehension© is defined. 
• Specific teacher language is required for modeling the

skills and strategies using specific sections of text. 

We = Guided Practice
• Teacher and students read and think aloud about the text. 
• More responsibility in put on the students; the teacher is

a facilitator. 

You = Independent Practice
• Additional materials are provided to students. 
• Now students have an opportunity to independently

apply the new skills. 
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How to Teach: Explicit Instruction
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The Solution How to Teach: Explicit Instruction
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The Solution How to Teach: Explicit Instruction
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The Solution How to Teach: Explicit Instruction



How to Teach:  
Explicit Instruction
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The Solution

Building 
Vocabulary and 
Background 
Knowledge
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The Solution



Three Pillars         Reading Comprehension

Reading Comprehension  
is complex.

– Inferential Thinking
– Vocabulary Knowledge
– Background Knowledge

Explicit Instruction is key  
to building strong readers 
and thinkers.

– Concepts of Comprehension
– Gradual Release of 

Responsibility

Vocabulary Know
ledge

Inferential Thinking

Background K
now

ledge

Reading Comprehension
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Summary

I get 
it now!

Our Goal: Student Success and Achievement 
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“Education is the movement from darkness to light.”
~Allan Bloom, American author and philosopher. 

Thank you for participating in this 
Weekly Reader webinar.
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Presenter: Rachel Etienne 
Rachel Etienne is the Director of Teacher Training & Curriculum,
at the Urban Education Exchange (UEE), which is a nonprofit 
organization focused on supporting teachers with the resources 
needed to teach reading comprehension in urban classrooms. 
Rachelle oversees teacher training at all of UEE’s partner 
schools across the country and manages the organization's 
Teacher Trainers. She also taught at the Family Academy 
School in Harlem, NY, where she mastered UEE’s curriculum 
and became a model teacher for her peers. She received her 
B.S. in Education from Eastern Michigan University.

(retienne@ueexchange.org)

Speaker’s Biography 
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