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Who did best at correctly 
reconstructing the story? 

1.	 Strong readers

2.	 Kids with good  
knowledge of 
baseball

3.	 It made no 
difference. 

Stop  
and make your 

prediction  
before reading 

further.
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You can likely use 

your  knowledge of 

book return policies 

to bridge the gap in 

the  first. But prior 

knowledge may not 

bridge that gap in  

the second.

“This brain scan is fuzzy. Probably, 

the patient was wearing makeup.”

1. Wet books are ruined. You can’t return ruined products. 
2. Brain scans use magnets. Metal makes images fuzzy. Makeup contains trace amounts of metal.
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It is hard to find the ‘main 

idea’ of a piece of writing if 

you don't really understand 

any of the ideas in it.

Is a kangaroo rat large 

like a kangaroo or small 

like a rat?  How does a 

rainforest feel when you 

are wearing a wool uniform 

like the English schoolboys  

in Lord of the Flies?  
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And even if you know a 

strategy—like re-reading 

when stuck—you also need 

to be well-versed in when 

to apply the strategy. You 

need to notice that you didn’t 

understand the text.

Often, strategy instruction 

neglects giving kids practice 

in identi�ing situations 

when they should use the 

strategy.
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The same ‘great skills shift’ can be traced in the 

U.K., Sweden, Germany, and, most recently, France.6

Some have linked the decline in scores—on the SAT 

in the U.S.  and the DEPP national exam in France—to 

this shift.

6 Rocher (2008)
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Average number of minutes per day spent teaching 
each subject in self-contained classes, by grade 

Reading/Language 
Arts

Mathematics

Science Social Studies

K–3 4–6
54 61

K–3 4–6
19 24

K–3 4–6
16 21

K–3 4–6
89 83

+
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That is, in fact, how dictionaries are created. They are not just lists 

of definitions; they are webs of words. 

And the same is true of words in your brain. You don’t have a list 

of definitions. In fact, you may never have thought much about the 

different senses of want such as lack, need, or desire. You just know.

want
wanted lack

needwish

of sleep girl
miss

mister

tired
dead or alive

for speed
not have

requiredesire

poster

want in
want out

Amazon

wish list
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Often, definitions are illusions anyway—

they are circular because words are defined 

in terms of other words. (Though the 

circularity is not usually as glaring as this 

famous example.)

— from The 2007 Merriam-Webster dictionary

hill:-  
1: a usually rounded 
natural elevation of  
land lower than a 
mountain. 

mountain:- 
1a: a landmass that 
projects conspicuously 
above its surroundings 
and is higher than a hill.
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How do you ‘just know’? 

Each time you hear or see 

a word, it leaves a trace in 

your brain, expanding or 

strengthening your web of 

word senses.

Researchers recently 

found a way to map words 

across the entire cortex of a 

typical brain.8

8 Huth et al. (2016)
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You can’t see them all 

on this image, of course, 

but you know around 

50,000 words. Between 

the ages of 2 and 18, you 

learned 10 new words 

every day.

Yet you probably 

learned only a few of 

those words from their 

definition. You learned 

almost all them from 

context.
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Educators face the same problem: it 

would take far too long to explicitly teach 

all the words needed to close  

the gap between a low- and high-

vocabulary student.

On the first day of school, that gap  

may already be several thousand  

words.

And it’s not just the number of  

words a child recognizes that  

drives reading comprehension.  

Making good connections and  

inferences depends on the  

richness of the word network  

he or she has built.
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Being exposed to everyday speech, even that of geniuses, 

isn’t the way to build a strong vocabulary. 

Reading is. And so is being read to. It’s a lifelong game of 

quantity and quality.
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1. Writers avoid repeating things like characters’ names. Instead 

they (the writers, not the characters) assume you can figure out 

who they mean when they use they.

The technical term for this is anaphora (an-AFF-or-a). Some 

early readers don’t reliably figure out who the pronoun is 

referring to, especially in ambiguous text.

43









Teachers can model 

these skills by thinking 

aloud while reading 

complex text.

For good readers, 

the skills have become 

automatic: fast 

and effortless, like 

shifting gears is for an 

experienced driver who, 

when first learning to 

drive, could not shift 

gears and hold  

a conversation at the 

same time. 
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And when researchers ran 

a bake-off between spoken 

language-based comprehension 

instruction and text-based 

comprehension instruction, 

language won, even when 

measured 11 months later on a 

test of text comprehension.12

12 Clarke et al. (2010)
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As in many kinds of 

learning, a flywheel begins 

to turn that slowly gathers 

its own momentum. The 

more words you can decode, 

the more new words—and 

their meanings—you can 

learn. 

Similarly, the more 

knowledge you have on a 

topic, the more you can soak 

up on the same topic—and 

on related topics.
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ANYONE WHO owned a car in the 1980s never 

quite knew if it would start on a cold morning. 

Car makers couldn’t guarantee that 30,000 

parts would all work every day. But slowly, led 

by Japanese manufacturers, they improved. 

Today, a car that won’t start is rare.

Perhaps producing readers, like producing 

automobiles, is a process we can systematically 

improve. Thousands of different elements—

words to recognize, knowledge to apply—have 

to come together seamlessly. 
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In the two parts of this 

primer, it has been our goal 

to point the way, to convey 

the dramatic advances 

in our understanding of 

what early readers have to 

master. 

The greater task of 

applying that knowledge 

awaits us.
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