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Our learning objectives

Today we will explore some evidence-based strategies and routines to 

help us support young readers to strengthen their word solving skills 

and reading comprehension by: 

• Understanding the role of oral language in comprehension

• Making our vocabulary instruction intentional
• Recognizing the importance of knowledge and its impact on 

comprehension



Reading Rockets

Let’s review

http://readingrockets.org/
http://readingrockets.org/


The Research

Reading Rockets

Early oral language abilities help predict reading skills.
Kindergarten oral language scores are highly 
predictable of later (gr. 4 and 7) reading 
comprehension and vocabulary scores.
         Comprehension builds comprehension….

The Active View of Reading © 2021 Nell K. Duke & Kelly B. Cartwright. Reading Research 
Quarterly published by Wiley Periodicals LLC on behalf of International Literacy Association.



Let’s review

Adapted from: A Closer Look at the Five Essential Components of 

Effective Reading Instruction 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED512569.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED512569.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED512569.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED512569.pdf


What we know about comprehension

Comprehension is an OUTCOME

The More You Read, The More You Know: Best Practices for Comprehension Instruction –

Dr. Molly Ness; Presentation at the 2024 Reading League Conference in Charlotte, NC



The Beginning…

• Oral Language provides indirect pathways to reading

It is the foundation for word reading and language comprehension.

• FIVE DOMAINS: 
• Phonology
• Syntax
• Semantics
• Morphology
• Pragmatics



What We Know…

What the Research Says: 

• Oral language and reading are related

• Early oral language abilities help predict 
reading skills
• Kindergarten oral language scores are highly 

predictable of later (gr. 4 and 7) reading 
comprehension and vocabulary scores.

• Comprehension builds comprehension….

• We can improve oral language skills



The Role of Oral Language in Comprehension

Comprehension begins with oral language and the capacity to 

understand spoken language (listening comprehension):

• through conversation

• through hearing & 

sharing personal stories

• through interactions with 

rich text

then children can access 

these for themselves by 

reading increasingly 

complex texts

it exposes children to: 

• new ideas

• new vocabulary

• new concepts

Treat oral language development as an essential ingredient for 

comprehension.

Shifting the Balance - Burkins & Yates



Laying the Language Track for the Word Reading Train

The Six Shifts

https://thesixshifts.com/2022/04/laying-language-track-for-the-word-reading-train/
https://thesixshifts.com/2022/04/laying-language-track-for-the-word-reading-train/


Strategy: Dialogic Conversations

• verbal interaction around a text or general conversation

• may involve asking children’s opinion, to name or recall 

something from a text, or to make a connection

1. Engage

• repeat, embedding the child’s response in a natural way

• repeat only the correct part of a student’s response, 

or integrate a correction into this step

2.  Repeat

• as you repeat, say a little more

• expand the language to include a new word, phrase or 

idea

3.   Expand

Strive for Five Conversations – Zucker & Bell, 2024



Scaffold Oral Language

If your first question doesn’t yield a 
meaningful response, don’t simply ask 
more questions, but follow up on your 

students’ responses in productive 
ways. Doing this encourages children to 

elaborate their language and invites other 
children to connect to their ideas.   p. 51

Reach All Readers-Geiger

Strategy: Dialogic Conversations



Strategy: Interactive Read-alouds

Interactive Read-Alouds
• Engage thinking: stopping points to discuss both high-level and low-level questions
• Focus more on high-level to encourage development of big ideas

Dr. Seuss Quotes. (n.d.). BrainyQuote.com. Retrieved April 16, 2025, from BrainyQuote.com 
Web site: https://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/dr_seuss_106026



Your turn: Dialogic Conversation

TheSixShifts.com

Try it with a partner, 
repeating and expanding on 
what they say.
Then switch so you each 
get a turn. You can play a 
student and teacher role 
if  you choose.

• What did you do last 

night? 

• What’s your favourite 

book?

Sample Prompts: 

http://thesixshifts.com/
http://thesixshifts.com/


“There is no comprehension strategy powerful enough to 
compensate for the fact that you can’t read the words.”

-Archer, 2001

Reading comprehension differs from language comprehension in 
that it RELIES ON PRINT

★ A reader needs to be able to read a text accurately and fluently to 
comprehend the text. 

★ Listening comprehension exceeds reading comprehension for young 
readers.

Rethinking Reading Comprehension

7 Mighty Moves - Kemeny



Rethinking Reading Comprehension

Reading comprehension is 
complex and is not a single 
“skill” or set of strategies
Instead, we can think of it as 
an outcome

Reading Comprehension is a combination of:
ØThe Reader :brings their own knowledge and 
interests
ØThe Text: vary in genre, topic and difficulty
ØThe Activity: varies depending on the 
purpose for reading

Reach All Readers - Geiger



Vocabulary Instruction: 
Why It’s So Important

Vocabulary can be developed:

• DIRECTLY – explicitly teaching individual words and word-learning 
strategies

• INDIRECTLY – by engaging in daily oral language with peers and adults, by 
listening to reading and by reading extensively on their own

Vocabulary knowledge is strongly related to 
reading comprehension – in primary, 

intermediate, and high school students, and in 
adults. Beck et al, 2013

https://keystoliteracy.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/effective-vocabulary-instruction.pdf


Vocabulary, Background Knowledge & 
Comprehension 

Hawking established a number of important results about black holes, such as 

an argument for its event horizon (its bounding surface) having to have the 

topology of a sphere. In collaboration with Carter and James Bardeen, in 

work published in 1973, he established some remarkable analogies between 

the behaviour of black holes and the basic laws of thermodynamics, where 

the horizon’s surface area and its surface gravity were shown to be 

analogous, respectively, to the thermodynamic quantities of entropy and 

temperature. It would be fair to say that in his highly active period leading up 

to this work, Hawking’s research in classical general relativity was the best 

anywhere in the world at that time.

Excerpt from Stephen Hawking’s obituary in The Guardian:

Stephen Hawking’s Obituary

LT



Why Teach Vocabulary?

Shifting the Balance 3-5: Burkins, Cunningham & Yates

“The goal of vocabulary instruction is not to learn words for 

their own sake.  The goals is for students to apply 

knowledge about words and their meanings to better 

understand what they’re reading and to expand the 

possibilities for expressing their own ideas.”



How do we learn new words…?

✓ Regularly and intentionally using 

sophisticated language throughout 

the day for students of all ages

✓ The more interesting words we use 

around students, the more words 

they will pick up and use themselves.  

What can this look like in the classroom? 

A Teacher’s Guide to Vocabulary Development Across the Day - Wright

…when we are engaged in conversation 



How do we learn new words…?

• Read aloud in a fantastic way to explicitly teach new vocabulary:  

★ select texts with intention - relate to content area

★ read first for enjoyment, then re-read across days

★ plan ahead for student-friendly definitions

• Independent reading time, small groups, partner reads

What can this look like in the classroom? 

A Teacher’s Guide to Vocabulary Development Across the Day - Wright

…when we are read to and read a lot ourselves



Tiered Vocabulary

• Tier 1 words:

everyday speech, familiar to most 

students

• Tier 2 words: 

robust high-utility words used in 

multiple contexts

• Tier 3 words: 

low frequency words, subject specific

Tiered Vocabulary

https://curriculum.learnalberta.ca/cdn/resources/boards/public/implsupport/Vocabulary%20Teacher%20Information.pdf
https://curriculum.learnalberta.ca/cdn/resources/boards/public/implsupport/Vocabulary%20Teacher%20Information.pdf


Planning for student friendly definitions

A Teacher’s Guide to Vocabulary Development Across the Day: Wright,  2021



Children are more likely to learn when they can actively engage with 

a word and its meaning, rather than passively receiving information 
from the teacher. 

Active Processing & Engagement with
Words

✓ Discussing images related to a new word

✓ Discussing and exploring objects, e.g. a thermometer

✓ Using movement - demonstrating migration by walking from one 

side of the room to the other

✓ Thinking of real life examples - a time when you felt exuberant

✓ Discussing multiple meanings of a word - season (your food), season 

(winter, spring)

✓ Thinking about and noticing meaningful parts of words (morphology) 

- tricycle, triangle, tripod

✓ Using new vocabulary in writing 

A Teacher’s Guide to Vocabulary Development Across the Day - Wright



Active processing in action

A Teacher’s Guide to Vocabulary Development Across the Day: Wright,  2021



How do we learn new words…?

What can this look like in the classroom? 

A Teacher’s Guide to Vocabulary Development Across the Day - Wright

…when we learn new things!



Strategy: Content Area Learning

★ first, we want to identify the content we want to 

learn

★ next, curate informational text sets

★ then, make an ambitious list of words to teach

★ consider how and when you will teach the words

★ finally, plan for ways students will be actively            

engaged in word learning

What can this look like in the classroom? 

A Teacher’s Guide to Vocabulary Development Across the Day - Wright



Vocabulary and Knowledge

A Teacher’s Guide to Vocabulary Development Across the Day: Wright,  2021

“In order to create opportunities for young children 

to learn new words, we need to build their 

knowledge of the world and make sure that they 

are learning new things.”   Tanya S. Wright



Strategy: Content Area Learning

Identify the words to teach from your stories in advance

What can this look like in the classroom? 

A Teacher’s Guide to Vocabulary Development Across the Day - Wright



Power of Vocabulary

Word of the Day

https://youtu.be/_1vpzdj4ymI?feature=shared
https://youtu.be/_1vpzdj4ymI?feature=shared


Strategy: Engage with the Page Type Activities

To inspire  WORD STUDY

Word Torque

https://wordtorque.com/the-important-thing-about-margaret-wise-brown/
https://wordtorque.com/the-important-thing-about-margaret-wise-brown/


Explicit Morphology Instruction
•Teaching one new affix or root per week adds to their word solving toolkit

Strategy 5: Word Solving (and spelling)

Image from

Snippets by Sarah IG

https://www.instagram.com/p/C1GbkgSLiCK/
https://www.instagram.com/p/C1GbkgSLiCK/


In the classroom - inspiring word study

Word Inquiry can support students as they 
study the structure of words.

Word Torque

http://wordtorque.com/


Strategy: Word solving Strategies in action

A Teacher’s Guide to Vocabulary Development Across the Day - Wright



Strategy: Text Sets

A text set is a collection of sources that 
support a common theme, issue or topic. 

Text sets should include a variety of genres, 
text types, levels and formats, such as…

• fiction 
• nonfiction 
• apps 
• poetry
• images

• articles
• websites
• artwork
• songs

ReadWriteThink.org - Creating Text Sets for Your Classroom
Milne Library at SUNY Geneseo

Readworks.org

https://www.readwritethink.org/sites/default/files/resources/lesson_images/lesson305/creating.pdf
https://library.geneseo.edu/c.php?g=67346&p=434759
https://library.geneseo.edu/c.php?g=67346&p=434759


Shifting the Balance: Burkins & Yates

Strategy: Word Study to Build Students’ Word Wealth

Shades of Meaning:

•Teaches that synonyms can be closely related but still differ in small ways

•Helps understand nuances as readers

•Supports strong word choice as writers
synonyms for nice

pleasant
fine
neat

enjoyable
lovely

delightful
acceptable
satisfying

synonyms for wild

fierce
untamed
ferocious

rough
rugged



Strategy Harvest

ü Use the books you brought today to 

identify with post-its the words you 

could teach explicitly

ü How will you do this?

ü Share with a neighbour

Vocab development: 

What can this look like in the classroom?

A Teacher’s Guide to Vocabulary Development Across the Day - Wright

ü Front-load content vocab

ü Dialogic conversations

ü Text sets

ü Shades of meaning

ü Morphology word sums



Cognitive Load Theory

Intrinsic Cognitive Load
★ the difficulty of any task compared to the background knowledge of the 

learner

Extraneous Cognitive Load
★ anything that makes it harder for a student to learn

“the amount of information the working memory can hold"
-Sweller, 1988

Reach All Readers - Geiger



Cognitive Load Theory

“the amount of information the working memory can hold"
-Sweller, 1988

Reach All Readers - Geiger

When INTRINSIC & EXTRANEOUS factors 

> 
working memory capacity = LEARNING ISSUES

By using explicit instruction methods, we 

can decrease students’ extraneous 

cognitive load. This isn’t just a strategy, 

but a necessary approach.



Shifting the Balance: Burkins & Yates

What Good Readers Do- Nell Duke

Nell Duke: Good Readers

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CgSRH0EYvhU&t=13s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CgSRH0EYvhU&t=13s


Executive Skills & Reading Comprehension: - Cartwright

We can explicitly model these comprehension skills and engage students in 
conversations that allow them to practice comprehension.

Skilled comprehenders use these strategies

CONNECTING
to prior knowledge  

(schemas)

SELF-
QUESTIONING  ask 
themselves questions 
about the text; plan to 

understand

PREDICTING
using prior knowledge & 

clues from text to 
make hypotheses

TEXT 
STRUCTURE
use & organize 

text information 
to make meaning

VISUALIZING
mental imagery to 

remember 
information from 

texts

MAKING 
INFERENCES
integrate bits of 

info and fill in 
the gaps

SUMMARIZING
prioritize the 

importance of 
info to get the 

‘gist’



Strategy: Pause, Look, Think

The Reading Strategies Book 2.0—Serravallo

Learn71 Words on Wednesdays

As you look at the book with the child, 
model these skills:
• Move your finger around the page: 

“what do you see?”
• Say, “not so fast! Stay on the page and 

look around.”
• What can you say about it?

Tip: start by modeling this with the whole class during booktime or a read-aloud

For building stamina, engagement and self-regulation (AVR)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ueuYJ9jsMYw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ueuYJ9jsMYw


Mental Model =
a literal representation of text + background knowledge

As a good reader, you are constantly creating a mental model while 
you are reading.

Mental Model / Situational Model 

Reach All Readers - Geiger



Strategy: Think/Say

The Reading Strategies Book 2.0—Serravallo

Learn71 Words on Wednesdays

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZeoTY4ssN2I
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZeoTY4ssN2I


Strategy: Read, Think, Write

AKA “four squares”:

1. Prepare ahead of time the places you want to stop in 

the book 

2. Discuss: what did we learn in this part? What was 

interesting to you? What was the main idea? Turn and Talk

3. Quick draw/write: No colouring—not a best drawing! 4 

mins max. 

4. Return to the carpet for more reading. Repeat.

5. At the end, share their papers with a neighbour. 

Tomorrow’s Classrooms Today-Faye Brownlie, Susan Close, Linda Wingren



Strategy: Think aloud

★ comprehension monitoring: noticing when you don’t understand 

and going back to figure out why

★ stopping and summarizing while reading

★ asking questions of the text while reading

★ using text structure as an aid

Comprehension is fostered through teacher modelling of 

purposeful strategies. 

The More You Read, The More You Know: Best Practices for Comprehension Instruction –

Dr. Molly Ness; Presentation at the 2024 Reading League Conference in Charlotte, NC



Strategy: Think alouds 

Think alouds are a key foundation to modelling and 

building comprehension - a proficient reader models 
their thinking out loud as they interact with the text.

How do your students participate in  “independent 
reading”?

The More You Read, The More You Know: Best Practices for Comprehension Instruction –

Dr. Molly Ness; Presentation at the 2024 Reading League Conference in Charlotte, NC



Strategy Harvest

ü Use the books you brought today to 

consider ways you could build in 

comprehension access points:

ü What concepts, characters, or plot 

elements? 

ü What text features?

ü How will you do this?

ü Share with a neighbour

Comprehension windows: 

What can this look like in the classroom?

A Teacher’s Guide to Vocabulary Development Across the Day - Wright

ü Dialogic conversations

ü Text sets

ü Active processing

ü Mental Model

ü Think/Say

ü Four Squares

ü Think alouds



The upward spiral of reading success

The More You Read, The More You Know: Best Practices for Comprehension Instruction –
Dr. Molly Ness
Presentation at the 2024 Reading League Conference in Charlotte, NC

Our teaching Their learning experience



Reflect on our day together:

✓ oral language and language comprehension

✓ strategies to build vocabulary and background 

knowledge, and 

✓ impactful comprehension instruction 

What is the instructional strategy or practices you’re most likely to 
try in your classroom or role in the coming days and weeks?

Write your next step for something to try in the next week. Write 
it on a sticky note and then share it as your exit ticket.

Reflections & Next Steps

Exit
Ticket

Next Step



Bringing Words to Life: Beck, McKeown, & Kucan

Differentiating Phonics Instruction for Maximum Impact: Blevins

Tomorrow’s Classrooms Today—Faye Brownlie, Susan Close

Shifting the Balance K-2: Burkins & Yates

Shifting the Balance 3-5: Burkins, Cunningham & Yates

Reach All Readers: Geiger

7 Mighty Moves: Kemeny

Presentation: The More You Read, The More You Know - Best Practices 

for Comprehension Instruction: Dr. Molly Ness

The Reading Strategies Book 2.0—Jennifer Serravallo

A Teacher’s Guide to Vocabulary Development Across the Day: Wright

Strive for Five Conversations: Zucker & Bell

Books

Unless otherwise stated, all pictures sourced from Pixabay.com

https://www.readwritethink.org/sites/default/files/resources/lesson_images/lesson305/creating.pdf


Milne Library at SUNY Geneseo - Text Sets

Logic of English

What Good Readers Do- Dr. Nell Duke

Word Torque

Can Do Kids Academy

Word of the Day - YouTube

Reading Science Academy

Keys to Literacy - Effective Vocabulary Instruction
TheSixShifts.com

ReadWriteThink.org  - Creating Text Sets for Your Classroom

Online Resources

https://logicofenglish.com/pages/spelling-rules
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CgSRH0EYvhU&t=13s
https://www.readingscienceacademy.com/intro-to-science-of-reading?cid=5596853d-cdfa-434b-980e-38594ba5057e
https://www.google.com/search?q=Keys+to+Literacy+-+Effective+Vocabulary+Instruction&rlz=1C5GCEM_enCA1138CA1141&oq=Keys+to+Literacy+-+Effective+Vocabulary+Instruction&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigAdIBBzM1MWowajeoAgCwAgA&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
http://thesixshifts.com/
https://www.readwritethink.org/
https://library.geneseo.edu/c.php?g=67346&p=434759
https://logicofenglish.com/pages/spelling-rules
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CgSRH0EYvhU&t=13s
https://www.readwritethink.org/sites/default/files/resources/lesson_images/lesson305/creating.pdf
http://wordtorque.com/
https://www.candokidsacademy.com/?s=%22Word+matrix%22
https://youtu.be/_1vpzdj4ymI?feature=shared
https://www.readingscienceacademy.com/intro-to-science-of-reading?cid=5596853d-cdfa-434b-980e-38594ba5057e
https://www.google.com/search?q=Keys+to+Literacy+-+Effective+Vocabulary+Instruction&rlz=1C5GCEM_enCA1138CA1141&oq=Keys+to+Literacy+-+Effective+Vocabulary+Instruction&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigAdIBBzM1MWowajeoAgCwAgA&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8#fpstate=ive&vld=cid:90f678c6,vid:xMXlrC5N9iE,st:0
http://thesixshifts.com/
https://www.readwritethink.org/
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