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Learning to Read
And Comprehend



Today

• Brief recap of Session 1 
• Clarifications on language 

and emergent literacy
• Narrative representation
• Building narrative skills
• Decoding (John 

Dellegrotto)
• Wrap-up



Our focus today:

Emergent Literacy
(Preschool & Pre-K)

Rapid development 
period for language & 

narrative skills

The earlier students are prepared for reading comprehension 
better (Hirsch, 2013; Kieffer & Vukovic, 2013). 



Predictors of 
Reading 

Comprehension

• Vocabulary
• Syntax
• Narrative production
• Listening comprehension

(Dickinson et al., 2010; Language and 
Reading Research Consortium, 2015; 
McKean et al., 2017; National Early 
Literacy Panel, 2008)



In Session #1



Session 1: 5 Aces

Vocabulary

Choose 
book

Choose 
words

Repeated 
book 

reading

Language 
building 

strategies

Direct 
experience

Building 
semantic 
networks; 
Transportable 
words

Bundleoflearning.com



Clarification: Distinction
Whole Language

• Method of teaching 
children to read by 
recognizing words as 
whole pieces of 
language

• Language should not 
be broken down into 
letters and letter 
combinations to 
decode

Integrated Oral Language 
+ Decoding

• Building the language 
skills needed for 
reading 
comprehension

• Explicit instruction 
targeting decoding 
skills



Word reading      Language comprehension 



Word reading      Language comprehension 

But each contributes to reading comprehension



http://reading.uoregon.edu/cia/instruction/index.php





“…readers must translate print to language and then, 
much as in listening, they must interpret the meaning of 

that language.” (Shanahan & Lonigan)



Listening comprehension parallels 
reading comprehension in 2nd and 3rd graders

2020

“Mean scores were not significantly different 
between the listening and reading comprehension 
measures…the two measures yielded scores that 
aligned with similar percentile rankings for a 
diverse sample of students, suggesting symmetry 
and equity.” pg 1097



STATISTIC

Many students are not able to comprehend grade-level 
material. They have difficulty attaining higher-level 
functional literacy levels (U.S. Department of Education et 
al., 2019). 



Predictors of 
Reading 

Comprehension

• Vocabulary
• Syntax
• Narrative production
• Listening 

comprehension

(Dickinson et al., 2010; 
Language and Reading 
Research Consortium, 

2015; McKean et al., 2017; 
National Early Literacy 

Panel, 2008)



Narratives: Stories

• Story definition: Set of events with causal and temporal 
relations between them

• Events have a structure that conveys a character’s goal-
oriented behavior (Peterson & McCabe, 1983):
– Initiating event (problem)
– Attempt (action) Story Grammar
– Consequence (outcome)

More on this later…



Bridging language 
and narrative



Reading 
Comprehension

• Active text processing and meaning construction:
– Conceptual and vocabulary knowledge (Session 1: Aces)
– Motivation (Session 1: Interactive book sharing)
– Oral language proficiency
– Text structures (narrative)
– Self-efficacy levels
(National Reading Panel, 2008; van den Broek et al., 2005)



Motivation…

https://gritfitnessandperformance.com/2019/01/02/short-vs-long-term-goals-
which-is-more-important/



Cultivate a LOVE of reading



Beware of 
Reading 
without 
Meaning

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8Cfi8dVS4Eg



Reading 
Experience 
Checklist

q Engaging story
q Relatable (familiar aspects)
q Opportunities to participate

– Verbally (beyond answering 
questions)

– Nonverbally
q Developmentally adjustable
q Goals/activities are meaningful (not 

just a decontextualized drill)



Decontextualized 
drills

• Find fun ways to connect to 
story

s

n

o

w



Reading 
Comprehension

• Active text processing and meaning construction:
– Conceptual and vocabulary knowledge (Session 1)
– Motivation
– Oral language proficiency
– Text structures (narrative)
– Self-efficacy levels
(National Reading Panel, 2008; van den Broek et al., 2005)



Describe

• People
• Places
• Attributes

Verbal Story 
Representation

• Retell
• Summarize
• Paraphrase

Sequence

• Information
• Events

Understand/Explain Relationships

• Compare
• Contrast
• Similarities

Comprehending, Retelling, Composing Text

Meaning



Reading 
Comprehension

• Active text processing and meaning construction:
– Conceptual and vocabulary knowledge (Session 1: Aces) 
– Motivation
– Oral language proficiency
– Text structures (narrative)
– Self-efficacy levels
(National Reading Panel, 2008; van den Broek et al., 2005)



Skilled Reading
Experience

Knowledge

Language
Narrative

Print
Dellegrotto

Learning to read for meaning 



Narrative

What is it?

Why is it important?

How does it develop?

How do I teach it?



What is narrative 
representation?



Cognitive 
Construct

Narrative representation, or story 
structure, is a “schema”, a type of 
cognitive map used to understand, 
interpret, and produce stories 
(Khan et al., 2016).

Stories having this predictable 
structure are more readily 
comprehended (Hudson & Nelson, 
1983; Stein & Albro, 1997). 



Story 
Grammar 

Model 
(Stein & Glenn, 

1979)

Characters and Setting 

Initiating event (launches a chain of events) 

Internal response (goal plan or reaction to 
the IE; often motivates the ’attempt’ action)

Subsequent Attempt to achieve the goal

Outcome or consequence of the attempt



Narratives consist of

• Organizes the discourse 
structure of a narrative

• IE, Attempt, Consequence
• +other elements (internal 

response, reactions, 
embedded episodes)

Narrative 
macrostructure

(Story 
Grammar)

• Semantics
• Syntax
• Morphology
• Phonology
• (Colozzo et al, 2011)

Narrative 
microstructure

(Language)



The Three Little Pigs 

Once upon a time there were three little pigs. One pig built 
a house of straw while the second pig built his house with 
sticks. They built their houses very quickly and then sang 
and danced all day because they were lazy. The third little 
pig worked hard all day and built his house with bricks. 

A big bad wolf saw the two little pigs while they danced and 
played and thought, “What juicy tender meals they will 
make!” He chased the two pigs and they ran and hid in 
their houses. The big bad wolf went to the first house and 
huffed and puffed and blew the house down in minutes. 
The frightened little pig ran to the second pig’s house that 
was made of sticks. The big bad wolf now came to this 
house and huffed and puffed and blew the house down in 
hardly any time. Now, the two little pigs were terrified and 
ran to the third pig’s house that was made of bricks. 



The big bad wolf tried to huff and puff and blow the 
house down, but he could not. He kept trying for 
hours but the house was very strong and the little 
pigs were safe inside. 

He tried to enter through the chimney but the third 
little pig boiled a big pot of water and kept it below 
the chimney. The wolf fell into it and died. 
The two little pigs now felt sorry for having been so 
lazy. They too built their houses with bricks and lived 
happily ever after. 
(The three, 2015) 



Three Little Pigs Story Map
Characters: 
3 pigs, wolf

Setting: Pigs’ houses. 
2 flimsy, 1 sturdy

Initiating Event: Wolf chases 
pigs. Wants to eat them.

Attempt: Pigs run to 
their own house.

2nd & 3rd Embedded episodes 
IEs: Wolf blows down 2 pigs’ 
houses

Attempts: 1st & 2nd pigs 
run to 3rd pig’s sturdy 
house.

4th Embedded episode IE: 
Wolf tries to blow down 3rd
pig’s house & go down chimney

Attempt: Pigs put 
boiling water in fireplace

Consequence/Resolution: Wolf 
falls into boiling water & dies. 2 
pigs rebuilt their houses & all lived 
happily ever after.



Starts 
early in 

life



Starts early in life

• Learning ‘scripts’, or maps, of 
routine events (Schank & 
Abelson, 1977)

• Brain is organized to form 
‘maps’ of events - routine 
activities 

• Example: Fast food vs formal 
restaurant
– we know and expect what 

to do and say and when

A less common type of 
narrative. Does not focus 
on a specific event.



Why is it 
important?



Narrative Skills and Academic Success
• Early narrative skills predict later academic achievement 

(Dickinson & McCabe, 2001)
• Children’s narrative skills are associated with listening 

comprehension (Bourg et al., 1997) and reading 
comprehension (Petersen et al., 2020) 

• Ability to produce a narrative in preschool strongly 
predicts reading comprehension until 10th grade (Snow 
et al., 2007)

• Narrative-focused oral language intervention causally 
improves reading comprehension (Language and 
Reading Consortium, 2019) and writing outcomes (Kirby 
et al., 2020)



Importance of Developing Narrative 
Skills

• Common Core State Standards: specific outcomes 
for story grammar and language complexity

• In English Language Arts Standards distributed 
across
– Reading literature
– Speaking and listening
– Language 

• Improves written narration (Kirby et al., 2020)
– Children usually cannot write what they cannot say



Pennsylvania State Standards



“Teaching students to understand what they 
read is a complex task.” 

Petersen et al. (2020) p. 1097

University of Washington



Facilitates

• Situationally appropriate behavior
• Situationally appropriate language
• Cognitive processing efficiency

leaving space for processing nuances
• Story comprehension
• Story construction
• Anticipation, prediction, inferencing



How does narrative skill 
develop?



Stage 1

Age 2 years
Label and describe 
character actions without 
linking them to a central 
theme 

Stages 
2 & 3

Age 3-4 years
Make local connections 
between adjacent story 
events
Make simple inferences 
across a story episode
Often no causal 
connections between 
events
If character states or 
outcomes are identified, 
not linked to the main 
plot line
Disproportionate 
emphasis on actions 
rather than on purposeful 
goals or events that 
initiate goal sequences 
(van den Broek et al.,  
1996) 

Stage 4

5 years
Begin to show an 
understanding of how 
story events relate to one 
another in a causal 
manner
Difficulty conceiving an 
overall plot or 
overarching goal

Stage 5

Sustained plans of 
actions (structure higher 
level goals)
Multi-episode sequences

Narrative Development: Stages of story structure 
understanding and competence Applebee (1978)



Late childhood

• Successfully and consistently construct 
internally cohesive story episodes

• Specify all within- and cross-episodes 
connections in their narratives

• Track character perspectives 



Language Narrative

Comprehension

• As children start to use language to link events within 
and across episodes, their narratives are more coherent 
and well-formed.

• Vocabulary skills contribute to this ability (Petersen et 
al., 2020).

• With increasing age, vocabulary and grammatical skills 
assume new functions that aid in the organization of 
narratives (Berman & Slobin, 1994) 



Role of Vocabulary in Narratives
• Children with larger vocabularies may produce (in their 

stories):
– more temporal and connective words
– more character references (pronominal references; 

adjectives describing characters and character 
actions)

– more evaluative aspects (elongations, similes and 
metaphors, gratuitous terms, and emotional and 
mental state references)

• Petersen et al. 2020



Better vocabulary skills…

• Better listening and reading comprehension 
(e.g., Perfetti & Stafura, 2014; Senechal et al., 
2006)

• Better inferencing within and across clauses 
– Enables listener (or reader) to build accurate 

situation model of the story (or text). 
• Improves referential accuracy at the word level
• Supports story-level comprehension and, in turn, 

story retelling skills (Petersen et al., 2020)



Be aware of your expectations…

Vygotsky, 1978



• Large individual 
differences

• Dramatic shift in 
production of complete 
episodes between 3-5 yrs

• First story episode,
% of 3, 4, 5 year-olds 
producing all four 
episode-related 
components in their 
narratives. 

0

20

40

60

80

3 yrs 4 yrs 5 yrs

% correct

% correct



Difficulty

Goal definition (hard)

Goal monitoring (hard)

Multiple causal connections within 
each story component (van den 
Broek et al., 1996) (hard)

Resolutions are easiest (Khan et al., 
2016)

Applebee, 1978; 
Stein & Glenn, 
1979; Khan et 
al., 2016)



How do I teach 
narrative skills?



Fear not! We know what to do!



Resources



Start with State Common Standards



Use a Curriculum Map

http://reading.uoregon.edu/resources/maps.php#k_voc



Good Lesson Plans

Bundleoflearning.com



Choose Good Books

Trinastoolbox.com



Instructional Tools

• Story Champs (Spencer & Petersen, 2016)
• Story Grammar Maker program (Moreau & 

Fidrych, 2008)
• SKILL (Gillam et al., 2018)

Gocorgcorps.org



2020

2020



Here are 
some 
Aces!



Ace #1: Intentionally teach narrative as 
a foundation

N
ar

ra
tiv

e 
St

ru
ct

ur
e

Vocabulary

Connecting ideas

Listening 
comprehension



Ace #2: Honor Developmental 
Principles

Spencer & Petersen, 2020

1. Read the book aloud 
(with child active 
participation)

2. Use names for the 
narrative elements

3. Highlight the elements 
as they occur

4. Strategic retelling
5. Encourage personal 

narratives

ALSO
Setting and 
Resolution are easier 
than goals and 
causal information



Ace #3: Different Stories with Same 
Story Grammar (multiple exemplar training)

• So that children extract the schematic pattern
– Name the main character(s)
– Name the problem
– Name the feelings

• Name the action (goal) [hardest]
– Name the consequence (resolution) [easiest]

*Successful story generation or retelling indicates 
generalization and metalinguistic development (Spencer 
& Petersen, 2020)



Ace #4: Repeated Reading



Demo: Interactive Book Sharing

Bundleoflearning.com



http://www.trinastoolbox.com/docs/Bitz%20&
%20Pix%20Spring%202020/Explicit%20Vocabul
ary%20Instruction.pdf

Possible Transportable words 
in Frosty Fun:

Nouns: fort (p14-15)

Adjectives: excited (pages 2, 
11-12, 14); steep (13-14), 

Adverb: tight (3 – lid on 
thermos; 4-5 close eyes for 
hide-n-go-seek; 10; 15)

Preposition: behind (6,8,9)
through (15)

Verbs: peek, whisper, stack 
(20, 25), nibble (22), melt (24)

Choose 3



My 
selection 

meets 
criteria

Likely new

Relatable 
(children directly 

experience)

Will show up in 
conversations, 

classroom, other 
books

Useful in life

Can be taught 
well  (story, 

easily defined, 
child-friendly ex.)



Watch for these things as I read:

Cover: Title, pictures 
(characters, setting, 

predictions)

Use the words 
“characters, setting, 

plan, 
feeling/reaction, 
problem, result”)

Pause and discuss 
vocabulary

Active participation 
(Questions, fill-in-

the-blank, pausing)

Inferencing
• Their opinion/experience



Bear and Friends’ Frosty Fun 
Story Map

Characters: 
Bear, Bunny, Pup, 
Mouse

Setting: Snowy day. 
Near Bear’s house

Initiating Event: Friends play 
hide-n-go seek

Attempt: Bear finds 
friends

Embedded episodes IE: 
Bunny brings surprise to Bear

Attempt: Bear opens 
gift. It is a sled.

Embedded episode IE: Sled 
ride goes out of control. Knock 
down Snowman.

Attempt: Make and 
stack snowballs

Consequence/Resolution: 
Snowman is happy & well. Gives 
a treat to friends. Friends go 
home.



Ace #5: 
Active 

Participation

Focused practice to ensure learning (practice 
telling & retelling!) (Ukrainetz, 2006)
• With modeling & corrective feedback
• Choral responses
• Peers as co-teachers
• Peers as retell partners (provide the book!)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V3OUQPJSm7s

Turn & Talk



Ace #6: Make it meaningful
Maintain all story grammar elements (Curenton, 2011)

• When elements are missing, can’t detect causal and temporal 
relations between components

Tie the setting and characters to rest of the story to keep 
story coherence

Main meaning is in the middle of the story

• Feelings that the event triggered
• Add layers of information about the problem that caused the feeling 

and what was done to resolve it



Ace #7: Whole-Part-Whole

Read whole story 
before discussing 
individual elements
• Enables child to 

grasp the 
purpose and 
motivation

1
Break story into 
chunks, providing 
multiple 
opportunities for 
practicing each part

2
Be sure to 
recontextualize and 
attach meaning to it

3



Frosty Fun Example

• Teacher: What was the friends’ problem? 
They were going too fast. They lost control. 
They knocked Snowman apart! So they…

• Children: They rolled the snow into big 
snowballs. They stacked them up and put 
him together!

• Teacher: And then, how did it end? 
• Children: Snowman was fine. He was so 

happy. They celebrated with snowcakes!



Then tie together

Go back and put 2 parts 
together

• The friends were going 
too fast. They knocked 
Snowman apart!

• So they… rolled the 
snow into big 
snowballs. They 
stacked them up and 
put him together!

Then put the whole 
story together

• Use the connecting 
words (‘then’, ‘and so’, 
because’)



Ace #8: Use Visual 
Supports

(Gillam et al., 2018; Spencer & 
Petersen, 2020; Engelstad, 

Holingue, Landa, 2020)
Bundleoflearning.com



Bear and Friends’ Frosty Fun

Bundleoflearning.com



https://www.prekinders.com/story-elements/

Visual Support



Ace #9: Give Feedback

Give feedback

Affirm (head nod, 
recast) (Cleave et al., 
2015)
Focus on what the 
child should do; 
minimize attention 
to the error (Watkins 
& Slocum, 2004)

Immediately

If child skips 
a component 
= error
(Watkins & 
Slocum, 2004)

Be specific

Don’t hint; this is 
confusing (Oops, 
you forgot 
something)
Do ask specifically 
or model (Oops, 
you forgot to tell us 
how he feels.)
(Watkins & Slocum, 
2004)



Generalization Opportunities
• Create opportunities for story telling in 

Centers, Morning Meeting, etc.
• Turn and Talk https://www.hameraypublishing.com/pages/turn-

and-talk

• Place icons and graphic organizers around 
the classroom

• Post the targeted vocabulary words and 
create images and opportunities to use 
them throughout the classroom

https://www.hameraypublishing.com/pages/turn-and-talk

