
ast fall, I sat in front of a kindergarten classroom completing a whole-class 
read-aloud of Mo Willems’s Knuffle Bunny (Hyperion). This classic picture book 
tells the story of young Trixie, who leaves her beloved stuffed animal behind in a 
laundromat.

At the conclusion of the book, a boy raised his hand and asked, “What’s that 
place where Trixie and her dad went?” I flipped back to the relevant illustrations 
and posed, “Do you mean the laundromat?” He nodded and continued, “Why did 
they have to go somewhere to wash their clothes? Why didn’t they just do the 
laundry in their house?” 

I had fallen short in one of the essential components of comprehension 
instruction: building or activating readers’ prior knowledge. This particular class 
of children was more accustomed to laundry rooms than to laundromats. Without 
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the background understanding of this 
experience, they missed a significant 
piece of the comprehension puzzle of 
Knuffle Bunny.

Building their schema
Although it is no secret that background 
knowledge plays a critical role in 
reading comprehension, we often 
receive the ambiguous instructional 
recommendation of “activating 
background knowledge.” For too many 
of us, that advice is too broad and not 
illustrative enough to have an impact on 
our instructional decisions. 

As we consider the important 
role of background knowledge in 
comprehension, we must consider 
the diverse worlds from which our 
children come. Teachers cannot 
assume that we must build background 
knowledge only for children from lower 
economic backgrounds. Just as the 
aforementioned children who had no 
prior knowledge of a laundromat were 
unsure about the scenario in Knuffle 
Bunny, so too might children struggle 
who live in rural America and have 
never ridden a municipal bus like that 
depicted in Matt de la Peña’s Last Stop 
on Market Street (G.P. Putnam’s Sons). 
If a child has never seen a palm tree 
or touched a coconut, how does that 
influence his or her understanding of 
Bill Martin Jr.’s Chicka Chicka Boom 
Boom (Little Simon)? For a child who 
lives in the desert of the Southwest, 
how does his or her lack of personal 
experience with snow prohibit 
understanding of Ezra Jack Keats’s The 
Snowy Day (Puffin)?

Students across all grades and all 
content areas will benefit from activities 
that help them to build their schemas (as 
explained by psychologist Jean Piaget) by 
connecting their prior experiences and 
learning to new content. When we build 
a preschooler’s understanding of the 
life cycle of butterflies prior to reading 

Eric Carle’s The Very Hungry Caterpillar 
(Philomel), we reap the same benefits as 
building a high schooler’s understanding 
of tenements prior to reading Betty 
Smith’s A Tree Grows in Brooklyn 
(Harper).

Background knowledge doesn’t 
pertain only to content area instruction 
or to informational text. We cannot 
overlook the role of background 
knowledge in narrative text as well. If a 
sixth-grade reader had no background 
knowledge of England during the 
World War II era, how might his or her 
comprehension of a historical fiction 
chapter book like Kimberly Brubaker 
Bradley’s The War That Saved My Life 
(Puffin) be impeded?

The challenge of 
background knowledge
Background knowledge is a complex 
entity because, as stated by the research 
of Robert Marzano, it is both highly 
personal and ever-changing because of 
experiences, social customs, facts, or 
emotions.

Because we all have different 
cultures and home and life experiences, 
each reader has a different “fund of 
knowledge”—or information that we have 
developed through personal experience. 
Perhaps the most fruitful part of the 
background knowledge equation is mere 
awareness. What might we begin to 
realize about our texts and our readers 
if we were to critically examine each 
text prior to its use? My intent here is to 

encourage teachers to do an inventory of 
the text that we plan to use and to become 
aware of what the text assumes that 
readers bring to the page.

These reflective questions might be 
especially helpful in text inventories:

  What does the text presume that 
readers know prior to reading this 
book? Examine the vocabulary, 
text structure, illustrations, and 
story elements as you reflect.
  How likely are your readers to 
have background knowledge 
about this topic? Use what you 
know about their home lives, 
cultures, families, interests, 
and schooling to gauge their 
familiarity.
  How does not having this 
particular background knowledge 
or information impede or detract 
from readers’ understanding of 
the text?
  If your readers lack the 
background knowledge that the 
text assumes, what areas might 
you need to explain, address, 
or frontload? What is your 
instructional plan to do so?

Supporting our readers
As one teacher in a classroom of at least 
20 students, we may never be able to 
overcome each student’s knowledge 
deficit. Because of its highly personal 
nature, it often feels impossible to 
level the playing field of background 
knowledge for all students.

Yet once we realize the 
pervasiveness of background 
information—and become increasingly 
capable of investigating our texts for 
the knowledge they assume the reader 
brings to the page—we are better suited 
to supporting our readers. 

As we consider the important role of 
background knowledge in comprehension, 
we must consider the diverse worlds from 

which our children come.

Because we all have different cultures and 
home and life experiences, each reader 

has a different “fund of knowledge”—or 
information that we have developed through 

personal experience.
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