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Language Comprehension
Extracting and Constructing Meaning from Text

Fall ASDN Webinar Series - 3

Share in the 
Chat Box

What is your most 
favorite thing 
about fall in 

Alaska?

Learning Intentions

• Deepen understanding of the role of sentence-

level comprehension in listening and reading 

comprehension.

• Deepen understanding of the role background 

knowledge plays in comprehension of text.

• Deepen understanding of how a close reading 

approach contributes to deep comprehension.
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What challenges do 

your students 

encounter as they 

read text?

Quick Write Page 2 in Participant Handout

(Scarborough, 2001) 

What is Reading 
Comprehension?

• The process of simultaneously extracting and 

constructing meaning through interaction and 

involvement with written language. (Snow, 2002)

• An active and complex process that involves:

understanding written text, developing and 

interpreting meaning and using meaning as 

appropriate to type of text, purpose, and situation. 

(NAEP Framework, 2017)
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Comprehension 
at the 

Sentence Level

Comprehension at the Sentence Level

“If a reader cannot derive meaning from 

individual sentences that make up a text, 

that is going to be a major obstacle in 

text-level comprehension.” 

(Scott, 2009)
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Potential Troublemakers

Sentence 
Comprehension

Length

Density

Dependency

Order

Sentence Example

“However, on August 24, 2006, the International Astronomical 

Union (IAU), a group of individual astronomers and astronomical 

societies from around the world, made an announcement.    

Shanahan, 2020

Sentence Example
Who was the sentence about?
the International Astronomical Union (IAU)

Who are they?
a group of individual astronomers and astronomical societies from around the world

What did they do?
made

Made what?
an announcement

When?
on August 24, 2006
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Another Example

“The women of Montgomery, both young and older, would 

come in with their fancy holiday dresses that needed 

adjustments or their Sunday suits and blouses that needed 

just a touch—a flower or some velvet trimming or something 

to make the ladies look festive.”

--Nikki Giovanni (Rosa)

Your Turn!

Identify the 
potential 

troublemaker.

Page 4 in Participant Handout

The Role of Background Knowledge
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(Scarborough, 2001) 

Knowledge about the topic at hand is like mental Velcro. The relevant 

knowledge gives the words of the text places to stick and make sense, thereby 

supporting comprehension and propelling the reading process forward. 

(Adams, 2015)

Your Turn!

What Knowledge 
Might be Needed?

Page 5-8 in Participant Handout
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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. 

“The Baseball Study” 

Compared reading 

comprehension for 

four categories of 

students:

High reading ability

High knowledge of 

baseball

High reading ability

Low knowledge of 

baseball

Low reading ability

High knowledge of 

baseball

Low reading ability

Low knowledge of 

baseball

The Study -
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Measure of Comprehension

Findings

• Knowledge of the topic 
had a MUCH bigger 
impact on 
comprehension than 
generalized reading 
ability did. (pg. 18)

• With sufficient prior 
knowledge, “low ability” 
students performed 
similarly to higher ability 
students. (pg. 19) The 
difference in their 
performance was not 
statistically significant.

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.
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While differences in background knowledge will always exist, teachers 

can level the playing field by building knowledge on different topics 

for their students.

Effective Approaches to 
Building Knowledge

• Multiple topical/themed texts

• Virtual or real-time experiences

• Authentic artifacts

• Vocabulary connections

What does ‘multiple reads on a topic’ look like in instruction?
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Plan for 
Intentional 
Instruction

Page 9 in Participant Handout

Structure instruction through carefully sequenced texts using your 

Core instruction materials and additional supplemental resources.

ReadWorks
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Article-A-Day
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NewsELA Text Sets: example

NewsELA

NewELA 
Program Texts

CommonLit
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Achieve the Core

When students integrate their 

knowledge while engaging with 

a text, new, revised, or 

elaborated information is 

added to the neural networks.

Close Reading to Support 
Comprehension 

What is Close Reading?
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Reading 1: 
Determine what a text says

• Questions should guide students to think about the 
most important ideas of the text (key ideas and 
details)

• Questions should clarify confusions about what the 
text says

• Discussion promoted by the questions should lead to 
a good general understanding of what the text said

• Follow-up by having students tell or write a summary

Reading 2: 
How does the 

text work?

Teachers ask questions

To guide students to think about how the text works 
(text structure)

About literary devices, word choices, structural 
elements and author purposes

To foster awareness of author choices 

To finish with students providing  critical analysis of 
the story or some aspect of the text

Reading 3: 
What does 

the text 
mean?

Teachers ask questions

To help students think about what 
the text means to them and how it 
connects to other texts, films, or 
events

So students evaluate the 
effectiveness of author’s uses of 
literary devices
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Learning Intentions

• Deepen understanding of the role of sentence-

level comprehension in listening and reading 

comprehension.

• Deepen understanding of the role background 

knowledge plays in comprehension of text.

• Deepen understanding of how a close reading 

approach contributes to deep comprehension.

Closing
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