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Introduction
Most people recognize the importance of post-reading comprehension activities, but teaching pre-reading strategies 
is vital, as well. Improve students’ skills by teaching pre-reading comprehension strategies, such as previewing the 
text, looking at text features, building on prior knowledge, making predictions, reviewing vocabulary, and setting a 
purpose for reading. These skills will help students’ reading comprehension at all stages of reading. 

Preview with a Twist
This nonfiction preview can be used with any 
nonfiction text. As an example, select a nonfiction 
book about tornadoes, such as Do Tornadoes Really 
Twist?: Questions and Answers About Tornadoes and 
Hurricanes by Melvin and Gilda Berger (Scholastic, 
2000). Review the features of nonfiction books 
(tables of contents, indexes, chapter headings, 
charts, tables, graphs, captions, maps, etc.). Preview 
the book with students to see which features it 
contains. Fill in any features that are not listed on 
the Twisting Tornado Features reproducible (page 
9) and give each student a copy. Guide students 
through the checklist and ask, “Does this nonfiction 
book have a table of contents?” Look through the 
book with students to find the first element. As you 
read the book aloud, instruct students to look for 
each feature and to check off each element that they 
see in the book. After completing the checklist, 
have each student cut out the spiral and then cut 
along the dashed line until she reaches the center. 
When students hold up the bigger ends, the spirals 
should look like twisting tornadoes. Hang the 
twisting tornadoes from a clothesline suspended 
near the classroom ceiling.

  Pre-Reading
Twisting Tornado Features

Preview with Think-Alouds
Students need to be taught to preview before reading 
new material. Explain that previewing (looking at the 
title, front cover, back cover, chapter titles, headings, 
subheadings, and photos) is like a warm-up for the 
brain. Previewing helps the brain “get ready” for the 
information it will receive. Guide students through 
this process by thinking aloud as you preview. For 
example, say, “Before I start reading this book, I look 
at the title and the cover’s illustrations to get an idea 
of what it might be about. The title is Thank You, Mr. 
Falker by Patricia Polacco (Philomel, 1998), and I see 
an illustration of a girl sitting at a desk and a man 
standing next to her. Maybe he is her teacher. I can tell 
by the look on her face that she is upset. I wonder if 
the man is Mr. Falker and if the girl is going to thank 
him for helping her in school.” Proceed to read the 
book aloud for students, pausing to make connections 
between the previewed material and the reading as 
needed. When reading articles or textbooks, follow 
a similar format to teach students to preview the 
titles, headings, subheadings, bold type, photographs, 
captions, etc.

    Strategies
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Pre-Reading Strategies

Twisting Tornado Features
Look_for_each_feature_in_the_book._
If_you_find_it,_draw_a_check_in_its_box._If_you_do_not,_
leave_the_box_blank._Cut_out_the_shape_and_then_cut_
on_the_dashed_lines.

Name_ ______________________________________
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Pre-Reading Strategies

A Desert Animal
Use predictions to set a purpose for reading. Use How Jackrabbit Got His Very Long Ears by Heather Irbinskas 
(Rising Moon, 1994) to demonstrate how students can make predictions about stories they read. Ask, “What is a 
jackrabbit? What does it look like?” (A jackrabbit is a desert rabbit with very long ears.) Give each student a large 
piece of brown construction paper. Have her draw a large circle near the bottom 
of the paper for a rabbit face. Then, have her draw two very long rabbit ears on 
top of the circle that extend to the top of the paper. Have each student cut out 
the rabbit head and ears. Explain that this book is a fable, not a true story. Ask, 
“How do you think jackrabbits got their very long ears?” Tell students to 
be creative in their explanations. Have students write their responses 
on the ears of their jackrabbits, then let students decorate the 
faces. Read the book aloud, then have students compare 
their stories to the book. Display the jackrabbits at a 
reading center along with a copy of the book cover. Let 
students read each other’s predictions before rereading 
the book independently.

Word Guess
This vocabulary activity is particularly effective with informational text, which students also benefit from 
previewing. As with fiction, have students preview text by looking at the titles, headings, subheadings, 
photographs, etc. Instruct students to list vocabulary words they think they 
will encounter while reading. Model this so that students get an idea of the 
thought process involved. For example, preview an article about storms prior 
to reading it aloud. Create a list of vocabulary words by thinking aloud, “I 
think one of the words in this article might be hurricane, so I’m going to 
write that on my list. I think I will see this word because the 
article will be about storms, and I noticed that one of the 
headings is Types of Storms. A hurricane is one type of 
storm.” If students are proficient at writing, have each 
student create a study guide by listing the words in a 
column on a sheet of paper, then writing definitions 
next to the words as they are defined in the text.
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Connecting with Prior Knowledge
Activating students’ prior knowledge helps them connect with a topic. This activity can be used with any topic. 
For example, if students will be studying lighthouses and are unfamiliar with them, read a nonfiction book or 
article about lighthouses. Give each student an enlarged copy of the 
Lighthouse Knowledge reproducible (page 13). Direct students to write 
the title of the book on the line provided, then write everything they 
know about lighthouses on the lighthouse pattern. Ask, “What is a 
lighthouse? What does it do? Where do you usually find lighthouses? 
What do they look like?” After students finish writing about 
lighthouses, introduce The Little Red Lighthouse and the Great Gray 
Bridge by Hildegarde H. Swift (Harcourt & Brace, 2003) or another 
fiction book about lighthouses. This story is about a lighthouse and 
a bridge in New York City. While the story is fiction, the bridge and 
lighthouse are real. Show students where New York City and the 
Hudson River are on a map. Read the book aloud. Have students color 
and cut out their lighthouses. Display the lighthouses on a bulletin 
board titled “Seeing the Light of Comprehension.”

Pre-Reading Strategies

The Magic of Predictions
Demonstrate another way students can set a purpose for reading. Compare previewing and making good story 
predictions that lead to understanding a book to pulling a rabbit out of a hat. The “magic” in setting a purpose 
happens when a student “pulls an idea out of the hat” that helps her search for clues to understanding a story. 
Preview a current book’s cover and inside illustrations. Have students make predictions about the plot while 
looking at the illustrations. Slowly turn the pages so that the class sees each illustration. Explain that sometimes 
rabbits and other items come out of magicians’ special top hats. Provide students with enlarged copies of the 
Abracadabra reproducible (page 12). Have each student write the book’s title and a story prediction on the top hat 
pattern. Then, read the story aloud. Direct students to write or draw what really happened on the rabbit pattern 
and cut out the hat and rabbit. Help each student cut a slit on the dashed line on the hat, then pull the smaller 
end of the rabbit through the slit in the top hat from the back of the hat. Each student should be able to pull her 
rabbit (what really happened) out of her hat. Have students take turns sharing their initial predictions on the top 
hats, then pulling out the rabbits to show what they wrote or drew about the story’s real plot.

Writing to Compare
Select a fiction book with an interesting cover illustration. Stimulate interest in the book by hiding the title while 
showing the cover, then ask, “What do you think happens in the book?” Have each student write or dictate a 
short story that could be in the book. Let students share stories with classmates. Read the book aloud and have 
students compare their stories to the real one. Were they close? What was the story really about? Finally, discuss 
with students how writing their own stories and comparing them helped them understand the book.
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Pre-Reading StrategiesName_ _______________________________________

Abracadabra
Write_the_book_title_and_a_story_prediction_on__
the_hat._Write_or_draw_what_actually_happened_on_the_rabbit._Cut_on_the_
dashed_lines._Slide_the_rabbit_through_the_slit_to_pull_the_rabbit_out_of_the_hat.

Lighthouse Knowledge

Title:___________________________

______________________________

Story_Prediction:

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________

____________________________
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Abracadabra

Pre-Reading Strategies

Lighthouse Knowledge
Write_everything_you_know_
about_lighthouses_in_the_pattern_below.

_
_ Book_Title:_________________________

_ Here’s_what_I_know_about_lighthouses_._._.

_ _______________________________________

_ _ _________________________________________

_ ______________________________________________

___________________________________________________

_ _________________________________________________

Name_ ______________________________________
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Character Sketch
Have students focus on the lead character to help them understand a 
fiction story. As an example, select a fiction book that is centered around 
an animal and gives a clue about the animal’s appearance in the title. 
Introduce the book by telling students the type of animal, its name, and 
the title of the book. Three possible examples are Henry and Mudge and the 
Happy Cat by Cynthia Rylant (Simon & Schuster, 1994), Harry the Dirty Dog 
by Gene Zion (HarperCollins, 1976), and The Rainbow Fish by Marcus Pfister 
(North-South Books, 1992). Give each student a piece of paper and crayons 
to draw a picture of the main character before he sees a picture of him. Have 
students think about the title of the book before completing their drawings. 
Then, reveal the cover of the book. Have students compare their pictures of 
the animal to the illustrator’s picture. Read the story aloud. Explain that by 
drawing the main character ahead of time, students focused more on the main character when they listened to the 
book being read. Repeat with other books using main characters or minor characters.

Pre-Reading Strategies

Monitoring

Comprehension

Stop, Look, Listen
Students may become so intent on finishing an assignment that they forget to pause to monitor comprehension 
during reading. As students become more fluent, they may get to the end of a passage or book and find themselves 
asking, “What did I just read?” Help students avoid this behavior by initiating a “stop, look, listen” reading session. 
Choose a day where all students have the same reading assignment to complete. Allow students to begin reading. 
After several minutes, say, “Stop, look, listen!” At this time, students should stop reading, look back through the 
book to remind themselves of what happened, and talk with classmates about what has happened so far. Over 
time, students will develop a habit of stopping and thinking about the book as they are reading it. 

Define the Purpose
To focus students’ attention on the story and increase comprehension, help them set a purpose for reading. Use 
a book with illustrations that will intrigue students. Introduce the story and show the book cover and several 
illustrations. Encourage students to ask questions. Write students’ questions on the board. Then, say, “Our 
purpose for reading today is to see if your questions are answered in the story.” Review the student-generated 
questions, then read the book. As students hear answers to their questions, have them raise their hands. Discuss 
any unanswered questions on the chart paper and ask if the book had the answers (it may not). Tell students that 
asking questions before reading a book can help them focus on the story better.




