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“That was then—this is now” is a saying 
that is very familiar to most of us. It can 
be applied in most situations, including 
educational practices. In years past, 
teaching basic and low-level academic 
skills to students with disabilities and 
other at-risk students was acceptable. 
Allowing students to muddle through 
school with barely passing or failing 
grades also was acceptable. We know 
better now! We know that today, stu-
dents are facing more difficult cur-
ricular demands than ever before. We 
know, based on research, that students 
with disabilities and those considered 
at risk can learn and apply tremendous 
amounts of information in a skillful 
manner. We also know that teachers can 
combine sound instructional method-
ologies with task-specific strategies to 
help students begin to make the gains 
required to be successful in today’s 
educational settings. Given this, we 
are called to provide much more to our 
students. “That was then—this is now” 
takes on a whole new meaning. Thank-
fully, much of this spirit is harnessed 
in the Strategic Instruction Model® 
(SIM) and the Learning Strategies Cur-
riculum in which the Inference Strategy 
is embedded.

The Learning Strategies Curriculum 
has been designed to enable students 
to cope effectively with increased cur-
ricular demands and to teach them how 
to generalize their use of the strategies 

to a variety of settings, including main-
stream classes, home, and employment 
settings. The overriding goal associated 
with the Learning Strategies Curricu-
lum is to enable students to learn skills 
and content and to perform these tasks 
independently. These goals are more 
important than ever if students are to 
realize their potential and succeed in 
today’s world.

Why teach the  
Inference Strategy?

The Inference Strategy is a set of proce-
dures readers can use to comprehend 
written passages and answer inferential 
questions. Inferential questions—such 
as “How was Boone feeling when he 
decided to leave home?” “What do 
you think will happen if they leave 
now for their trip?” and “What was 
the author’s purpose when she wrote 
this story?”— are questions that are 
not answered directly in the text. The 
reader is required to use background 
knowledge and clues in the text to 
answer them. 

The Inference Strategy is founded on 
the very procedures that good readers 
use as they read and as they answer 
inferential questions. As a good reader 
yourself, you might analyze what you 
do when you read and as you answer 
inferential questions. For example, 
when you read a passage and attempt 
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to respond to higher-level com-
prehension questions about the 
text, what steps do you employ 
before you read, while you read, 
and after you read the passage 
to ensure that you are able to 
understand and best respond to 
those higher-level comprehen-
sion questions? Do you look over 
the passage before you begin to 
read? Do you look over the ques-
tions before you read to provide 
a context for reading? Do you 
think about what you may know 
about the topic? While reading, 
do you look for clues to help you 
understand the passage? Do you 
reread portions of the text to help 
you understand more informa-
tion? When you have completed 
reading and answering the ques-
tions, do you look over your 
work to be sure that all ques-
tions have been answered? Good 
readers employ combinations of 
these skills to better understand 
what they are reading and make 
inferences based on their prior 
knowledge and the information 
in the text. 

Many non-skilled readers 
struggle because they do not 
know the steps required to make 
sense of what they read. When 
stuck, they often stop reading 
and simply guess at an answer. 
Older students who have word-
reading skills but who have 
difficulty comprehending text 
often do not look for key infor-
mation or clue words in the 
comprehension questions they 
answer. They do not know how 
to look for clues in their reading 
materials associated with those 
key words or clues to help them 

make inferences. Further, they 
do not know how to approach 
the task of responding to infer-
ential questions. 

What IS the  
Inference Strategy?

Students are being asked to 
respond to a higher percentage 
of inferential questions on com-
prehension measures, including 
standardized tests. In addition, 
many students have adequate 
word-reading skills (decoding), 
but they lack adequate compre-
hension skills to perform well on 
measures of reading comprehen-
sion. The Inference Strategy is a 
set of steps, encompassing the 
procedures that good readers use 
to make connections within text 
and respond to inferential ques-
tions. Instruction in the Inference 
Strategy provides a process for 
students to follow to execute 
key steps to better understand 
text, look for clue words in text 
and associated comprehension 
questions, and make connections 
to best respond to each question. 
This process is outlined in the 
five steps of the Inference Strat-
egy. (See Figure 1 on page 3 for 
an explanation of the strategy 
steps.) 

hoW IS the Inference 
Strategy taught?

The Inference Strategy  was 
designed to be taught in either 
general education or special 
instructional settings (e.g., 
resource rooms, reading classes). 
It is taught through a quick series 
of four lessons in which the 
strategy is introduced and stu-
dents learn to use the strategy in 
relation to factual questions and 

three types of inferential ques-
tions: big picture questions, clari-
fying questions, and prediction 
questions. (See Figure 2 on page 
4 for definitions and examples of 
the question types.)

After students have been 
introduced to the strategy and 
the question types, they can 
practice using the strategy in 
relation to a variety of reading 
materials. Practice activities 
can take place with specially 
provided reading passages and 
questions that are a part of the 
program, or they can take place 
as part of regularly scheduled 
activities in a literature course or 
other subject-area course. 

StepS for the  
Inference Strategy

When you introduce the strat-
egy to students and when you 
prompt them to use the strategy, 
you will be referring to the steps 
of the strategy. These steps spec-
ify how a student thinks and acts 
while using the strategy. Below 
is a brief explanation of what the 
student does in each step.

I – Interact with the 
questions and the passage

When a student encounters 
a passage with comprehension 
questions, a good first step is to 
preview both the questions and 
the passage to begin to activate 
thinking about the questions and 
the passage. To “interact with 
the questions and the passage,” 
the student should quickly skim 
the passage by reading the title 
and looking to see how long the 
passage is. Further, the student 
should read the comprehension 

Continued on page 3

Inference Strategy 
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questions one by one, all the 
while looking for key words in 
the questions that will be help-
ful to identify clue words in the 
passage. 

N – Note what you know
This step requires students to 

determine the type of question 
they must answer, identify a code 

letter for that type of question, 
and think about what they may 
know about the passage (activate 
background knowledge). There 
are two main categories of ques-
tions: factual questions, where 
the information is right there in 
the passage, and think and seek 
questions, where the informa-
tion is not clearly stated in the 
passage and the reader is forced 
to think about the answer based 

on what they have just read and 
any background knowledge 
of the topic. There are three 
main types of think and seek 
questions: big picture questions 
(which focus on the main idea, 
author ’s purpose, summary, 
message, theme, setting, and 
tone), prediction questions, and 
clarification questions. Ques-
tion types (factual, big picture, 

Continued on page 5

Inference Strategy 
(cont. from page 2)

Figure 1. An explanation of the steps of the Inference Strategy

anatoMy of the Inference Strategy

Wording of steps is 
simple and brief.

Each step begins 
with a verb that acti-
vates the learner ’s 
response.

The first letters spell 
the mnemonic INFER, 
which is a cue to the 
activity the learner will 
be performing.

The strategy steps are 
task-specific (read-
ing), not content- or 
learner-specific.

Students can use the 
strategy to self-instruct 
through the process.

Steps are used flex-
ibly.

Interact with the  
questions and the passage

note what you know

find the clues

explore any supporting 
details

return to the question

This step cues the reader 
to begin the reading 
process, look over the 
passage, and read the 
questions.

This step cues the reader 
to activate any back-
ground knowledge and 
identify the type of ques-
tion.

This step cues the reader 
to read the passage and 
look for clues or evidence 
to support an answer.

This step cues the reader 
to look for additional clues 
or information to help sup-
port the answer.

This step cues the reader 
to go back to the ques-
tion to be sure it was 
answered.
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Figure 2. Question types and sample questions

factuaL QueStIonS
Require finding a fact in the information 
that you have read. The answer is found 
right in the passage.

Sample factual Questions:
•What color is the boy’s hair?
•What is the name of the girl’s best 
friend?
•How many years have the people lived 
in their house?
•Where is the train going?

BIg pIcture QueStIonS
Require you to figure out the main idea or 
big message, or theme, of the passage. 
They may ask for the purpose of the writer.  
They may ask for summary information, 
including information on setting and tone.

Sample Big picture Questions:
•What is the main idea of the passage?
•What is the author’s main message?
•What is the main idea of the first 
paragraph?
•What is the theme of this passage?
•What was the author’s purpose in writing 
this passage?
•What is the setting of this story?
•What is the tone of this passage?
•Which of these statements summarizes 
what this passage is about?

preDIctIng QueStIonS
Require you to make a guess or forecast 
about what will happen in the future.  
Also, they require you to base your 
forecast on information you have read.

Sample predicting Questions:  
•What do you think will happen next?
•What is the most likely event to happen 
next?
•What will the main character do next?
•Where will the boy hide?
•When will she be found?
•Which of his friends will stay over night?
•If you were to finish this story, how would 
it end?

cLarIfyIng QueStIonS
Require you to make sense of something 
by explaining something, giving a cause 
or reason, explaining feelings, comparing 
something, or contrasting something.

Sample clarifying Questions:
•What do you think the author meant 
when she used the word “satisfied” in 
paragraph 1?
•What was Jason trying to do when he 
hid the money?
•How do you think Paula was feeling 
when she went to the store?
•What caused Mrs. Jones to give away 
the puppy?
•What do you think the reason was for his 
angry behavior?
•How does Jim’s behavior compare to 
Pedro’s behavior?
•How does the parade contrast with 
previous parades?
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predicting, and clarifying) often 
can be identified by clue words 
within the questions.

F – Find the clues
In this step, students begin 

reading the passage line by line. 
While reading, it is important 
to keep in mind any of the clue 
words from the questions and 
also any other strategies that the 
student may have learned. It is 
critical for the student to look for 
clues specifically related to the 
question and possible answers. 
Also, the student should read the 
entire passage, find all the clues 
related to each of the questions, 
and, if possible, underline the 
clues. They should find at least 
one clue for each question. That 
is, if there are five questions, 
the student should have found 
at least five clues. Although the 
goal is to read through and find 
clues to respond to comprehen-
sion questions, students may 
have read enough to go back 
and mark an answer (especially 
when working with factual ques-
tions). The steps to the strategy 
are meant to be recursive; that is, 
students may be flexible in their 
use to be sure they understand 
what they are reading.

E – Explore any supporting 
details

In this step, students go back 
through the passage looking for 
additional clues that will either 
support or disprove their first 
answer. This step is an important 
step because non-proficient read-
ers often give their first guess 
and then move on to the next 

question, never looking back to 
what they have just done.

R – Return to the question
In this final step, once readers 

think they have found a clue and 
made an inference to respond 
to the question, they should go 
back to the question, look at the 
answers, and be sure to respond 
based on the information gath-
ered through this process. 

The mnemonic device, 
‘INFER’

The word “INFER” is a 
remembering device (or a mne-
monic device) that will help 
students remember the steps of 
the strategy. 

fIeLD-teSt reSuLtS
The original research of the 
Inference Strategy showed that 
a small group of ninth-grade 

students with special needs 
were able to learn to use the 
strategy to improve their abil-
ity to make inferences and also 
identify varying types of ques-
tions (see Figure 3). Recently, 
a quasi-experimental group 
design study was completed 
with 525 sixth-grade students in 
17 English language arts classes 
within two middle schools. All 
sixth-graders in both schools 
were invited to participate in 
the study as part of their gen-
eral education curriculum. The 
results showed that students 
who received instruction in the 
Inference Strategy performed sig-
nificantly better on all posttest 
measures, including a standard-
ized reading assessment. Fur-
ther, the teachers reported high 
degrees of satisfaction with the 
strategy and their ability to teach 
it in their intact classes. 

Inference Strategy 
(cont. from page 3)

0%

92%

32%

82%

Average strategy use score Average comprehension score

Pretest

Posttest (grade-level materials)

Figure 3. Initial field-test results
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Ideas that support instruction  
of the Inference Strategy

The goal is to provide multiple opportunities within content-area classes for 
students to learn and use this strategy. Experience using the strategy on a routine 

basis has indicated that the following factors are important for improving the 
reading performance of a student in content-area classes.

•Explicitly introduce the strategy to the 
whole class, so students can understand 
how your use of the strategy and their 
own use of it can markedly improve their 
academic performance.

•Provide multiple models of how to use 
this strategy in comprehending difficult 
materials – make it a part of the way that 
work is done in your classroom.

•Actively involve the students as 
partners in using the strategy with you for 
the purpose of strategically approaching 
and comprehending difficult text.

•Encourage other teachers to teach 
the strategy. If multiple teachers in a 
building model and expect a specific 
reading strategy to be used, students will 
have a much better chance of learning 
and using it effectively.

•Use the strategy regularly so that 
both you and the students have ample 
opportunity to become comfortable with 
it as a learning tool.

•Adapt the strategy to meet the 
unique needs of the students, your own 
personality and teaching style, and the 
content of the course.

•Work collaboratively with colleagues 
to discuss student progress, to brainstorm 
new ideas for teaching the strategy, and 
to share ways to reduce learning barriers.

•Monitor students who have been 
known to struggle with reading to provide 
more support. Some students, especially 
those with learning difficulties, will need 
more practice and specific feedback. 
Contact teachers who are responsible 
for providing intensive reading instruction 
to arrange for additional instructional 
support.

•Provide bookmarks of the strategy 
steps for students to use as a reference 
when reading textbooks or books for 
pleasure. 

•Display posters of the strategy steps on 
the walls to provide visual reminders for 
students who need them. 

•Verbally cue students to use the 
strategy.
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May 26-30, 2009
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Lawrence, Kan.
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E-mail jtollefson@ku.edu
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New online

Stratepedia Webinar
The video from the March 

10 webinar “St ratepedia 

Depot: Best Pract ices” is 

now online. Learn how to 

use Depot to support your 

work, then check out some 

of the other offerings in the 

Stratepedia webinar archives.

http://webinars.stratepedia.

org/archives
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