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When Students Ask “Why”
Using Science to Build Literacy

Melissa Hampton, Senior Director of 

Teaching and Learning
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Session Focus

What happens when science instruction is used to 

strengthen literacy? 

In this session, participants will explore how phenomena-driven science 

instruction advances literacy by using purposeful reading, evidence-based 

writing, and structured discussion to support student sense-making through the 

Science and Engineering Practices (SEPs).
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Let’s Connect

At your table, introduce yourselves

✓ Share your context (grade level, role, location)

✓ Discuss: Where do you see science creating authentic 

opportunities for literacy development?
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What does the research say?

“The more knowledge a child starts with, the more 

likely she is to acquire yet more knowledge. She’ll 

read more and understand and retain information 

better, because knowledge, like Velcro, sticks best to 

other related knowledge.” 

~Natalie Wexler



5 Copyright © 2026 Discovery Education. All rights reserved. Discovery Education, Inc.

What does the research say?

“Knowledge activation frequently takes place before. Lesson 

plan templates and curricula often encourage teachers to 

ask broad questions such as, “What do you know about the 

solar system?” before reading a text about the solar system. 

Although these open-ended prompts can be helpful, this 

systematic literature review revealed that explicitly 

scaffolding students’ knowledge activation during and 

after reading is beneficial for their comprehension.”

~Courtney Hattan
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What does the research say?

According to a meta-analysis by Graham and Hebert 

(2010), having students write about the texts they 

were reading improved reading comprehension and 

the learning of information from the texts.

 ~as cited in Tim Shanahan 2022
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Activate Background Knowledge

Build Knowledge (purposeful reading, evidence-
based writing, structured discussion)

Increase Comprehension
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ASK WHY?!
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ASK HOW?!
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Phenomena/Phenomenon
What is a phenomenon?
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Phenomena/Phenomenon
What is a phenomenon?

✓ an observable fact or event : an item 

of experience or reality

✓ a fact or event of scientific interest 
warranting scientific description and 
explanation

Mirriam Webster
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Observation 
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https://app.discoveryeducation.com/learn/videos/2e967193-886c-4cc8-be94-3f12ede2b919
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I noticed_____.   

I think _____ because______.   

I am curious about ______. 

This reminds me of _____.  

I am wondering why/how _______.

https://app.discoveryeducation.com/learn/videos/2e967193-886c-4cc8-be94-3f12ede2b919


18 Copyright © 2026 Discovery Education. All rights reserved. Discovery Education, Inc.

Observation 
leads to 
asking 
questions 
and 
research
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Let your compass be your guide!

Take out your phones.

Select your compass app.

Walk around the room with your compass to see what happens.

Make observations about the compass.

Generate your own questions as you explore the compass.

How would you investigate? What would you research?
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https://app.discoveryeducation.com/learn/videos/5726d4bd-5e5e-47d3-95e3-9ed81b26e5ae/?embed=false&embed_origin=false&skip_redirect=false
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Purposeful Reading
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Cognitive 

Strategies
Metacognitive Questions

Previewing What do I already know about this topic? What is the general structure?

Making Connections Does this remind me of anything I've done or read before?

Clarifying Is there anything I missed or need to try to better understand?

Visualizing Can I picture this in my mind?

Questioning What parts of this passage do I still need to figure out?

Predicting Can I think ahead about what might happen next?

Summarizing What information do I know so far?
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Evidence-
Based 
Writing
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Informative Writing in a Language Arts Class

Structure: Typically includes an introduction (with a clear 

topic sentence/thesis), body paragraphs (supporting facts, 

evidence), and a conclusion.

~Google search
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What is your 
claim?

What evidence is 
presented to 
support your 

claim?

What reasoning 
can you use to tie 

the evidence to 
the claim?

Claim, Evidence, Reasoning



31 Copyright © 2026 Discovery Education. All rights reserved. Discovery Education, Inc.

Explicit Instruction
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Vocabulary

What challenges do you face when 

trying to teach complex science 

vocabulary to your students, and how 

have you tried to overcome them?
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“But kids with less overall knowledge and vocabulary 

are always at a disadvantage.”

~Natalie Wexler, The Knowledge Gap

On the topic of assessments.
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Vocabulary Development

https://app.discoveryeducation.com/learn/techbook/units/4b898931-0a92-4ba4-9b71-c1d499f91d53?tab=bbcfeed5-52b8-49b4-8cfc-1c6c6f974c5c
https://app.discoveryeducation.com/learn/techbook/units/4b898931-0a92-4ba4-9b71-c1d499f91d53?tab=bbcfeed5-52b8-49b4-8cfc-1c6c6f974c5c
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Vocabulary Development

https://app.discoveryeducation.com/learn/techbook/units/4b898931-0a92-4ba4-9b71-c1d499f91d53?tab=bbcfeed5-52b8-49b4-8cfc-1c6c6f974c5c
https://app.discoveryeducation.com/learn/techbook/units/4b898931-0a92-4ba4-9b71-c1d499f91d53?tab=bbcfeed5-52b8-49b4-8cfc-1c6c6f974c5c
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Building Vocabulary
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Quick Peek

https://studio.discoveryeducation.com/view?id=6a28a715-e485-41d1-97a7-be3f31a2ecae&page_id=8ec2dca3-4382-4856-80b8-703c2fb2106a
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Even More Resources!
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Activate Background Knowledge

Build Knowledge (purposeful reading, evidence-
based writing, structured discussion)

Increase Comprehension
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What are three things that 

you plan to share with a 
colleague?
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Virtual Field Trips

 Whale Wonders: Virtual Field Trip to Maui

  Grade 6-8 | Premieres April 30

 Dive into a Virtual Field Trip with Discovery Education 

and the LEGO Group’s Build the Change program to 

learn how whales travel, explore ocean science, and 

find creative ways we can help our planet.

 Whale 

Wonders: 

Virtual Field 

Trip to 

Maui

Grade 6-8 | 
Premieres 
April 30

Dive into a 

Virtual Field 

Trip with 

Discovery 

Education 

and the 

LEGO 

Group’s 

Build the 

Change 

program to 

learn how 

whales 

travel, 

explore 

ocean 

science, and 

find creative 

ways we can 

help our 

planet.
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Thank You!
Visit Booth 352 to explore

Discovery Education

Science Techbook.

Scan to request a 

personalized demo
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