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What do we know about 

skilled reading? 
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 Simple View  
      Gough & Tunmer, 1986 

 

Decoding  x  Language Comprehension = 

Reading Comprehension   
 

Reading is the product of decoding (the ability to read words on 
a page) and language comprehension (understanding those 

words). 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 

Jane V. Oakhill & Kate Cain (2012): The 
Precursors of Reading Ability in Young Readers: 
Evidence From a Four-Year Longitudinal Study, 
Scientific Studies of Reading, 16:2, 91-121 

Longitudinal study investigating the predictors of 
reading comprehension and word reading accuracy 
between the ages of 7 to 8 (UK Year 3) and 10 to 11 
years (Year 6). 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 
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The early predictors of later word 
reading accuracy were phonological 
skills; the skills that predicted later 
reading comprehension were those that 
aid the construction of a coherent and 
integrated representation of the 
meaning of a text. •inference and integration,  

•comprehension monitoring, and  
•knowledge and use of story 
structure.  
 
………these skills predicted reading 
development over and above 
general verbal ability and basic 
language skills, such as vocabulary.  

Nancy Hennessy 2014 
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“the ability to make inferences 
contributes to reading comprehension 
even when other abilities and 
knowledge are controlled, such as 
decoding, vocabulary, awareness of 
text structure, comprehension 
monitoring, and verbal IQ.” 
       
    Oakhill & Cain, 2012 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Defining reading 
comprehension……..  
 
“Process of simultaneously 
extracting and constructing 
meaning through interaction and 
involvement with written language.” 
     
    Rand Report, 2002 

 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 
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 Dynamic 
interaction between the 

reader and the text. 

Task  
Context 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 

Levels of language 

processing… 

Words 

• Academic 
vocabulary 

• Figurative 
language 

Sentences  

• Density 

• Length 

• Structure 

• Cohesive ties 

Background 
Knowledge 

• Schema 
required 

• Text structure 

Coherent 
representation 

 of text 

Surface level  Text base Mental model 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 
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“This mental representation of text includes 
textual information and associated background 
knowledge interconnected via semantic 
relationships.” 
    Kendeou et al, 2014 

 

“These relationships are identified by the reader 
through passive and strategic inferential processes.” 

     van den Broek et al, 2005 
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So, how would you 

define inference? 
 
 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 

“99 percent of what you 

see is not what comes in 

through the eyes. It is 

what you infer about that 

room.” 
 
    Henry Markram 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 

An inference requires the reader 

(listener/observer) to go beyond the 

information stated explicitly in the 

text.  

     Kate Cain, 2013 

 

A can of spinach, a pipe  
and a captain’s hat were 
 all that Will needed to escape 
 into his favorite character’s world. 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 
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………identification of 
meaningful relations between 
the various parts of the text, 
and between those parts and 

the reader’s background 
knowledge. 

 
Kendeou, Bohm-Gettler, White & van den Broek, 2008 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 

…..critical cognitive competency for 
reading proficiency and necessary to 

create coherent models of 
understanding.  

Nancy Hennessy 2014 
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PENNSYLVANIA CORE STANDARDS English Language 

Arts Grade Pre K–5 

Reading Informational Text 
 Students read, understand, and respond to informational text—with an 
emphasis on comprehension, vocabulary acquisition, and making 
connections among ideas and between texts with a focus on textual 
evidence. 

Key 
Ideas 
and 
Details 
Text 
Analysis 

Pre-K 
CC.1.2.PK.B 
Answer 
questions 
about a text. 

K 
CC.1.2.K.B 
With 
prompting 
and 
support, 
answer 
questions 
about key 
details in a 
text. 

Grade 1 
CC1.2.1.B 
Ask and 
answer 
questions 
about key 
details in 
a text. 

Grade 2 
CC.1.2.2.B 
Ask and 
answer 
questions 
such as who, 
what, where, 
when, why, 
and how to 
demonstrate 
understand- 
ing of key 
details in a 
text. 

Grade 3 
CC.1.2.3.B 
Ask and 
answer 
questions 
about the 
text and 
make 
inferences 
from text; 
refer to text 
to support 
responses 

Grade 4 
CC.1.2.4.B 
Refer to 
details and 
examples in 
text to 
support 
what the 
text says 
explicitly 
and make 
inferences 

Grade 5 
CC.1.2.5.B 
Cite textual 
evidence by 
quoting 
accurately 
from the 
text to 
explain 
what the 
text says 
explicitly 
and make 
inferences 
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Texts cannot be understood without 
contributions from readers. Texts provide 
instructions to readers about how to use 
relevant knowledge and experience to 
build an understanding of the text.  

This building of understanding depends 
heavily on the reader’s ability to draw 
inferences. 
   Graesser, Singer, & Trabasso, 1994 

      Kintsch, 1998. 

 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 

Comprehension is an INTEGRATIVE process:  

• Local Coherence-bridging elements, constituents, and 
references of adjacent clauses 

 e.g. between pronouns and antecedents, or between co-
referential but different lexical items.  

 

 Information provided by words, syntax within and 
between different sentences combined. 

 

Clues 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 

•Nancy was walking up the steps 

•She tripped and fell. 

•Her friend ran for help. 
 

These processes of integration and 
inference are important to the 

construction of an integrated and 
coherent model of a text. 

Kate Cain 2009 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 
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Comprehension is a CONSTRUCTIVE process 

• Global Coherence-gap filling, which can be seen as cohesion 
between larger chunks of information within a text.  

 

• Elaborative-lead to conclusions beyond what is strictly 
necessary to understand the text 

 

 Explicit information in a sentence or sentences is 
supplemented by world knowledge stored in long-term 

memory. 

 

 

Clues 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 

Tim had a new pet called Sparky. Sparky was soft, furry 
and very playful. At first, Sparky slept indoors in a 
cardboard box with a nice soft blanket. Sparky soon 
grew very big. Tim decided to build a kennel and a tall 
wooden fence around the back yard. Tim went to the 
shop. He already had a hammer and a saw but he 
needed some wood and some nails.  
 
What sort of animal was Sparky? 
Kate Cain 2013 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 

Skilled readers…. 

•monitors his/her comprehension and repairs 
inconsistencies. 

 

•attends to past parts of the text and 
has/uses background knowledge. 

 

•determines which semantic relationships are 
supported by the text and are important to 
comprehension. 

 

 
 Kispal, 2008 
  Kendeou, Bohm-Gettler, White & van den Broek, 2008 
 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 

Working Memory 
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•make fewer inferences than skilled readers. 
 
•abilities change e.g. younger or low ability, low knowledge 
readers may only bridge ideas between adjacent sentences while 
more skilled readers will make connection between multiple 
sentences or links with implied organizational structures. 
 
•who are poor at inferencing less likely to: 
 -incorporate general knowledge 
 -connect sentences 
 -answer questions tap into knowledge base…. 

      LETRS Module 6 , 2011 

       Oakhill & Yull, 1991 

 
 

Less skilled readers …. 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 
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Knowledge is critical 

What kind of knowledge???? 

 
“To understand language, whether spoken or 
written, we need to construct a situation model 
consisting of meanings construed from the 
explicit words in the text, as well as meanings 
inferred from relevant background knowledge. 
The spoken and the unspoken taken together 
constitute the meaning. Without this relevant, 
unspoken background knowledge, we can’t 
understand the text.” 
     E.D. Hirsch, 2006 

 
 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 
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So, what’s a teacher to 

do? 
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What’s a teacher to do…. 

Start Early 
 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 

Inference Generation, Story Comprehension 
and Language Skills in Preschool Years 

    
  Tompkins, Guo & Justice, 2013 

Framework for Comprehension 
Instruction 

                                                           
                                                 © Nancy Hennessy 2013  All Rights  Reserved 

Critical understandings of text What do you want students to know and understand after reading the text? What 
are the lessons, big ideas? 

Purpose for reading text How will  you introduce the  text initially and each day? What will you tell students 
the purpose of the lesson  is  (each day)?  

Text Reading: 
Key vocabulary 

Which words will your students need to know, are worth knowing?  
Which ones will you intentionally target, which words will you incidentally on 
purpose teach, when, how?  
Which will you incidentally on purpose discuss/question? How will you foster the 
use of independent word learning strategies?  
Is there figurative language that requires explanation? 

Language structures (phrases, 
sentences) 

Are there phrases, clauses, sentence structures that may be difficult for your 
students? Connectives?  When and how will you teach students to work with 
these? 
 

Schema & text structure 
 

What background knowledge/schema is critical to understanding the text. What 
strategies/activities will you use to surface, build, connect to text?  
 
How is the text organized? How will you teach students to use the structure to 
understand purpose, organize and express understanding? 
 

Levels of understanding What strategies and activities (questions) will you use to facilitate student 
construction of different levels of understanding during and after reading?  

Expression of understanding What strategies and activities will you use to have students demonstrate 
understanding at different levels of understanding after reading? 

B
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Important clues….. 
 

•explicit instruction 
•modeling 
•engagement in strategies/activities 
 that scaffold the students’ understanding and 
expression of the relationship between ideas: 
directly expressed in the text (surface level)  
and their own ideas (text base and mental model).  
 

 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 

•Word level work 

•Text level work 

•Activation of prior 
knowledge 

 
Kispal, 2010 

Generating & asking 
questions 

Thinking aloud & 
explaining text 

Using concept maps 
and summarizing of text 

Mental imagery 
 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 

Inference instructional strategies 

and activities… 

LETRS Module 6 

“Comprehension is an INTEGRATIVE 
process, in which information from 

different sentences is combined 
and 

Comprehension is a CONSTRUCTIVE 
process, in which explicit information in a 
sentence or sentences is supplemented by 
knowledge about the world from long-term 

memory.” 

Kate Cain - IDA, 2009 

Nancy Hennessy 2014© 
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Let’s work at the surface level-

go local… 

Words 

• Academic 
vocabulary 

• Figurative 
language 

Sentences  

• Density 

• Length 

• Structure 

• Cohesive 
ties 

Background 
Knowledge 

• Schema 
required 

• Text 
structure 

Coherent 
representation 

 of text 

Surface level  Text base Mental model 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 

“A writer must always rely on the 
reader’s knowledge to some degree. 
There is no text comprehension that 
does not require the reader to apply: 
lexical, syntactic, semantic 
knowledge, domain knowledge, 
personal experience, and so on.” 
   Kintsch, 1998 

 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 

Can you infer these meanings? 

The Sticky Sticky Pine   

Everyone knows that the pine tree is the sign of prosperity in Japan 
and, sure enough, the grateful pine had made him very rich.  

  

What does prosperity mean?  

  

  

Doctors to the Dolphins 

Mary put a stethoscope in her ears and used the flat end to listen 
to the dolphin’s chest.  

  

What is a stethoscope?     

        
 
        FCAT 2005 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 

Hints!!!!! 
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….reading can also provide instances to acquire, 
refine, and consolidate vocabulary 
knowledge through inference from context. 
 
     Cain, Oakhill & Lemmon, 2004 

Definition, Synonym, Antonym, Examples
 Explanation, Experience, Knowledge of 

Subject  

Let’s work at the surface level-

go local… 

Words 

• Academic 
vocabulary 

• Figurative 
language 

Sentences  

• Density 

• Length 

• Structure 

• Cohesive 
ties 

Background 
Knowledge 

• Schema 
required 

• Text 
structure 

Coherent 
representation 

 of text 

Surface level  Text base Mental model 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 

Pronoun referents (underline) 

 

 Substitution, synonyms (arrows) 

 

  Conjunctions (box) 

 

 

Authors use semantic and syntactic 

devices to guide readers and to show how 

parts of a composition relate to one 

another, to assist the reader in bridging & 

integrating information within and 

between sentences….. 

 

Nancy Hennessy, M. Ed. 2012 
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On February 1, 1960, four young African-American 

men, freshmen at the Agricultural and Technical 

College of North Carolina, entered the Greensboro 

Woolworth’s and sat down on stools that had, until 

that moment, been occupied, exclusively by white 

customers. 

 

Courage In Greensboro, 

Simithsonian Magazine 

2010  

 

  

1. The Woolworth’s itself, with marble stairs and 25,000 square 
feet of retail space, was one of the company’s flagship 
stores. 

 

1. Non-violent demonstrations cropped up outside of the 
store, while other protestors had a turn at the counter. Sit-
ins erupted in other North Carolina cities and segregationist 
states.  

 

2. The sit-in at the Greensboro Woolworth’s was one of the 
early and pivotal events that inaugurated the student-led 
phase of the civil rights movement. 

Nancy Hennessy, M. Ed. 2012 

1. The Woolworth’s itself, with marble stairs and 25,000 square 
feet of retail space, was one of the company’s flagship 
stores. 

 

1.  Non-violent demonstrations cropped up outside of the 
store, while other protestors had a turn at the counter. Sit-
ins erupted in other North Carolina cities and segregationist 
states.  

 

2. The sit-in at the Greensboro Woolworth’s was 

  one of the early and pivotal events that inaugurated the 
student-led phase of the civil rights movement. 

Nancy Hennessy, M. Ed. 2012 
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1. The Woolworth’s itself, with marble stairs and 25,000 square 
feet of retail space, was one of the company’s flagship 
stores. 

 

1.  Non-violent demonstrations cropped up outside of the 
store, while other protestors had a turn at the counter. Sit-
ins erupted in other North Carolina cities and segregationist 
states.  

 

2. The sit-in at the Greensboro Woolworth’s was 

  one of the early and pivotal events that inaugurated the 
student-led phase of the civil rights movement. 
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“Comprehension is an INTEGRATIVE 
process, in which information from 

different sentences is combined 
and 

Comprehension is a CONSTRUCTIVE 
process, in which explicit information in a 
sentence or sentences is supplemented by 

knowledge about the world from long-term 
memory.” 

Kate Cain - IDA, 2009 

Nancy Hennessy 2014© 

Let’s work at text base and mental 

model level-let’s go global 

Words 

• Academic 
vocabulary 

• Figurative 
language 

Sentences  

• Density 

• Length 

• Structure 

• Cohesive ties 

Background 
Knowledge 

• Schema 
required 

• Text 
structure 

Coherent 
representation 

 of text 

Surface level  Text base Mental model 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 
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 Kayla and Caroline left early in the morning. They 
played all day building sandcastles, chasing crabs and 

flying kites.  

  

 Where are Kayla & Caroline and how do I know?  
   Where are the lexical clues? 

 

  

  

Nancy Hennessy 2014 

 
kites sandcastles 

crabs 

 John was staying with his cousin Andrew, who lived 
in the country.     On Sunday it was sunny and 
Andrew wanted to swim in the lake.  The lake was 
surrounded by tall trees.  John had never been 
swimming before.  John played in the sand and 
watched Andrew swimming in the lake.  John liked 
his visits to see Andrew. 
 
Why did John play in the sand and watch Andrew 
swim in the lake? Which is the “clue” sentence? 
 
      Kate Cain 2012 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 

Making inferences can be easier when students 
are engaged in the activity through a search 
guided by their teacher. 

•Find the clues. 

•Show the evidence. 

•Make connections with the evidence. 

Searching for Clues and their 

Connections 
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• Which  words or sentence is evidence of …? 

• Which words or sentence from the selection shows …? 

• Which evidence from the selection supports the idea that  the 
author believes that …? 

• Which collection of evidence can be offered as as a reason 
 why …? 

• Which conclusion is supported by the phrase, “…” from 
paragraph __? 

·        
 

 

 Nancy Hennessy 2014 

Use direct questioning to prompt 

inference. 

 

Use graphic organizers to scaffold 

 and support student response 

 

Clue #1 Clue #2 

Clue #3                 Clue #4 

Collect the evidence…. 

Judi Dodson, 2013 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 

What 
question is 
the scientist 
asking? 

What 
evidence does 
the scientist 
use? 

What 
inferences 
does the 
scientist 
make? 

How and what 
did dinosaurs 
eat? 

fossil dinosaur 
droppings 

the dinosaur 
was aT.rex 
it ate smaller 
dinosaurs and 
crushed bones 
as it ate. 

Teaching About How Scientists Make 
Inferences with Science You Can’t See from 
Seeds of Science/Roots of Reading 
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Surface Code 

“On February 1, 1960, four young 

African-American men, freshmen 

at the Agricultural and Technical 

College of North Carolina, entered 

the Greensboro Woolworth’s and 

sat down on stools that had, until 

that moment, been occupied, 

exclusively by white customers.” 

Text Base 

Courage in Greensboro 
Smithsonian Magazine 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 

My question It says I know So I think… 

Why did these 
young men do 
this? 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 

My question It says I know So I think… 

Why did these 
young men do 
this 

They sat 
down on 
stools that 
had been.. 

That there 
were Jim 
Crow  Laws in 
the south 

They were 
protesting…. 
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Knowledge is necessary but not sufficient. 
 

Failure to activate relevant, existing background 

knowledge may be a cause of poor reading 

comprehension.  

 

…. may cause particular problems with inferences 

that depend heavily on prior knowledge.  

 

Conversely, teaching students how to use 

background knowledge in the context of gap-filling 

inferences could improve reading comprehension in 

general.  

Nancy Hennessy 2014 

Elbro, C. & Buch-Iversen, I. (2013) Activation of 

Background Knowledge for Inference Making: Effects on 

Reading Comprehension, Scientific Studies of Reading, 

17:6, 435-452. 

Have the knowledge 
Do not have the knowledge 
Have the knowledge but do not use it….. 
 

Nancy Hennessy 2014 

Most people have once heard grasshoppers sing in the summer. 

The grasshoppers’ song is very high pitched. Therefore you need a 

good sense of hearing in order to hear the song. Actually, it is not 

correct to say that grasshoppers sing because they do not use their 

voice to sing. The grasshopper makes the song, or the sound, by 

rubbing its legs against a sharp edge on the wings. It is not easy to 

spot a grasshopper as its body is almost invisible when it is 

surrounded by plants. It blends in with the surroundings. If you 

want to find a grasshopper, you ought to follow the sound. 

Remember to listen to the grasshopper while you are young, 

because you might not hear the grasshopper when you get older. 

 

Why might you not hear the grasshopper when you get 

older? 
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you need a good sense of 
hearing in order to hear the 
song… 
 

you might not hear the 
grasshopper when you get 
older… 

Text 

Reader 

Why might you not hear the grasshopper when you 
get older? 

What do we know about skilled 
reading? 

So, what is inference and how 
does it contribute to reading 
proficiency? 

C
rackin

g th
e M

ystery 

What’s a teacher to do? 
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Any Insights or 

Inferences? 

 
nhennessy@charter.net 
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