Students don’t learn in a vacuum.
Higher knowledge is built
on prior knowledge.

Text
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truth

Reading, student
experience, and
the Common Core
Prereading is alive and
well in the expectations
for the Common Core.
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O

ne of the rumors making the rounds of K-12 educators goes something like this: The

Common Core State Standards don’t allow “prereading” — the pedagogical practice
meant to help students better understand a text they’re about to read — or for that
matter any classroom activities that contextualize a text through outside sources.
The interesting part of the rumor isn’t the rumor itself: It’s just a misinterpretation of the Publisher’s Criteria for the standards, which clearly state that “Student
background knowledge and experiences can illuminate the reading . . . ” (Coleman
& Pimentel, p. 7). What makes the misunderstanding interesting and vitally relevant
to teachers is that it sheds light on some of the practices and underlying assumptions
that have diluted the potency of reading education for years.
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Plainly stated: Prereading is no substitute for actual reading, but that doesn’t mean that drawing on
information outside the core text is a bad idea. In
fact, one of the best ways to teach analytical reading
is to actively tap into students’ prior knowledge —
the rich base of existing experiences and information
that they bring with them to class each day.
The Common Core allows prior knowledge, and
the growing body of literature about the neuroscience of learning tells us it’s key to the way humans
build our interrelated networks of knowledge. As we
move toward full implementation of the Common
Core, we must make sure that we help students leverage their prior knowledge, both to help strengthen
their analytical skills and to lay a solid foundation
for further learning.
The controversy

Let’s start at the heart of the controversy by explaining why the Common Core guidance says what
it does about prereading: Too often, well-meaning
teachers are giving students a predigested version of
the text before students ever get a chance to interact
with the text. Doing that too often can cheat students
of a chance to build their own analytical muscles as
they tackle challenging text.
The teachers’ intentions are honorable — they’re
merely trying to level the playing field among students who frequently have disparate academic and
personal backgrounds. For example, most middle
school students could read and understand the basic
plot lines of The Last of the Mohicans, which shows up
on the 8th-grade reading list. But not all students will
know enough about the social, economic, and political implications of America’s westward expansion to
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understand the motivations of some characters and
the historical significance of the book.
However, providing too much information up
front in prereading activities can undermine the
student’s ability to use his experience to figure out
the text for himself, which is at the heart of analytical reading. The Common Core, designed to help
make every student college- and career-ready, was
built on the well-founded expectation that students
must do better than merely mastering basic reading
comprehension. It’s no accident that eight of the 10
anchor standards in reading involve analysis, inference, and/or evaluation.
Prereading activities that give students a preanalyzed version of the core text can actually prevent
students from acquiring the foundational skills and
capacity for analysis, inference, and evaluating evidence. This capacity only grows from wrestling with
a text. Often, in prereading, teachers tell students
what the text will cover, its key points and arguments,
and why they’re important. By the time students get
to the actual text, they may feel there’s no point in
reading it, much less wrestling with it. If they do read
it, they’ll have a much more limited opportunity to
develop those crucial grappling skills because the text
has already been predigested for them. Unsurprisingly, grappling with how a text is constructed and
why is difficult if you already have the answers.
The reality

Some educators have interpreted cautions against
misusing prereading to mean that teaching to the
Common Core should exclude incorporating information outside of the text, up to and including the
experiences and background that a reader brings to
reading.
But let’s not substitute one misunderstanding with
another: While activities that draw from beyond the
text must never preempt or replace the text, they
can and should be judiciously and thoughtfully used
to help deepen students’ understanding of the text.
Specifically with regard to students’ prior knowlV94 N4
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edge, prohibiting students from applying their experiences and knowledge as they read would be not
only futile but actively counterproductive for the
Common Core.
Students don’t learn in a vacuum. Higher knowledge is built on prior knowledge. Research confirms
that making connections between new information
and ideas and what we’ve already experienced plays a
central role in learning (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2000).

Prereading is no substitute
for actual reading, but that
doesn’t mean that drawing on
information outside the core text
is a bad idea.
Indeed, prior knowledge is crucial to developing
some of the key skills required to meet the Common
Core, especially analyzing, drawing inferences, and
evaluating evidence. To master these skills, students
must keep the text at the center while extrapolating from the literal words to a series of conclusions.
Students can only do this by strategically checking
the text against their existing bank of images, associations, ideas, and information.
The solution

Students will draw on prior knowledge on their
own, but teachers can powerfully accelerate students’
mastery of analytical reading with active strategies
that tap into what they already know.
Prompting

Rather than preloading background information
or quickly supplying it when students become confused by the text, teachers can provide cues, clues,
and prompts to help students use their untapped
prior knowledge to navigate the text at key points.
Teachers can help students leverage their own experience to construct analogies that help the student
explain what’s going on in the text.
Bridging with enabling texts

Teachers can use “enabling” companion texts,
which can pave the way to reading traditional challenging texts (Tatum, 2009). Enabling texts are closer
to students’ lived experiences, and though they are
60
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no less challenging, their more familiar setting or
context makes it easier for students to draw on their
prior knowledge to analyze and infer (Willingham,
2009). This text acts as a bridge to a more traditional
text that has similar themes and complexities but a
less familiar setting.
Leveraging cultural knowledge

Part of becoming an analytical reader is developing the capacity to recognize various literary and rhetorical devices. Students often have prior experience
with rhetorical and literary devices through popular
culture, but don’t know the formal names for them.
The powerful utility of students’ prior knowledge
was vividly illustrated by students at an underachieving urban high school who developed a strong mastery of literary analysis and reasoning techniques.
The key was a culturally responsive scaffolding technique called cultural modeling, developed by Carol
D. Lee, a professor of learning sciences and AfricanAmerican studies at Northwestern University (Lee,
2007). Lee’s project designed a curriculum for the
students’ English language arts classes that focused
on thinking strategies and habits of mind that are
key to literary analysis, and which are quite similar
to the higher-order strategies built into the Common Core.
Students started by using these thinking strategies on various popular texts with which they were
already familiar: film, television, music, and oral
traditions. As they examined and identified literary
devices such as satire or symbolism in the everyday
examples they encountered, students readily demonstrated sophisticated and nuanced abilities to apply literary analysis strategies. The teacher, acting
as mediator, helped students recognize these same
media devices in written texts.
Students then read complex texts that were unfamiliar to them, but featured social codes and contexts familiar to them. For example, these classes
of African-American students read and analyzed
Beloved by Toni Morrison. After successfully applying the same literary analysis strategies to such
texts, the students proceeded to confidently apply
these strategies to texts that portrayed social worlds
much less familiar to them. By the end of the project, they were masterfully analyzing texts by Dante
and Shakespeare.
The bigger picture

The importance of clarifying the role of prior
knowledge in reading goes beyond identifying useful teaching strategies. Understanding the importance of students’ prior knowledge is essential to
strengthening students’ overall relationship to academic learning.

Simply put, it matters how we think and talk about
the role of students’ experience in learning. If the
misinterpretation of the Common Core guidance
among principals, coaches, curriculum specialists,
and others is allowed to ossify, and teachers internalize the idea that students’ prior knowledge doesn’t
count, students themselves will get the same message
loud and clear.

The Common Core
does not ban prior
knowledge.
Students living in poverty and students in underserved racial groups already receive so many messages that academic success is not for them. If they
come to believe that academic learning has no connection to their lives, then learning will become less
relevant and interesting, with a corresponding loss
of motivation to do the hard work of mastering challenging skills (Pearson, Cervetti, & Tilson, 2008).
To obliterate any remaining doubt: As a careful
read of the Publisher’s Criteria discloses, the Common Core does not ban prior knowledge. On the
contrary, both the literature on the learning process
and the rigor of the Common Core highlight the
importance of existing knowledge in creating new
knowledge.
If education is a construction project — a structure being built piece by piece as we help students
learn new things and fit them together — then the
foundation of student knowledge underneath holds
it all up.K
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