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Introduction
It is critical to teach students strategies they can implement before reading. Many young readers begin reading 
the first paragraph or page, skipping critical information, such as titles, headings, back cover summaries, cover 
illustrations, etc. Pre-reading strategies are simple yet extremely effective in aiding comprehension.

Setting the Purpose
Research has shown that a student’s 
comprehension increases when he reads with 
a set purpose. Determining a purpose can 
be done in several ways, depending on the 
reading material and academic objective. 
Base the purpose for reading on the reading 
material. For example, if students are reading 
a book about pandas, the purpose can be, 
“Read this book to find out what pandas 
eat.” If students are reading a story about 
a little girl who travels to another state to 
visit her grandmother, the purpose might 
be “Read this story to find out what the 
little girl learns during her visit with her 
grandmother.” Have students orally set 
the purpose for each reading selection in a 
class discussion or with partners. Or, have 
students write brief sentences beginning 
with “I will read this to find out . . . .” Tell 
students to keep their purposes in mind 
while reading and revisit them after reading.

Artistic Preview
Help students understand a story better by showing them how 
to locate specific features before reading a new book. As an 
example, select a fiction book about birds, such as Stellaluna by 
Janell Cannon (Harcourt, 1993). Before discussing the features 
of the book, let students make construction paper birdhouses. 
Give each student a piece of construction paper. Have her 
fold down the upper left and right corners so that they meet 
in the middle of the sheet to make a house shape. Have each 
student draw a circle below the folds and color it black to 
represent a door. Have her draw a horizontal line below the 
hole for a perch and draw a bird sitting on the perch. Explain 
that fiction books usually contain certain features. Write 
the following fiction text features on the board: title, cover 
illustration, text illustration, book jacket, information about the 
author, information about the illustrator. Preview the book and 
have students look for each text feature. Direct students to 
write each feature under the folds of their birdhouses. Create 
a display by having students add strips of paper for birdhouse 
poles. Staple the birdhouses and poles to a bulletin board. Add 
the title “Birdhouse Preview.” To apply this activity to other 
animal stories, use a dog house for dog stories, a fishbowl for 
fish stories, etc.
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Formulating Predictions
Predicting is a simple but powerful reading strategy that helps readers comprehend by giving them something to 
look for in the text. This strategy correlates to previewing and setting a purpose because predicting cannot occur 
without previewing, and predictions naturally set a purpose for reading—finding out whether the predictions are 
correct. Ask students to make simple predictions about what they think a story will be about or add complexity 
by requiring them to make more specific predictions. For example, if a student is reading a story about a little girl 
moving to a new neighborhood, he can answer specific prediction questions, such as, “Will the character like 
her new school? How will the character feel about living next door to her new teacher?” Make sure that students 
understand that predictions are not about being right; their purpose is to help readers understand what they are 
reading. Explain that they will learn just as much by comparing what happened to their “wrong” predictions. 
Young readers’ predictions will initially be too simple, so model formulating detailed predictions. For example, if a 
student says, “I predict that this book will be about a girl and her dog,” give a more specific prediction, such as, “I 
predict that this book will be about a girl who finds a dog, and her parents do not want her to keep it. She tries to 
convince her parents that she will be responsible enough to care for the dog.” Have students read or listen to the 
text to determine if this prediction is true. Modeling detailed predictions forces students to be more thorough in 
their previewing and helps them find and identify details in the text. Have students revisit predictions during and 
after reading to confirm or reject them.

Nonfiction: Vocabulary Guess
Explain that nonfiction books are books that contain true information about specific subjects. 
Discuss how nonfiction books usually have some or all of the following features:
 • The table of contents is a list of the chapters and page numbers. 
 • The index lists the subjects in the book and where they can be found. 

If readers are looking for a particular subject, they can use the index to go 
directly to that page. 

 • A page with photographs contains captions next to the photographs that tell 
the reader what is happening in the pictures. 

 • Diagrams are drawings used to label and show distinct parts. 
 • There may also be pronunciation guides provided in italics after some 

vocabulary words to show readers how to say words correctly. 
After discussing these features, preview a nonfiction book and have students 
suggest vocabulary words it might contain. For example, words for an insect 
book could be thorax, abdomen, antennae, larva, etc. List the words on chart 
paper. Assign students to six groups and have each group find the definition of 
an assigned word in a dictionary or the book’s glossary. Ask a student from each 
group to share the definition of her group’s word. Read the book and when you 
come to a vocabulary word, stop to ask the group to share the definition again. Finally, 
list the vocabulary words on a word wall or in a class dictionary for students to reference. 
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Connecting with Prior Knowledge
Using prior knowledge helps students give logical explanations for what 
they encounter while using pre-reading strategies. Even if students 
this young do not understand exactly what a president or prime 
minister does, they can use what they do know to 
prepare themselves to read about the offices. Give 
each student a copy of the Government Leaders 
reproducible (page 11). Ask, “What do you think 
is the President’s (or Prime Minister’s) job? What 
does he do all day?” Have students write their 
responses on the reproducible. Continue by asking, 
“Would you ever like to be the President (Prime Minister) 
of this country? How do you become President (or Prime 
Minister) of our country?” Explain that these questions will be 
answered in a book. Share So You Want to Be President? by Judith 
St. George (Philomel, 2000) or the book and audio recording 
Prime Ministers of Canada by Blaine Selkirk (Sara Jordan, 2001). 
Identify the answers as they are revealed in the reading. If students 
are very good readers, provide individual copies of the book for them 
to read. Have them identify the answers by flagging them with sticky 
notes, then let them share their answers with the class.

A Visual Comparison
Make students aware that their visual skills are very useful tools to help them learn about text. Select a fiction 
book with an interesting cover illustration. Stimulate their interest in the book by showing the cover with the 
title hidden. 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 with the real one. Were any of the stories similar? Finally, discuss with students how writing 
their own stories and comparing them helped them understand the book better.
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Government Leaders
Read_the_questions._
Write_your_answers_on_the_lines._In_the_space_below,_
draw_a_picture_of_yourself_as_President_or_Prime_Minister.

What_is_the_President’s_or_Prime_Minister’s_job?______________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

How_do_you_become_the_President_or_Prime_Minister?_
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________

Name_ ______________________________________
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Journaling with a Purpose
To set a purpose for reading and to access prior knowledge, 
have students write journal entries about a topic related to 
the reading material. The journal topic can be very open-
ended, such as, “This article is about frogs. Write a paragraph 
describing the life cycle of a frog.” When the journal entries 
are complete, read a selection that matches the topic of the 
journal entry you have chosen. Then, have students compare 
their journal entries with the information contained in the 
book. Have students complete another journal entry about 
what they learned from the content read aloud in class. 
Finally, let students trade entries with classmates. Each 
student should read the two entries, compare and contrast 
them, and write a response to the classmate about his entries. 
For example, a student may read his classmate’s entries and 
write I see that you live near a pond and see tadpoles swimming 
in it, so you had a good idea of what they look like before reading 
the book about the frog’s life cycle.

Webbing for Accessing and Assessing
Graphic organizers, such as webs, can be used with pre-reading activities to access and assess prior knowledge 
on the reading topic. Webs serve several purposes: students access their prior knowledge before reading about 
the topic, teachers assess students’ existing knowledge and adjust instruction accordingly, and students and 
teachers revisit webs during and after reading to add newly acquired information and identify misconceptions. 
For example, if students will read a nonfiction article about the solar system, use the Webbing reproducible (page 
13) to assess students’ knowledge prior to reading. After reading, have students revisit their webs to highlight 
correct information and cross out incorrect information. Have them use different-colored pens to add information 
that was gained by reading. Webs can also be used with fictional reading material by having students brainstorm 
information about the theme. For example, if students will read a novel that takes place on a farm, have them web 
everything they know about farm animals prior to reading the book. Have students use the Webbing reproducible 
to access prior knowledge, then revisit the reproducible after they have read the book.

Pre-Reading Strategies

Webbing
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Write_a_topic_in_the_center_oval._
In_the_other_ovals,_write_facts_about_the_topic.

Name_ _______________________________________

Webbing




