Overview  

Making Inferences from Text:  A vital skill for reading comprehension

Reading comprehension is a complex process comprised of many different skills all working in concert to help a reader make sense of the words on a page.  Making inferences is one of those skills.  For proficient readers, inferring is almost subconsious—as we construct meaning from a text, we “fill in the blanks” with logical assumptions based upon clues and prior knowledge.  Sometimes, the clues are subtle foreshadowing.  Sometimes they are so obvious that they hardly feel like inferences.  All are critically important for our understanding and enjoyment of writing.  Inferences provide the departure point for our imagination and experience of text; if we were limited to only the words on a page, reading would be very dull indeed.  

What are inferences?

Due to its often subtle nature, however, inferring can be a difficult concept to teach.  For middle school readers at all levels of reading fluency, the definition of an inference can seem maddeningly abstract.  In the words of one middle school teacher, “you are asking students to see something that isn’t there.”  Or apparently isn’t there.  Teachers often explain the idea in this way:  Making an inference is using clues from the text and your own knowledge and experience to figure out what the author is trying to tell you.  This broad definition connects inferring to other active reading skills, such as making predictions and making connections, and allows students to focus on how their “detective work” can help them make sense of a story.  

The Literacy Study Group
Teachers agree that making appropriate inferences is a fundamental component of reading comprehension.  Yet, because the skill is embedded in other activities, it is not always taught systematically or intentionally.  In the Spring of 2004, a group of seven literacy teachers from four Boston public schools convened to have an inter-school discussion of their successes and challenges in teaching students to infer.  While all the teachers faced similar challenges, each had arrived at unique successes in their classrooms.  Through a process of action research, each teacher examined a specific lesson or series of lessons to determine its effectiveness in teaching students to make accurate inferences.  

This book documents effective practices identified in that research process.  It is organized around three case studies that represent composites of the seven teachers in the group.  Each case study focuses on a particular theme or situation faced by several study group participants.  In addition to the case study, a study guide highlights specific guiding concepts, teaching strategies and teaching tools designed to be applicable to anyone seeking to teach inferencing skills in the middle grades.

Using This Book

As you make your way through this teacher source book, think about your own goals and challenges in teaching students to make inferences.  As each teacher in the case study faces particular choices or challenges, a sidebar allows you to easily cross-reference information to help you make similar decisions in your own classroom.  If you encounter a question of particular interest to you, take a moment to turn to the study guide pages to examine that question in greater detail.

Positive Impact of Making Inferences 

Because inferring is such an important part of skilled reading, explicitly teaching and reinforcing the skill can reap several benefits. Often, successful inferring supports and extends other reading goals .  The teachers in the literacy study group identified four primary positive outcomes they have seen when students learn to make inferences effectively:

Successful inferring leads to better overall comprehension.  When students can make inferences accurately, they are able to grasp the author’s meaning and understand “the whole picture” of a text.  Rather than simply decoding words, they can recognize an implication and draw it to its logical conclusion, resulting in fewer gaps in comprehension.  

Successful inferring leads to more enagement  with text.  Students who infer habiltually and accurately are more engaged in the text.  Not only do they understand better, they enjoy reading more because they are able to easily draw on information from their own lives and prior knowledge.  This helps them better identify with characters and relate to literature.  Furthermore, when students make inferences such as predictions or theories, they are eager to read more, to see if their intuition will be confirmed.   

Successful inferring makes sophisticated readers.  Making inferences focuses students on looking beyond the events of a story and the text on the page.  This “global view” can help can help students understand literary concepts such as character, theme, and figurative language. 

Successful inferring helps students be metacognitive.  In teaching students to infer, teachers can help students think about their own thinking—how to apply their background knowedge and experience to draw reasonable conclusions in specific situations.  As students learn to consiously apply this process, it becomes a tool they can use deliberately and methodically whenever they  feel as if they are “missing something” in their independent reading.

Challenges in Teaching Inferring

Despite all these benefits, however, teaching students to infer is an elusive art which presents unique dilemmas. As the study group progressed, teachers identified common challenges they face in working with inferences.  These challenges, and the teachers’ creative solutions to them, appear as a common thread throughout both the case studies and the study guide.   

Text vs. Life.   Inferences are based upon clues in the text and clues from the reader’s background knowledge and life experience, yet life experience must be selectively applied: a student’s personality, world view, and cultural background is usually different from those of the character. If teachers “oversell” the idea of reaching conclusions based upon prior knowledge, students are apt to ignore textual cues in favor of life experience, which is more accessible to them.  On the other hand, overemphasizing the text as a source makes the process seem difficult and deliberate when often, life experience makes inferring intuitive and even subconsious.  

Independent vs.  assisted  The dilemma of how much scaffolding to provide is a constant one in teaching, yet with  inferring, the question can be especially tough.  Even a small amount of scaffolding – such as being told where/when to infer or to look for a deeper meaning—can help, and without it, kids may gloss over important information.  Yet teachers are striving to help kids notice where to make inferences in their own reading, and being able to step through a process when told to do so does not necessarily mean students will be able to recognize whenand how to do follow the same steps independently.  

A related question teachers struggled with was the notion of  Explicit vs. Implicit  inferring .  Many teachers mentioned that they wondered whether to “name” inferring every time it was taught—whether to treat it as a specifically practiced and applied skill or as part of normal reading comprehension.  Since much of teaching reading comprehension is teaching things that “good readers” do normally, the act of naming and practicing the skill can take it “outside of the flow” of good reading, running the risk that students may only try to do it when specifically told to do so.

Reasonable vs. unreasonable inferences.  Finally, many teachers reported issues with self-evaluation, especially of independent inferring.  When making an inference, students may apply the process correctly (putting an element from the text together with backround information from earlier in the text or from their own life experience) and still reach a flawed conclusion.  Our study group discussed the problem that reasonable inferences and correct inferences are not always the same thing.  Requiring students to self-evaluate by reviewing their evidence is another problem in teaching inferring.  Conversely, students may intuitively—and correctly--understand an inference based upon their understanding of the big picture, without necessarily being able to cite specific reasons, making the role of evidencea perennial issue in instructional decisions.

