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This	Notes	Page	consolidates	key	slides	from	the	PowerPoint	presentation.		
	
Three	Questions	to	Frame	the	Learning	Goals	
1. What	is	comprehension?		
2. What	is	the	role	of	experience	in	making	meaning	for	something	new?			
3. What	is	the	role	of	the	text	in	activating	the	reader’s	background	knowledge	for	

constructing	meaning?	
4. How	can	teachers	create	the	conditions	to	activate,	clarify,	and	extend	meanings?		
	
What	is	Comprehension?		
Comprehension	is	a	reflection	of	the	inner	workings	of	the	human	mind.		It	is	how	
we	interpret	things	in	our	world	based	on	our	memories	and	experiences.		Texts	
activate	those	mental	associations	and	expand	our	knowledge	through	meaningful	
relationships.		In	a	literate	society,	the	text	is	a	special	tool	for	activating	relevant	
associations	within	the	reader’s	mind	in	order	to	understand	something	new.	When	
new	information	is	tested	against	old	information,	something	new	is	created.	
	
What	the	Reader	Brings				
• Cognitive	capabilities	(attention,	memory,	analytic	ability,	inferencing,	

visualization)	
• Motivation	(a	purpose	for	reading,	interest	in	the	content,	self-efficacy	as	a	

reader)	
• Knowledge	(vocabulary,	topic	knowledge,	strategic	knowledge)		
• Linguistic	and	discourse	knowledge	
• Background	experiences	
	
What	the	Text	Brings	
• Surface	code	(printed	word)	
• Text	base	(author’s	ideas)	
• Text	conventions	(text	structures	and	features)	
• Symbolic	language	(hidden	meanings	within	words)	
	
Two	Levels	of	Meaning	
Surface	Meaning	–	Literal	recall	of	concrete	information	within	the	text	
Deeper	Meaning	–	Hidden	messages	within	text	that	are	grounded	in	abstract	
thinking	and	intellectual	work	
	
Three	Types	of	Background	Knowledge	
1. Topic	(content)	knowledge		

– What	is	the	topic	to	be	learned?	
2. Strategic	knowledge		

– What	strategies	should	I	use	to	help	me	learn	the	content?	
3. Text	Structure/Conventions	Knowledge	
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– What	structures	and	features	of	text	does	the	author	use	to	help	me	
understand	the	content?		

	
Three	Questions	to	Keep	the	Focus	on	Meaning	
1.	 What	does	the	reader	already	know	that	relates	to	the	text	meaning?	
2.	 What	does	the	author	want	the	reader	to	know	about	the	text	meaning?	
3.	 What	can	the	teacher	do	to	scaffold	the	reader’s	meaning-making	process?		
	
What	distinguishes	simple	meanings	from	complex	meanings?		
Simple	Texts		 	 	 Complex	Texts	
Meaning		 	 	 	 Meaning	
Single	layers	of	meaning	 	 Multiple	layers	of	meaning	
Simple	plot	structure	 	 Complex	plot	structure	
Explicit	purpose	 	 	 Implicit,	hidden	purpose	
Single	theme	 	 	 	 Multiple	themes	
Common	experiences	 	 Distinctly	different	experiences	
Single	perspective	 	 	 Perspective	unlike	or	in	opposition	to	one’s	own	
Comfortable,	safe	issues	 	 World	(critical)	issues	
Emergent	comprehension	 	 Deep,	analytical	comprehension	
	
Knowledge	Demands	Within	Texts	
Simple	Text	 	 	 	 Complex	Text	
Single	theme	 	 	 	 Complex	or	Sophisticated	Theme	
Common,	everyday	experiences	 Experiences	distinctly	different	from	one’s	own	
Single	perspective	or		 	 Perspectives	unlike	own	or	in	opposition	to	one’s		
				perspective	unlike	one’s	own	 		own		
	

	
	
	

	
	

	

Meaning	is	the	
ultimate	goal	
of	all	reading.	
When	reading	
for	meaning,	
the	brain	is	
actively	
engaged	in	a	
complex	
process	of	
transforming	
old	(existing)	
information	
into	new	
information.		
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Ten	Cognitive	Processing	Strategies	
1) Activating	 	 6)	Analyzing	
2) Planning	 	 7)	Categorizing	
3) Predicting		 	 8)	Searching	
4) Inferring	 	 9)	Monitoring	
5) Visualizing	 	 10)	Regulating	

	
Ten	Comprehension	Strategies	

1. Rereading	text	for	closer	analysis	
2. Previewing	or	surveying	text	
3. Asking	questions	before,	during,	and	after	reading	
4. Reading	aloud	to	clarify	meaning	
5. Using	story	structure,	genre,	and	writing	conventions	
6. Using	text	features	to	illuminate	and	extend	meaning	
7. Annotating	texts	and	recording	notes	
8. Using	context	and	word	parts	to	infer	meaning	
9. Writing	about	reading		
10. Discussing	ideas	with	others	

	
Source:	Dorn	&	Soffos.	2005.	Teaching	for	Deep	Comprehension:	A	Reading	Workshop	
Approach.	Stenhouse.			
	
Strategies	for	Making	Meaning	from	Literary	Text	
•	 Strategies	for	understanding	the	author’s	message	and	overall	them	
•	 Strategies	for	understanding	the	relationship	between	characters,	actions,	
	 problems,	solutions,	settings,	and	other	possibilities	
	
Strategies	for	Making	Meaning	from	Informational	Text	
•	 Strategies	for	understanding	the	topic	or	argument	and	ideas	
•	 Strategies	for	understanding	the	relationship	between	scientific	concepts	
	
Examples	of	Universal	Themes	

• Relationships	
• Change	Over	Time	
• Wisdom	–	Choices	and	Consequences	
• Cause	and	Effect	
• Struggle	Between	Good	and	Evil	
• Man	Versus	Nature	
• Quest	for	Discovery	
• War	–	Glory,	necessity,	pain,	tragedy	
• Will	to	Survive	
	

Examples	of	Character	Traits	
• Acceptance	–	characters	who	respect	and	accept	others’	differences	and	

beliefs	
• Courage	–	characters	who	have	the	strength	to	overcome	fear	or	accept	a	risk	
• Perseverance	–	characters	who	never	give	up	even	when	facing	difficult	

times	
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• Cooperation	–	characters	who	work	together	to	solve	a	problem	or	achieve	a	
goal	

• Compassion	–	characters	who	want	to	make	those	who	are	suffering	feel	
better	

• Honesty	–	characters	who	find	it	is	best	to	always	tell	the	truth	
• Kindness	–	characters	who	are	generous	or	consideration	of	others	
• Loyalty	–	characters	who	trust	each	other	and	never	turn	their	backs	on	

friends	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	
	



	 5	

	
Three	Big	Ideas		
1)		 Comprehension	is	the	mind’s	ability	to	make	sense	of	life	-	a	human	survival	
	 mechanism	that	allows	us	to	function	without	chaos.		Otherwise,	we	would	
	 be	rambling	around	with	no	sense	of	direction	or	purpose.		Without	meaning,	
	 there	is	no	purpose	behind	human	actions.		
2)	 	The	reader’s	background	knowledge	is	essential	to	meaning-making.		If	we	
	 lack	the	background	experience	to	interpret	the	text	–	no	matter	how	
	 beautifully	written	or	how	well	we	have	taught	it	–	can	be	nonsense	to	the	
	 reader.			
3)	 To	understand	a	message,	the	mind	must	integrate	multiple	pieces	of	
	 information	and	self-correct	any	problems	that	interfere	with	meaning.		This	
	 is	deliberate	and	reflective	thinking.	Without	meaning,	the	goal	of	reading	
	 becomes	a	senseless	act.			
	


