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Tip #41: Reciprocal Teaching

Hm, reciprocals?  Are you making 
connections with your own experience with 
fractions?  For me, reciprocal teaching 
conjures up images of partners facing each 
other, trading back and forth the roles of 
teacher and student.  This strategy has been 
around a long time and is cross-referenced in 
just about every book on the teaching of 
reading.  I thought it was time to dust it off 
and revisit its effectiveness especially with 
informational text.   
 
Reciprocal teaching (Palincsar & Brown, 
1985) is a strategy that relies on the following 
four comprehension skills: summarizing, 
questioning, clarifying, and predicting.  
Students must become adept with these skills 
because they, in turn, teach the information to 
a partner.  We know that the most effective 
way to teach content with a high degree of 
retention (90%) is by teaching others, which 
causes the immediate use of the learning.  In 
contrast, the weakest way to teach content 
with the smallest retention rate (5%) is 
through lecture.  Reciprocal teaching not only 
helps students explore the content but also 
demands that they explain it to other students. 
 
 
1. The why…   
 
Explain to students that we learn best by 
teaching others.  (There is a graphic of this 
called The Effects of Teaching Strategies in 
the new teacher binder that can be made into 

a transparency for discussion.  It is located in 
the beginning of the section on email tips.) Or 
see the attached page here. 
 
2. Modeling the four skills… 
 
Instruct students in the four skills that they 
will use: summarizing, questioning, clarifying, 
and predicting.  One effective way of doing 
this is clearing four sequential days in order to 
teach a skill a day.  Choose a short piece of 
text from which to demonstrate each skill at 
the overhead projector using a think-aloud 
approach. Then distribute multiple copies of 
another piece of text to small groups to 
continue practicing this very same skill.  
Finally, have students practice the skill 
independently on an SSR book or a content 
area reading assignment. 
 
3. Creating posters and a deck of 
cards… 
 
Divide the class up into four large groups.  
Assign each group the task of designing a 
poster that reflects their understanding of the 
skill.  Ask students to rename the skills as 
nouns: summarizer, questioner, clarifier, and 
predictor.  Challenge the students to create a 
visual image of the skill and a list of behaviors 
they would exhibit while using the skill.  Upon 
completion of the poster, distribute eight 3 x 
5 cards to the group.  Tell students to reduce 
the visual image on the front of each index 
card, label it, and to write the behaviors on  
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the reverse side of each.  Once collected from 
all four groups, you will have a deck of 32 
cards to use.  (If you want to skip this step, 
attached are pre-formatted role cards to save 
you time.  Color-code the roles when 
Xeroxing to make grouping go faster.  Say to 
students, "You must have a pink, blue, yellow, 
and green card in each group.") 
 
4. Reciprocal teaching at work… 
 
Now students should be ready to apply the 
four skills simultaneously in smaller teaching 
groups.  One possible approach is to divide 
students into small, heterogeneous reading 
groups of four.  Provide each group a set of 
the four separate index cards that were 
prepared earlier.  Each group shuffles their 
cards and deals them out randomly. Divide up 
the reading material into manageable chunks 
and tell students to read the first section of 
the text silently using the role they have been 
assigned.  When all group members are done 
reading silently, students have a discussion 
using their assigned roles. 
 
There is no particular order in which to 
proceed.  A logical way to start is with the 
order described above.  The summarizer 
explains what he/she believes the first section 
is mostly about.  The questioner poses “I 
wonders” to the group with everyone chiming 
in responses.  The clarifier points out parts 
that he/she found confusing or asks others 
about their confusions with certain words 
and/or concepts.  The group members all try 
to help sort through the confusion.  Finally, 
the predictor makes reasonable predictions 
based on what was read to motivate the 
others to continue reading on and to help set 
a purpose for the next chunk.  Continue using 
reciprocal teaching until the entire selection 
has been read and discussed.  Tell students to 
shift their role cards to the right each time so 
they get exposure to all of the skills.  
 

 
5. Assessment and reflection… 
 
After frequent practices with reciprocal 
teaching and experimenting with different 
sequences of the skills, determine from your 
classes the order they think is most effective.  
As students become more skilled with the 
strategy, the less you will have to use the 
index cards with assigned roles.  Groups of 
four can be reduced to triads or partners 
where all of the skills are used simultaneously.  
The ultimate goal is for the comprehension 
skills of summarizing, questioning, clarifying, 
and predicting to become automatic so 
students can read and discuss with ease.  Ask 
students periodically to reflect on the strategy 
and how they are applying it in different 
classroom settings and during their own 
independent reading. 
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This pyramid shows the various teaching strategies and their effect on student learning.
The percentage represents the average retention rate. (From: National Training
Laboratories in Bethel, Maine)
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questioner

1.  Read the assigned section carefully.

2.  Think about the main ideas being presented.

3.  Jot down 3 - 4 “I wonder” statements about the 
     content.

4.  Read one question to your partner/group and ask for
     possible answers.  Share your thoughts, too.

5.  Continue discussing the rest of your questions.

??

summarizer 1.  Read the assigned section carefully.

2.  Think about the main ideas being presented.

3.  Jot down those main ideas on paper.  Look for 3 or 4.

4.  Use bold-faced print and headings to help you.

5.  Tell your partner/group what the section was about.

6.  Avoid retelling all the little details.



1.  Read the assigned section carefully.

2.  Think about the main ideas being presented.

3.  Jot down any words you find confusing.

4.  Jot down any ideas you find confusing.

5.  Tell your partner/group about your confusions.  See if  
     anyone in the group can clear things up.

6.  Ask your group if they had any confusions.  Try to clear
     up any of their concerns.

predictor
1.  Read the assigned section carefully.

2.  Think about the main ideas being presented.

3.  Based on what you have just read, predict what you
 think you will read next.

4.  Jot down 3 - 4 predictions.

5.  Tell your partner/group about your predictions.  See
     what they think might happen next. 


