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Home Learning

You’ll find this 
sample in the chat

What? So What? Now What?

p. 239
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What did you learn about START from 
planning?  From listening to others?

What are the implications of this new learning?

What are your plans for integrating 
START and Reading for Meaning into 
your school?

WHAT?

SO
WHAT?

NOW
WHAT?

Breakout 
Rooms
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 WHY focus on background knowledge?

 HOW can strategic vocabulary
instruction enhance students’
background knowledge?

 HOW can we help students develop the
skills of independent and proficient
readers?
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Guiding Questions:
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 WHY focus on background knowledge?

 HOW can strategic vocabulary
instruction enhance students’
background knowledge?

 HOW can we help students develop the
skills of independent and proficient
readers?
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Guiding Questions:
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The Two BIG Factors

Academically-Oriented Experience Information Processing
What the Student Has Experienced Meaning-Making Skills
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“An examination of the interaction of these two factors 
paints a sobering picture of the advantage possessed by 
some students and not others.”

“Differences in these two factors create differences in 
their background knowledge and, consequently, their 
academic achievement.”

—Robert Marzano, 2004

Uh-Oh!
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Imagine the Challenge . . .
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—Robert Marzano, 2004

Now for Some Good News!

“The clear message from the research is that schools 
can make a difference.  If the knowledge and skill that 
students from advantaged backgrounds possess is 
learned rather than innate, then students who do not 
come from advantaged backgrounds can learn it too.”
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So. . . 

How do we know what students know?

How do we build students’ background 
knowledge so they know more?
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“If I had to reduce educational psychology to just one 
principle, I would say this: The most important 
single factor influencing learning is what the learner 
already knows. Ascertain this and teach him 
accordingly.”

—David Ausubel, 1968

Pretty Strong Words
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What Comes to Mind?

p. 29

A quick and easy way to assess the 
background knowledge, questions, and 
feelings that students have about 
upcoming topics

p. 31

www.ThoughtfulClassroom.com 2121© 2024 Silver Strong & Associates  |  www.ThoughtfulClassroom.com

What Comes to Mind?
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What Comes to Mind?
• How does this tool help 

students to access background
knowledge?

• What can you learn about your
students’ prior knowledge, 
experience, and level of 
understanding?

• What impact might it have on
students’ attitudes toward 
learning new material?
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What Comes to Mind?

Let’s use today’s topic to try this simple tool out.
Think about the term background knowledge.
• What are some FACTS you know?
• What are your FEELINGS toward this topic?
• What QUESTIONS do you have?
• Is there ANYTHING ELSE? What else do you have

in your mind related to this topic?
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We’d 
love to 

hear 
your 

ideas in 
the 

chat!
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The benefits of 
activating background 

knowledge before 
reading

• It helps students make connections 
between previous learning and new 
learning.

• It builds on what students already know.

• It helps the reader to better comprehend
and retain the information longer.

• It gives the teacher feedback about what 
students know and allows for more 
targeted instruction.
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So. . . 

How do we know what students know?

How do we build students’ background 
knowledge so they know more?
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 WHY focus on background knowledge?

 HOW can strategic vocabulary
instruction enhance students’
background knowledge?

 HOW can we help students develop the
skills of independent and proficient
readers?
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Guiding Questions: Why vocabulary?
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Why vocabulary? “Research and theory strongly 
suggest that teaching vocabulary is 
synonymous with teaching 
background knowledge” 
(Marzano, 2004).
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Why vocabulary?

“Vocabulary’s relationship to 
comprehension has been verified 
over and over again” (Marzano, 
2004).
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Why vocabulary?

“Vocabulary and background 
knowledge mediate the extent to 
which other reading comprehension 
behaviors are utilized” 
(Center for Excellence in Teaching).

What do we do 
about this?
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Comprehension
Communicating

A Dictionary A Vocabularyand . . .
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Tools Help Clarify the Difference Between . . .

Vocabulary 
Knowledge Rating

Visualizing Vocabulary Word Detectives
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What do we do 
about this?

The Solution . . .

Vocabulary 
Knowledge Rating

Visualizing Vocabulary Word Detectives
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Vocabulary Knowledge Rating (V-K-R)

p. 14

A technique that empowers students to become more 
self-directed vocabulary learners by . . . 
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 Activates prior knowledge
 Clears up misconceptions about word meaning
 Clarifies the meaning of known words in

relationship to the current context
 Provides familiarity with unknown words, so 

students can make sense of the information they
are about to learn about

 Develops good reader habits of previewing and
planning

The Benefits of Having Students Preview Vocabulary: Vocabulary Knowledge Rating (V-K-R)

p. 14
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What can you learn from a 
student’s self-assessment of 
academic vocabulary prior to a 
reading, lesson, or unit?

1. Record key vocabulary for an upcoming unit 
using the VKR organizer.

2. Introduce the terms to students, explain the 
expectations, and have students rate their 
understanding of each word BEFORE learning.

3. Provide opportunities for students to interact 
with the terms using a variety of tools and
strategies throughout the unit. 

4. Ask students to reassess their understanding 
throughout and at the end of the unit.
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Vocabulary Knowledge Rating (V-K-R)
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For a Reading (Gettysburg Address) For a Unit (Fables)

One More Benefit of V-K-R

What’s the 
impact of THIS 
on students’ 
attitudes toward 
learning?
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One More Benefit of V-K-R

What’s the 
impact of THIS 
on students’ 
attitudes toward 
learning?
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The Solution . . .

Vocabulary 
Knowledge Rating

Visualizing Vocabulary Word Detectives
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How is Vocabulary Like a Suitcase?
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NERVOUS SYSTEM

central nervous system peripheral nervous system

Network of NERVESNetwork of NERVES

neuronsneurons

sensorysensory

stimulistimuli regulateregulate

Unconscious 
processes

Unconscious 
processes

Voluntary 
movements 
Voluntary 

movements 

medullamedulla

cerebrumcerebrum

cerebellumcerebellum

autonomicautonomic

EssentialEssential Nice to KnowNice to Know

BRAINBRAIN SPINAL CORDSPINAL CORD

ImportantImportant

somaticsomatic

survivalsurvival

KEY

InterneuronInterneuron

motormotor

So, once we’ve identified 
the words, how do we 

deepen students’ 
understanding of them?
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A technique that helps students 
master critical vocabulary by asking 
them to process terms both visually
(students find or create images to 
represent each term) and verbally
(students explain why their image is a 
good representation of the term)

47

p. 89

p. 139
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Visualizing Vocabulary
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I drew the number being 
protected by the shields to 
show that the negative and 
positive signs can’t get to it.

I drew the number being 
protected by the shields to 
show that the negative and 
positive signs can’t get to it.

Personal 
definition

Visual representation Explanation of meaning

“The more ways students can encounter and 
think about the concepts reflected in new words, 
the more apt they are to truly learn them.”

—Goodwin & Rouleau (2023)

The Research is Remarkably Consistent
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“Visualizing facilitates meaning making because 
the very act of converting information into a visual 
form is one of transformation, which requires 
active processing on the learner’s part.”

—McTighe & Silver (2020)

Why Have Students Create their Own Images?
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A powerful and 
systematic way to help 

students capitalize on the 
power of visualizing 

vocabulary is to 
have them create 

New Term    Dictionary Meaning    My Meaning & Visual

What does the student’s 
description and visual reveal about 
his level of understanding?

Vocabulary Notebook
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Vocabulary 
Notebook

Intro to Film
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Let’s quickly explore 
some other ways to 

use Visualizing 
Vocabulary.
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Single-Term 
Visualization

Front

Back

Can you 
guess what 
word the 
student’s 
visual is 

describing?
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Electronic 
Vocabulary 
Notebooks

Physical Forces

Push is a force that 
moves things AWAY 
from you.

Pull is a force that 
moves things CLOSER 
to you.

Two Types of Force
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Electronic

Vocabulary 
Notebook

All Subjects

https://visuwords.com/

https://www.wordhippo.com/

Wordnik.com

https://wordsift.org/

https://www.lexipedia.com/

https://artsnowlearning.org/project/visualizing-
vocabulary-k-5/

Vocabulary 
Aps

for the 
Classroom
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Community 
Bulletin Board

Natural 
Resources and 
Conservation
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Vocabulary Notebooks 
are powerful study 

guides.
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Vocabulary Notebooks 
are powerful study 

guides.

The Solution . . .

Vocabulary 
Knowledge Rating

Visualizing Vocabulary Word Detectives
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A GUARANTEE:

—Ilter (2019)

A Study of 44 Middle School Students
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“The experimental position demonstrated higher levels of improvement in 
vocabulary knowledge. The findings suggest that a reading intervention 
focused on using context clues can have a worthwhile effect on the ways in 
which students who experience difficulties with comprehension increase 
their proficiency in learning from context and hence build their vocabularies.”

“The experimental position demonstrated higher levels of improvement in 
vocabulary knowledge. The findings suggest that a reading intervention 
focused on using context clues can have a worthwhile effect on the ways in 
which students who experience difficulties with comprehension increase 
their proficiency in learning from context and hence build their vocabularies.”

Group A
(Randomly Assigned 
Experimental Group)

Practiced 
wide 

reading, but 
no context-
clue training

Trained to 
use context 

clues to infer 
meaning

Group B
(Randomly Assigned 
Control Group)

A tool that prepares students to “sleuth out” 
the meanings of unknown words and phrases 
by familiarizing them with common types of 
context clues

Word Detectives

66© 2024 Silver Strong & Associates  |  www.ThoughtfulClassroom.com

p. 130

Adds an element of fun:
“Be a word detective!”
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Be a “Word Detective”
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What clues do you notice that would help you sleuth out the 
meanings of these words if you didn’t already know them? 

EXAMPLE: These drugs are depressants, substances that 
decrease the activity of the central nervous system.

EXAMPLE: Capsaicin-containing foods, like jalapeno and 
habanero peppers, are too much for me to handle!

EXAMPLE: The chorionic membrane allows oxygen to enter 
and carbon dioxide to leave, but it’s impermeable to water. 

Antonym/contrast clue

Example clue

Definition clue

Word Detectives
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Explore the different types 
of context clues from the 
tool Word Detectives.

How would it help students to know 
that texts contain common types 
(“patterns”) of context clues? 

You’ll find this 
resource in the chat
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Examine the Word 
Detectives Organizer.

How would this organizer 
help students internalize 
the process of finding and 
using context clues to infer 
meaning of new words?

Word Detectives
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Now take a look at this 
teacher-created bookmark.

How would it help students as 
they read?

Making Word Detectives work
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•Use lots of concrete examples to familiarize students with 
the different kinds of context clues. 

•Don’t worry about having students memorize the clue types.
The goal is to help students see that texts have many kinds 
of clues. It doesn’t matter if they can name the clues.

•Model & practice using the worksheet until students are 
comfortable. Don’t “release” them until they’re ready.

7272© 2024 Silver Strong & Associates  |  www.ThoughtfulClassroom.com

What would be the impact?
How would teaching 
students what kinds 

of clues exist and 
where to look for 
them help them 

move from this . . .
To this . . .

67 68

69 70
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Pause & Ponder
Think about your classroom or the Think about your classroom or the 
classrooms you supervise.
Which tool or tools do you see as 
“best bets” for your students?

How might regular use of your
chosen tool(s) help STUDENTS
build background knowledge? 

Improve reading comprehension?

We’d 
love to 

hear 
your 

ideas in 
the 

chat!

74

 WHY focus on background knowledge?

 HOW can strategic vocabulary
instruction enhance students’
background knowledge?

 HOW can we help students develop the
skills of independent and proficient
readers?

© 2024 Silver Strong & Associates  |  www.ThoughtfulClassroom.com  |  questions@thoughtfulclassroom.com

Guiding Questions:
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To respond to this question, 
we’re going to look at one 

last tool called . . .

7676© 2024 Silver Strong & Associates  |  www.ThoughtfulClassroom.com

What Can 
Skateboarding 

Teach Us?

7777© 2024 Silver Strong & Associates  |  www.ThoughtfulClassroom.com

What Can Skateboarding Teach Us?

7878© 2024 Silver Strong & Associates  |  www.ThoughtfulClassroom.com

Teaching skills and tools in the 
classroom isn’t enough.

The goal is handoff!

How do we help students develop the 
competence and confidence to use     

reading skills & tools independently?

73 74

75 76

77 78
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“Many decades of research show that the 
best way to teach reading comprehension, 
and the thinking processes that underlie 
successful reading comprehension, is the 
gradual release of responsibility model”

Kelly B. Cartwright, 2015

80questions@thoughtfulclassroom.comwww.ThoughtfulClassroom.com

Procedural PRO

p. 14

A tool that uses direct instruction, guided practice, 
and gradual release to help students become “pros” 
at classroom tools & procedures

© 2024 Silver Strong & Associates  |  www.ThoughtfulClassroom.com 80
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The PRO acronym spells out roles & steps 
in the gradual release process

I will . . . 

We will . . . 

You will . . . 

82

For example: The “Main Idea” tool

© 2024 Silver Strong & Associates  |  www.ThoughtfulClassroom.com

“Have you ever read a paragraph that was so full of facts and details  
that you got overwhelmed? And didn’t know what to pay attention to? 
That happens to me, too! But here’s the good news: 

Today we’re going to learn about a tool called Main Idea that can help 
you find the important ideas in what you read. Here’s how it works . . .”

Explain WHY & WHEN it is valuable

the what, why, & when
Say WHAT tool or procedure you’ll be introducing

83© 2024 Silver Strong & Associates  |  www.ThoughtfulClassroom.com

the how

 Identify the topic
Ask yourself: Who or what is this reading about?

 Identify the main idea
Ask yourself: What is it telling me about the topic? What is the big idea?

 Check your work.
Ask yourself: Can I find facts or examples that support my main idea?

Checklists are great because students can 
use them independently or with peers!

Explain and model the steps & the thinking  

84© 2024 Silver Strong & Associates  |  www.ThoughtfulClassroom.com

Work through the steps as a class. Answer any questions.

 Identify the topic.
Ask yourself: Who or what is this reading about?

 Identify the main idea.
Ask yourself: What is it telling me about the
topic? What is he big idea?

 Check your work.
Ask yourself: Can I find facts or examples that 
support my main idea?

79 80
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Look 
and listen

Enter into 
the brain

Carry out 
the steps

Check and ask 
questions

Explain that students have a role to play, even during “PRESENT”!
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The acronym spells out roles and steps 
in the gradual release process

I will . . . 

We will . . . 

You will . . . 

87© 2024 Silver Strong & Associates  |  www.ThoughtfulClassroom.com

• Whole class

• Small group

• Partner-work

• Individual practice

the procedure

Provide regular practice opportunities
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The surprising power of a simple comment:

“I’m giving you 
these comments 
because I have very 
high expectations 
and I know you 
can reach them!”

the procedure
Use formative assessment and feedback

Effect on Student Effort Effect on Achievement
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• Self-evaluation

the procedure

• Peer feedback
Checklists are great because students can 

use them independently or with peers!

• Teacher feedback
• Self-evaluation

Use formative assessment and feedback

© 2024 Silver Strong & Associates  |  www.ThoughtfulClassroom.com 90

the procedure
Guide & scaffold as needed.

• Think about the critical skills embedded in the tool you
are teaching.

• Identify some ways you can scaffold it for struggling
readers.

85 86
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The acronym spells out roles and steps 
in the gradual release process

I will . . . 

We will . . . 

You will . . . 
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They have the competence and confidence 
to use them independently.

Reading pros don’t just know tools & strategies . . .

They OWN them!

Explain & Support the Goal
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• Students don’t always understand that they 
are meant to use reading strategies 
independently.

• If we don’t tell them that this is the goal, then
there’s no way they can achieve it.

• We must be clear this is the goal—and we must
give students the time, support, and feedback 
that they need to become reading pros.
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Home Learning

We’ve learned six new tools today:
• What Comes to Mind?
• Vocabulary Knowledge Rating
• Visualizing Vocabulary
• Vocabulary Notebook
• Word Detectives
• Procedural PRO

Pick one and try it out. Be prepared to discuss your 
experience.

questions@thoughtfulclassroom.com 95questions@thoughtfulclassroom.comwww.ThoughtfulClassroom.com

Looking Back on Today’s Learning

What are three important 
things you learned today?

Why are vocabulary and 
background knowledge critical to 

reading comprehension?

What if ALL teachers in your building 
committed to using these tools in 

their classroom?  How would it 
impact student learning?

Which tool did you like the best?  
How will you use it in 

your building?
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Thank you!
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The professional development division of

Silver Strong & Associates

questions@thoughtfulclassroom.com

www.thoughtfulclassroom.com

We look forward to seeing you next time.

Questions or comments? Use “chat” or email:

We’d love to hear from you!
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