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Language 
Comprehension

The Role of Background Knowledge 

ASDN Spring Webinar Series

Introduce 
yourself in the 
chat box!

• Name

• District

• Grade(s) or Role

Learning Intentions

Deepen

Deepen understanding of 
the role of background 
knowledge on 
comprehension.

Confirm

Confirm understanding of 
research-based practices for 
effectively and efficiently 
building background 
knowledge to support 
comprehension.
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Resources

The Role of Background Knowledge
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Reading comprehension is one of the most complex 
behaviors that we engage in on a regular basis. 

(Catts & Kamhi, 2017)

Language 
Processes

Cognitive 
Processes

Microstructure

Macrostructure

Hennessy, The Reading Comprehension Blueprint

The Role of 
Background 
Knowledge in 
Reading
Comprehension: 
A Critical Review

February 2021
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Highlights

The accuracy of stored knowledge can vary; items are 
encoded in long-term memory irrespective of 
whether they are accurate.

Students bring a range of knowledge to the task of 
reading, some of which may be inaccurate; in fact, for 
young children, holding misconceptions is often the 
norm rather than the exception.

The Role Of 
Working 
Memory

In the context of reading, working memory 
is a temporary storage system that functions 
to support the reader to briefly hold text 
and actively process coherence gaps in order 
to produce understanding.

For readers who have little background 
knowledge, the act of integrating 
understanding of the text with any available 
knowledge is effortful to the point that it 
can overload working memory and lead to 
comprehension breakdown. 

The Role of the Text

Texts differ in terms of their stated purpose, linguistic features, and text 
coherence and cohesion.

The cohesion and coherence of a text determines the ease with which a 
reader can bring background knowledge to bear. Low-coherence and low-
cohesion texts require the reader to more actively process a text as they are 
required to make more inferences, to bridge sentences and ideas. In addition, 
a reader facing a low-coherence text needs to rely more heavily upon their 
background knowledge to help fill the coherence gaps by making inferences. 

Cohesion represents the visibility of the link between phrases and 

sentences. High-cohesion texts sometimes provide a greater level of 

explanatory detail to compensate for a reader’s lack of background 

knowledge.

Coherence represents the extent to which the text provides information 

and cues to help the reader relate information across different parts of 

the text. High-coherence texts provide explicit clues as to the 

relationships within and between sentences. This has the effect of 

reducing the cognitive load required to understand the text.
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Readers with less knowledge were more able to recall key features and answer 

inferential questions after reading a highly cohesive and coherent text. These 

children benefit from texts that do much of the processing for them because 

the cohesive text provides more support for understanding.

Findings

The review consistently found that higher levels of 
background knowledge enable children to better 
comprehend a text.

Readers who have a strong knowledge of a particular topic, 
both in terms of quantity and quality of knowledge, are 
more able to comprehend a text than a similarly cohesive 
text for which they lack background knowledge. This was 
evident for both skilled and low skilled readers.

Findings

There is significance to the quality of knowledge 
for reading comprehension.

Low skill readers are much more likely to omit 
contradictory information from the text and 
replace with their misconception. 
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There is a tradeoff between knowledge and general 

reading ability; a child with a strong knowledge-base can 

compensate to some extent for poor reading skill, and a 

child with strong reading skill can compensate to some 

extent for deficiencies in knowledge.

Chat Box

Share something that was enlightening for you from 

the information shared: 

Let’s dig in!
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Questions for 

Consideration

What background 
knowledge is critical to 
understanding the text?

How will you address the 
need to build 

background knowledge?

How will you help 
students access and 

build their knowledge 
and integrate it with the 

text?

ABCs of Background Knowledge

Activate (Verify) Build Connect

What knowledge might 

be needed?

Page 3-4 in Participant Handout

Your Turn!
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Cognitive Science

Cognitive scientists have 

found that the most 

important factor in 

comprehension is how much 

background knowledge 

readers have relating to the 

topic.

The more knowledge you 

have, the easier it is to 

understand a text and retain 

the information. 

Activity-

How 
Knowledge 

Helps

Use Page 5 in your Participant Handout to record notes from your section.

https://www.aft.org/periodical/american-educator/spring-2006/how-knowledge-helps 

1. How Knowledge Brings More Knowledge

1s

2s

3s
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Studies 

“The Baseball Study” 
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Measure of Comprehension

27

28

29



3/1/2022

10

Findings

Knowledge of the topic had 
a MUCH bigger impact on 
comprehension than 
generalized reading ability 
did. 

With sufficient prior 
knowledge, “low ability” 
students performed similarly 
to higher ability students. 
The difference in their 
performance was not 
statistically significant.

Activity –

Read Page 6-7 in your 
Participant Handout.

Breakout Room

Share a few things that were confirmed for you after 
learning about the findings from both studies.
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Considerations for Building 
Knowledge to Support 
Comprehension 

Not all high-
volume reading 
is equally 
effective.

Research by Landauer and Dumais into 

vocabulary acquisition shows that 

students acquire vocabulary up to four 

times faster when they read a series of 

related texts.

Reading a number of texts within a topic 

grows knowledge and vocabulary far faster 

than any other approach.

While differences in background knowledge will always exist, 

teachers can level the playing field by building knowledge on 

different topics for their students.
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Effective Approaches 
to Building Knowledge

• Multiple topical/themed texts

• Virtual or real-time experiences

• Authentic artifacts

• Vocabulary connections

What does this mean for instruction?
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Consider using the following supplemental resources to 
support building knowledge.
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Wrap-Up

• What insights have you gained 

about the role of background 

knowledge in proficient reading?

• What connections have you made 

to your instructional practice?
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Closure

51


