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Subject Knowledge 
Development: 

Teaching Reading



Reading comprehension 
to build knowledge



Subject Knowledge Development - Reading
Reading Onion Analogy – Layers of meaning

Top layer – Literal 
interpretation

Middle layer –
Character and 
behaviours, 
motives, plot.

Bottom layer – Authorial 
intent – what is the writer 
trying to make us think?

Literal inferential – She wears a coat, 
so we know it’s cold.
Literal clarification– The word ‘rotund’ 
means big or overweight.

We know the character feels 
angry because the text says…

In this chapter, we learn more 
about X character we can infer 
that they feel… the text says…

The dialogue builds suspense in the 
line… it tells us…

The author chooses the word X to create the 
tension. We know this because X means… and 
it links to…

The author builds tension in the line… This is created by…



• Inferring meaning from context even with sufficient skills can be problematic…
Taken from Bringing Words to Life 2013

Misdirective Contexts: i.e those contexts that rather than helping 
reveal the meaning of the word, seem to direct pupils to an 
incorrect meaning.

“ It’s time I made an egg sac and filled it with eggs.”
“ I didn’t know you could lay eggs,” said Wilbur..
“Oh sure,’ said the spider, “I’m versatile.”

Taken from Charlottes’ Web
Wilbur himself  illustrates the problem: 
“What does versatile mean? Full of eggs?” 
“ Certainly not,” said Charlotte         

General Contexts i.e those which provide enough 
information to infer general meaning.

Joe and Stan arrived at the party at 7pm. By 9.30, the evening seemed 
to drag for Stan. Joe however, really seemed to be having a good 
time at the party. “ I wish I could be as gregarious as he is.” though 
Stan. 

We get the general meaning although specific characteristics of the 
word still unclear.

Non directive Contexts: i.e. those which have very little help in 
revealing the meaning.

Dan heard the door open and wondered who had arrived. He couldn’t 
make out the voices. Then he recognised the lumbering footsteps on the 
stairs and knew it was Aunt Grace.

Lumbering here might just as well mean light and lively as heavy.

Directive Contexts i.e those where the surrounding 
description and a definitional phrase lead to the specific 
meaning. 

When the cat pounced on the dog, he leapt up, yelping, and knocked 
down a shelf of books. The animals ran past Wendy, tripping her. She 
cried out and fell to the floor. As the noise and confusion mounted, 
Mother hollered upstairs, ”What’s all that commotion?”

Subject Knowledge Development - Reading
Developing meaning – problematic inference



What happens if we don’t build layers of 
understanding? Task Design Issues

In this example - the 
intention of learning 
is to pick out details 
from an image to 

later make an 
inference

Pick out details 
from the image – the 

task asks for one 

The intention is to make 
inferences from details 

implied – how does the task 
support a child to do it?  

I like SC1 to 
discuss with a 
peer – could the 
task have been 

to annotate 
first?Thinking about the LI – how 

does the question help the 
children to be successful?



What happens if we don’t build layers of 
understanding? Task Design Issues

In this example –
the intention is to 
make inferences 

from pictures and 
a text.

Question 1 asks the child to make a 
prediction – this is not linked to 
the content domain ’inference’.

Question 2 further asks about 
prediction from the cover.

TASK – how could 
this task be better 
linked to inferential 
deduction from the 

image?

There are NO questions 
from the text



What happens if we don’t build layers of 
understanding? Task Design Issues

LI: to RETRIEVE 
information from 

a text.

Question 1 is a literal-retrieval task. It 
matches the expectation of the LI but 
doesn’t go any further.

The next step of this question should be to deepen 
the retrieval. 
E.g. can you think about synonyms for the word 
’stowed’ to develop vocabulary – display this.

Taking this further – multiple choice style ‘which 
word is closest in meaning’ for lower abilities.



What happens if we don’t build layers of 
understanding? Task Design Issues

LI: to retrieve and 
record 

information.
Question 1 should not be given to a top 
set. It is unlikely a child in KS2 would 
ever be asked to locate the name of a 
poem.

None of the questions BUILD on 
meaning. They’re isolated and therefore 
do not develop the child’s 
understanding of the text.



Vocabulary development IS tangibly linked to reading
TOP TIPS

Subject knowledge vocabulary is crucial and needs to 
be displayed.

Children need definition and explanations of words

They need frequent encounters to words – 6 
exposures in a week to commit to memory

Deep and active processing of words in a range of contexts



Vocabulary development IS tangibly linked to reading
TOP TIPS

Direction of 
things to read.



Non-core teaching and learning
Fluency in the non-core curriculum reading 

The text from the lesson should be 
stuck into books. Children should 
highlight the key vocabulary.

Clarifying and summarising tasks are a great way to support children in 
summing up the information

• Can you sum up the information in three sentences?
• Can you write down how this information made you feel?
• What other questions do you have?


