
APPENDIX ONE: Understanding Retrieval Practice (Pixl Primary English) 
 

‘Retrieval questions are literal (‘looking’) questions. Retrieval is often the first comprehension skill pupils secure as it has the lowest cognitive domain; 
the answers are there in the text for pupils to find. There are varying degrees of literal when it comes to retrieval questions. For example, if a question 
asks: ‘What is the girl’s name?’ and in the text it says: ‘The girl’s name is Fiza.’, this is a completely literal retrieval question as the answer is stated 
directly in the text. However, only a few retrieval questions are as literal as this. Pupils usually have to think carefully to find and search for the 
right piece of information to answer retrieval questions.’ 

How to teach skills to support successful retrieval: 

SKILL TEACHING GUIDANCE  
SCANNING  Scanning is reading rapidly in order to find specific facts or information. 

Through regular, timed practice teachers should teach pupils to:  
• decide on a few key words or phrases/ search terms. Teach pupils to be human search engines! 
• look for the first few letters of the word/s they are looking for.  
• look for words in bold letters or italics for important pieces of information.  
• look for bullet points or numbered lists that might contain the information they need.  
• find the section they need in the text using the question words.  
• let their eyes float rapidly down the page until they find the key word or phrase they want. 
• when their eye catches one of the key words, read the surrounding material carefully to check that it conveys the correct information. 
• scan for a person when the question word is who, scan for a place when the question word is where, scan for a 

time/date/day/month/year/season when the question word is when, scan for a time/distance when the question asks how long.  
• search for proper nouns when scanning for names of people or places.  
• scan for pronouns that link to the key question words. For example, a question may ask: What did George want to do with the snake? 

The text may read “He would have liked to put a snake down her neck.” Pupils will need to understand that the ‘he’ is George.  
• scan to check information. For example, when answering true or false questions – pupils should be taught to always find answers in 

text and check even if they think they remember the answer from initial reading.  
SKIMMING  Skimming is reading rapidly to get a general overview of the text. Pupils will use skimming for retrieval when working across whole texts. Pupils 

will first skim the entire text to find which section/paragraph the answer is in and then scan that section/paragraph for the specific piece of 
information.  
Through regular, timed practice teachers should teach pupils to: 

• ignore details and look for main ideas.  
• in non-fiction, read only the subheadings or titles of paragraphs. 
• glance through the main headings in each chapter just to see a word or two. Read the headings of charts and tables. 
• read the first sentence of each paragraph to find out what it is about. 
• read the first and last paragraphs. 
• quickly read the sentences containing key words indicated in bold or italics. 
• note down any key dates, names or technical words that might help the reader to find what they are looking for when answering more 

specific questions later on.  
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• Read the contents page or chapter overview to learn the main divisions of ideas. 
TEXT MARKING Text marking is intrinsically linked to skimming. It should be completed as a text is skimmed for the first time in order to help pupils find their 

way to information quickly once they begin answering questions.  
Through regular practice teachers should teach pupils to: 

• circle or mark key information as they read. This will help them locate information quickly when answering questions e.g. places and 
characters’ names. 

• highlight tricky words, interesting words and any similes they notice as they read. 
• highlight important information like dates and times – these are useful when answering ‘complete the table’ and ‘true or false’ 

questions. 
• write a quick summary of each paragraph in the margin. This can help pupils find the right place in the text to answer a question.  

FIND AND COPY  Pupils find answering ‘find and copy’ questions notoriously difficult, despite this being a basic retrieval skill. Children need to be given plenty of 
opportunities to practise find and copy skills within a range of text types.  
Regular practice could involve finding and copying words from different word classes under timed conditions. For example, adjectives, verbs, or 
different groups of words e.g. that describe character/similes/expanded noun phrases. This will support accuracy when it comes to answering 
comprehension ‘find and copy’ questions.  
Teachers should teach pupils to:  

• find and copy both words and groups of words and to check their answers to ensure accuracy of copying – particularly deciding how 
much of a sentence they should copy when the question asks for a group of words.  

• decide what the ‘find and copy’ question is asking them to look for by analysing the question.  
• be specific and precise when finding the answer to ‘find and copy’ questions.  
• scan the text for the question language or synonyms/pronouns linked to the question language.  
• read around the word or group of words they have found to ensure that they are copying the correct information.  

USE OF EVIDENCE  The use of evidence to support answers to comprehension questions when reading is a key requirement for the end of Key Stage 2 Reading 
assessments. Using evidence directly from the text is linked to being able to find and copy accurately. To help support pupils’ use of evidence, 
they should be taught to: 

• point to/underline/highlight where they found answers to retrieval questions in a text (this is the first step in the use of evidence).  
• ‘prove it’ by using quotations from texts to support answers/ideas/opinions.  
• answer ‘how do you know?’ questions using direct quotations from texts.  
• read persuasive texts and balanced arguments, finding evidence for different viewpoints.  
• use prescribed sentence starters to support their use of evidence. E.g. In the text…, I know this because…, The key point is…, The author 

has written..., The evidence for this is… 
 


