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“From a drop of water a logician could infer the possibility of an Atlantic or a Niagara without having seen or heard of one or
the other.” ~~Sherlock Holmes, A Study in Scarlet

RATIONALE
Sherlock Holmes, the consulting detective in the stories by the same name, may have found the skill of inferring as simply “it’s elementary, my dear,
Watson”. Sadly many students cannot say the same as they struggle to grasp the meaning of a passage or book, when the author has not noted
specific implications directly in the text. While Sherlock Holmes cleverly uses his background knowledge, prior experiences, and deductive
reasoning abilities to infer meaning and solve problems, students may not have ever been taught to go beyond the “literal interpretation and to open
a world of meaning” as they read a text. (Keene & Zimmerman, 1997).
The skill of inferring, “merging background knowledge with clues in the text to come up with an ideas that is not explicitly stated by the authors”
(Harvey & Goudvis, 2007), can have many labels or names. Teachers often use these with the intent of helping students understand how to derive
information about texts. Teachers may advise a student that he or she needs to go back to t he text and “read between the lines”, “think harder”,
“draw a conclusion”, or “infer”. While these suggestions are useful to a student experienced with inferring information from text, students with less
experience will benefit first from direct instruction on how to infer and/or graphic organizers that assist them with the skill.
We often find that striving readers, when asked inferential questions, return to the text e xpecting to find the answer printed in black and white. They
may search thinking the answer is somewhere within the text and was just overlooked. In a sense it has been overlooked, as the author gives clues
and information within the text, although not directly. “Inferring requires that the reader use an appropriate amount of background knowledge in
combination with textual evidence.” (Tovani, 2000). Students must learn to analyze text for both explicit and implicit meanings based on their own
experiences and the clues left by the author.
Inferential thinking involves many, multifaceted mental processes that enhance understanding. These include the following (Harvey &
Goudvis,2007):
Making predictions
Using context
Interpreting Language
Figurative language
Idiomatic language
Metaphoric language
Visualizing
Inferring relationships
Setting to plot
Cause and effect
Character’s feelings
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Author’s Purpose
Creating Interpretations based on evidence
Using text evidence to find theme and ideas
Drawing conclusions based on evidence
Inferring is seen as the foundation of comprehension. Teaching students how to infer is a tool that will assist them with remembering what they have
learned and provide practice on how to reapply it in other situations and readings (Harvey & Goodvis, 2007; Keene & Zimmerman, 1997). Inferential
thinking provides students a way to gain an understanding of not only what is explicit in a text, but implicit, as well.

HOW TO USE THE STRATEGY
Assisting students with learning inferring techniques will require teachers to use direct instruction and provide practice in order for it to become a
more natural part of reading. Tovani (2000) suggests the following process for using direct instruction for teaching students how to infer.
1. Assist students with recognizing the strategy. Offer examples and think-alouds on how you infer information from a text or even a
situation.
2. Provide students an opportunity, preferably as a whole group, to experience what it is like to use the strategy.
3. Support attempts for students to implement the strategy on their own.
4. Offer practice opportunities with more difficult material.
The following represent some ideas for teaching inferring to K-12 students.
Using the Cover and Illustrations (Harvey & Goudvis, 2007)
Using pictures and images plus cover art can help support students with gaining experience with inferring. While emergent readers are frequently
taught to use the pictures and cover art to gain meaning, older students can also benefit f rom considering graphics and pictures in fiction and
non-fiction texts. Teachers need to take time to help students write down their inferences of these items and then go back and either confirm or
dismiss them based on what they read in the text or discuss in a reading group. This is a type of prediction, which many teachers do often, but that
is considered an aspect of inferential thinking when confirmed or contradicted by the text (Harvey & Goudvis, 2007).
Text Clues (Harvey & Goudvis, 2007)
Harvey and Goudvis (2007) offer an inferring equation that emphasizes background knowledge and text clues to assist students with inferring. The
BK+TC= I formula stands for background knowledge (BK) plus text clues (TC) equals an inference (I). Using this formula students will draw
conclusions not only from the text or background knowledge, but a combination of both that helps them predict an outcome, surface a theme, and
gain understanding of the author’s meaning.
Using a simple sheet of paper, or an organizer, students can reflect on their own background knowledge in relationship to the text, as well as focus
on text clues directly from the text. Afterward, a thoughtful inference should be noted.
Example
Background

Text Clues

Inference

The car wouldn’t
start so it might

The engine wouldn’t
start and the lady is

She’s run out of
gas because she

be out of gas. My
Dad runs out of

“looking down at the
gauges with an

was in a hurry to
get to the doctor.

gas all the time.

expression of
exasperation.”

Knowledge

Questioning
Inferring and questioning go hand in hand to support and build understanding. Questioning has been used by teachers as a way to guide and
monitor student learning. "Research shows that teacher questioning strongly supports and advances students' learning from reading (Armbruster,
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Lehr, & Osborn, 2001)." One useful approach to assist students in gaining understanding is the Question-Answer Relationship or QAR. Teachers
can use these guidelines to help students learn how to distinguish questions with answers that are found "in the book" and questions with answers
found "in my head." Understanding how Question-Answer-Relationships work is crucial for learning and aids students with going beyond the explicit
and into the implicit meaning of the text. For more information on the QAR approach click here.
Visualizing and Inferring
Inferring is greatly related to visualization as visualizing strengthens our inferential thinking (Harvey & Goudvis, 2007). Visualization is the ability to
build mental pictures or images while reading. If we are able to construct any mental image from what we read, it is likely that our understanding of
the material will be greater than had we not (Gambrell & Jawitz, 1993). Visualization can be developed through a variety of activities and lessons.
Click here to read more about visualization strategies.
Making Connections
Knowledgeable and experienced readers bring to the text is extremely important to successful inferring. Good readers draw on prior knowledge and
experience to help them understand what they are reading and are thus able to use that knowledge to make connections. Accessing prior
knowledge and experiences is a good starting place when teaching students to infer because every student has experiences, knowledge, opinions,
and emotions that they can draw upon and connect with the text.
Keene and Zimmerman (1997) concluded that students comprehend better when they make different kinds of connections:
Text-to-self
Text-to-text
Text-to-world
By using this strategy, students can get a better grasp on what the author is trying to convey through the text, but is not actually writing directly
within the text. Click here to learn more about the making connections strategy.
Conceptual Inferring
Using a graphic organizer, as you see below, can be extremely useful when assisting students to gain factual understanding. Having students
record facts, keywords, and phrases and then considering inferences they are making, is a great way to help them make sense of content area
information.

Blank Conceptual Inference
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Elementary Example

Secondary Example

ASSESSMENT
When assessing students on their inferring skills teachers will want to choose a piece of text, either fiction or non-fiction, and after having the
student read it, ask the following questions to gage the needs of their students.
1. What do you think the author wants you to learn from the text?
2. What did the author mean by __________?
3. What details in the text help you know that?
4. What do you know about this text that the author didn’t write? How do you know this?
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Using questions like these, along with classroom observation, can provide teachers with an effective, informal assessment.

RESOURCES
Into the Book
http://reading.ecb.org/teacher/inferring/infer_lessonplans.html
Review ideas and lessons for teaching students how to infer.
Inference Lesson Plan
http://teachingtoday.glencoe.com/lessonplans/inference-lesson-plan
This lesson plan for secondary students offers thoughts on how to use graphics to infer an author's meaning
Critical Thinking Strategies
http://www.powayusd.com/projects/literacy/CriticalThinking/Inference.htm
Review this lesson for information on how students can learn how to make inferences using a variety of newspaper cartoons.
PBS: Dead Men's Tales--Science
http://www.pbs.org/saf/1203/teaching/teachPDF2.pdf
This six-page PDF file includes a lesson plan on inferring height from bone length. It will help students understand how inference is related to the
scientific process.
Making Inferences from Graphs in Math
http://www.doe.state.la.us/lde/uploads/5654.pdf
This 14-page PDF file includes a lesson plan for teaching students how to infer information from graphs.
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