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Interactive teaching to
promote independent
learning from text

The authors describe reciprocal teaching, a strategy that
promotes both comprehension of text and comprehension
monitoring

Annemarie Sullivan Palincsar

Ann L. Brown

Student 1:

Student 2:
Student 3:
Student 4:
Student 1:
Teacher:

Student 3:

Teacher:

Student 1:

Student 5:

My question is, what does
the aquanaut need when he
goes under water?

A watch.

Flippers.

A belt.

Those are all good answers.
Nice job! I have a question
too. Why does the aqua-
naut wear a belt? What is
so special about it?

It's a heavy belt and keeps
him from floating up to the
top again.

Good for you.

For my summary now: This
paragraph was about what
aquanauts need to take when
they go under the water.
And also about why they
need those things.
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Student 3:

Student 6:

Teacher:

Student 1:

Teacher:

Student 6:
Student 3:
Student 5:

I think we need to clarify
gear.

That’s the special things they
need.

Another word for gear in
this story might be equip-
ment, the equipment that
makes it easier for the
aquanauts to do their job.

I don’t think I have a pre-
diction to make.

Well, in the story they tell
us that there are “many
strange and wonderful
creatures” that the aqua-
nauts see as they do their
work. My prediction is that
they’ll describe some of
these creatures. What are
some of the strange crea-
tures you already know
about that live in the ocean?
Octopuses.

Whales?

Sharks!
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Let’s listen and find out.
Who'll be our teacher?

Teacher:

Instructing students to read for
meaning

The dialogue presented above captures
a bit of conversation a teacher and her
group of first grade students recently
had concerning a passage about aqua-
nauts which the teacher was reading
aloud. This article will suggest how a
teacher might stimulate such discus-
sion about text, what the purpose of
such conversation is, and what the
benefits of engaging in such dialogue
are. Finally, we will address a number
of questions teachers have asked about
the instructional procedure we will de-
scribe.

The teacher and students above are
engaged in an activity we call recipro-
cal teaching. In reciprocal teaching,
the adult and students take turns as-
suming the role of teacher. The
“teacher” is responsible for leading a
dialogue about a passage which the
students are reading silently or with
the assistance of the adult. Anyone
who has struggled to make conversa-
tion will appreciate that dialogue flows
more smoothly when the participants
share similar goals. The participants in
reciprocal teaching share four goals:
predicting, question generating, suin-
marizing, and clarifying.

Teachers will recognize that each of
these goals represents a strategy that
promotes both comprehension of text
and comprehension monitoring. When
students make predictions, they hy-
pothesize what the author will discuss
next in the text. To do this successfully,
they must activate the relevant back-
ground knowledge that they already
possess. In the illustration above, the
students have contemplated what they
already know about creatures that live
in the ocean and have anticipated some
specific ocean life that they will read
about. They now have a purpose for
reading—to confirm or disprove their
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hypotheses. Furthermore, the opportu-
nity has been created for the students
to link the new knowledge they will en-
counter in the text with the knowledge
they already possess. The predicting
strategy also facilitates use of text
structure. Students learn that head-
ings, subheadings, and questions em-
bedded in text are useful means of
anticipating what might occur next.

Question generating gives the stu-
dents an opportunity to identify the
kind of information that provides the
substance for a good question, to
frame that question, and then engage
in self-testing. The students become
much more involved in the reading ac-
tivity and in the text when they are pos-
ing and answering the questions and
not merely responding to teacher or
text questions.

Summarizing is an excellent tool for
integrating the information presented
in the text. In the example above, the
students jointly identified the most im-
portant content of the paragraph. As
they proceed through the passage, the
teacher will guide them in integrating
the content across paragraphs and sec-
tions of the passage.

Clarifying is particularly important
with students who have a history of
comprehension difficulty. Such stu-
dents can be thought of as making a
habit of not understanding what they
read. These students very likely be-
lieve that the purpose of reading is say-
ing the words correctly; they may not
be particularly uncomfortable with the
fact that the words and, in fact, the
passage are not making much sense.
When students are asked to clarify,
their attention is called to the fact that
there may be many reasons why text is
difficult to understand, e.g., unfamil-
iar vocabulary, unclear referent words,
new and perhaps complicated con-
cepts. They are taught to be alert to the
effects of such impediments on com-
prehension and to take the necessary
measures to restore meaning, e.g., re-
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read, ask for help.

Now, it is important to call the read-
er's attention to the fact that the dia-
logue above did not occur the first day
that the teacher and students began re-
ciprocal teaching. In fact, this dialogue
occurred on the 10th day. What we
wish to discuss is how the teacher went
about working with her students so
that by day 10 they are enjoying a
spontaneous, informed, and informa-
tive discussion. The components might
be described as the following: explana-
tion, instruction, modeling, guided
practice, praise, and teacher judg-
ment.

When instruction first begins, the
teacher explains what strategies the
students will be learning, why they are
learning these particular activities, in
what situations such strategies will be
helpful, and how they will go about
learning the strategies (i.e., turn tak-
ing as teacher). This explanation,
which is reviewed regularly, is fol-
lowed by instruction on the four strate-
gies. This instruction is for the
purpose of defining each of the strate-
gies, teaching the students rules that
will help them learn the strategies, and
ensuring that the students have mini-
mal competency with each of the strat-

egies before they engage in the

dialogue.

For the purpose of illustration, we
will highlight the instruction students
receive regarding questioning. After a
brief discussion about the role that
questions play in our lives, particu-
larly our school lives, the students are
asked to generate information seeking
questions about everyday events, e.g.,
“If you are interested in knowing what
time the afternoon movie begins, you
call the theatre and ask: . Such
an activity allows the teacher to ascer-
tain that her students do indeed know
how to phrase a question. The students
are then given simple sentences about
which they are to ask a question and
are supplied words they might use to

Interactive teaching to pr
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begin their questions. The question
words are then faded out and the sen-
tences become longer.

Keep in mind that these activities are
only for the purpose of exposing the
students to the strategies; the teachers
with whom we have worked spend but
one day introducing each strategy. Af-
ter this brief instruction, the group be-
gins the dialogue and it is at this point
that the major component becomes
modeling. For the initial days of recip-
rocal teaching, the adult teacher leads
the dialogue, modeling how she em-
ploys the four strategies while reading.
At this point, the students are encour-
aged to comment on the teacher’s sum-
maries, add their own predictions and
clarifications, and respond to the
teacher generated questions.

As the days of instruction proceed,
more responsibility for initiating and
sustaining the dialogue is transferred
to the students. It is this transfer of re-
sponsibility for leading the dialogue
that we are describing when we speak
of guided practice. The teacher is now
monitoring the success with which the
students are employing the strategies,
praising their attempts, and providing
further modeling and instruction as
teacher judgement indicates.

To return to the dialogue above,
while the students are playing the prin-
cipal role in this discussion, the
teacher maintains a critical role as
well. After Student 1 asks his ques-
tion, which requires the recall of spe-
cific pieces of information in the text,
the teacher praises the group and
models a question that requires the stu-
dents to reason about the information;
when the student teacher is unable to
generate a prediction, the adult teacher
provides instruction about a clue the
text has provided and then provides the
opportunity for the students to do their
own predicting.

The hallmark of this form of instruc-
tion is its interactive nature. There is
ongoing interplay among the teacher
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and students as they work toward the
goal of understanding the text. Such
instruction has been called scaffolded
instruction (Wood, Bruner, and Ross,
1976). The metaphor is quite appropri-
ate, as a scaffold is a support that is ad-
justable and temporary. The teacher
supports each student in the acquisi-
tion and mastery of the strategies
through the use of explanation, in-
struction, and modeling, but the sup-
port is temporary and the student is
challenged to use the strategy indepen-
dently as he or she displays increased
competence with comprehension.

Evaluating reciprocal teaching

For the past 5 years, we have been
evaluating the effectiveness of recipro-
cal teaching. The research has been
developmental in nature and has
sprung not only from the questions
that we have raised regarding recipro-
cal teaching but also from the ques-
tions that educators have posed. For
this reason, perhaps the most effective
manner in which we might present the
research findings is by addressing the
questions that motivated the research.

® What effect does reciprocal
teaching have on the reading compre-
hension ability of poor comprehen-
ders?

For the purpose of our research,
poor comprehenders have been de-
fined as students who are able to de-
code grade level material with a fair
degree of fluency but whose compre-
hension of that text is not commensu-
rate with their decoding ability. For
example, the typical junior high stu-
dent with whom we have worked was
decoding seventh grade material at a
rate of at least 100 words per minute
correct, with fewer than 2 error words
per minute; however, on standardized
measures of comprehension, they were
performing 2 years below grade level,
and on criterion referenced measures
of comprehension they averaged 45%

774 The Reading Teacher April 1986

accuracy.

Our initial investigations were con-
ducted by adult tutors working with
students in pairs and volunteer Chapter
| teachers working with groups of
about five students, (Brown and Pa-
lincsar, 1982; Palincsar and Brown,
1984). These teachers engaged in re-
ciprocal teaching for 20 consecutive
school days using passages from basal
readers. Several measures were taken
to assess the effectiveness of the in-
struction:

(1) Quantitative and qualitative anal-
yses of the transcripts showed substan-
tial changes in the dialogue during the
20 instructional days. For example,
students asked many more main idea
questions over the course of time and
functioned more independently of the
teacher as time passed.

(2) The changes in the dialogue were
also reflected on other direct measures
of comprehension. Daily, the students
read independently a passage of about
450 words and answered 10 compre-
hension questions from recall. The
students completed five of these as-
sessments prior to the first day of in-
struction and one each day after the 30
minute reciprocal teaching session. All
but one of the expérimental students
achieved criterion performance, which
we had defined as 70% accuracy on
the comprehension measures for 4 out
of 5 consecutive days. This is in con-
trast to the control students, who com-
pleted an equivalent number of
assessments but showed no improve-
ment.

(3) The students were also given
measures to evaluate their ability to
write summaries of text, generate writ-
ten questions about text, and detect in-
congruities in text. The experimental
children were indeed able to transfer
the skills they had learned to these
similar but distinct activities.

(4) Finally, generalization probes
administered in the social studies and
science classes these students attended
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indicated that they were able to apply
independently the newly acquired
skills, as their percentile rankings in
these classes jumped from the 20th
percentile and below to the 50th per-
centile and higher.

® Can reciprocal teaching be im-
plemented in settings where there are
larger and more heterogenous groups
of students?

To investigate this question, we im-
plemented the reciprocal teaching pro-
cedure with six middle school
remedial reading teachers in an inner-
city district (Brown and Palincsar, in
press; Palincsar, 1984; Palincsar and
Brown, 1985a, 1985b). For each
teacher we identified the two classes
that come closest to the description of
the students we described above, i.e.,
adequate decoders but poor compre-
henders. One class served as the con-
trol group and received individualized
basic skill instruction, while the sec-
ond class received 20 days of recipro-
cal teaching. The number of students
in the experimental groups ranged
from 8 to 18.

In this study 71 % of the experimen-
tal students achieved criterion per-
formance, in contrast to 19% of the
control students. Despite the larger
number of students and the teachers’
concerns that the management of such
large groups would be problematic,
the students did extremely well and the
teachers observed that they had fewer
behavior problems than in their control
groups, as the students involved in re-
ciprocal teaching enjoyed it, particu-
larly the opportunity to assume the
role of teacher.

As an alternative to whole group in-
struction, we investigated the use of
peer tutoring in small group reciprocal
teaching. Three seventh grade teachers
trained four of their best students (who
were averaging 72% on the daily as-
sessments prior to instruction) in the
reciprocal teaching procedure. After

Interactive teaching to promote independent learning from text

10 days of instruction, the tutors were
assigned two tutees who were achiev-
ing a mean of 49% on the assessments
before instruction. After 20 days of in-
struction, the tutees were achieving
78% accuracy while the tutors were
achieving 87 % accuracy with the com-
prehension measures. It is important to
note that the teachers in each of these
classrooms monitored the performance
of the tutors quite closely, dividing
their time among the peer groups each
day, providing the tutors evaluative in-
formation, suggesting how they might
improve their instruction, and assisting
when students were experiencing par-
ticular difficulty.

® How can reciprocal teaching be
incorporated in content area instruc-
tion?

Our interest in teaching students
how to learn from text across the cur-
riculum motivated a further study with
the students who had served as control
children in the large group study re-
ported above (Brown and Palincsar, in
press). Reciprocal teaching, again for
a 20 day period was given with the fol-
lowing modifications.

The material with which the students
worked were science texts that were
not currently being used in the school
but were available to all students. Each
day the students were assigned seg-
ments of text to read. Given the head-
ing of each segment, the students were
to write two statements indicating what
they thought they would learn in this
portion of the text. In a discussion, the
teacher elicited from the group and
compared the predictions they had
made. The students then read one seg-
ment (generally four paragraphs).
They wrote two questions and a sum-
mary reflecting the information in that
segment. Finally, they noted, in writ-
ing, any information which required
clarification.

The classes then discussed their
questions, summaries, and clarifica-
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tions. To approximate the way in
which students are tested in school, we
assessed these students by giving
weekly science tests which covered the
material they had worked on during the
week. When we had pretested them on
their comprehension and recall of sci-
ence text, they averaged 36% accu-
racy; by the 4th week, the students
were generally scoring 20% higher on
these weekly tests.

® What’s the difference between
reciprocal teaching and skill instruc-
tion?

There was a time not long ago in
reading education when successful
reading was thought to be the execu-
tion of a series of component subskills.
This orientation suggested that our in-
struction be directed at the mastery of
such skills as finding the main idea,
identifying the sequence of events in a
story, and using context clues.

We know now that it is possible for
students to master such skills and still
not be successful readers. In reciprocal
teaching the acquisition of the strate-
gies is not the ultimate goal of instruc-
tion. The strategies are but a means to
an end; they provide the vehicle for
teaching students to read for meaning
and to monitor their reading to ensure
that they are understanding.

® Can reciprocal teaching be used
to teach narrative text?

In our research we have employed
expository or informational text almost
exclusively; yet the story structure
found in narrative text lends itself quite
well to reciprocal teaching. The dis-
cussion now becomes focused on the
characters in the story; summaries can
be attentive to the problem posed in the
story; predictions can be directed at
speculating what the solutions might
be. In short, the dialogue is guided by
using the strategies as well as the
structure of the text.
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® Can reciprocal teaching be used
with nonreaders?

Interest in exploring how very
young children and students who are
not yet decoding might engage in com-
prehension activities leads us to the
series of studies we are presently
conducting (Brown and Palincsar, in
press; Palincsar, in press). First grade
teachers are working with groups of
six students. In each group there are
two students of above average ability
and four students who are experienc-
ing academic difficulty as determined
by teacher observation and perform-
ance on standardized measures of lis-
tening and reading comprehension.

The reciprocal teaching procedure is
the same with the exception that the
teachers read the text aloud. Our work
to date suggests that this is a reason-
able form of instruction. The first
grade students become involved will-
ingly in the dialogue and the more ca-
pable students serve as catalysts in the
discussion. Assessments, which are
being conducted orally as well, indi-
cate that the students’ ability to learn
trom text has improved and, very im-
portantly, the classroom teachers re-
port that their reciprocal teaching
students are spontaneously engaging in
discussion using the four strategies
during their reading group instruction
as well.

Summary

The purpose of this article was to de-
scribe one means by which teachers
can provide instruction in learning
from text. The procedure, reciprocal
teaching, is best characterized as a dia-
logue in which the students and
teacher work together to comprehend
text. The dialogue is structured by the
use of four comprehension fostering
and comprehension monitoring strate-
gies: predicting, questioning, summa-
rizing, and clarifying. The teacher
balances the use of explanation, in-
struction, and modeling with guided
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practice, so that there is a gradual
transfer of responsibility for sustaining
the dialogue, thus ensuring that the
students can independently apply the
strategies and independently learn
from text.

Reciprocal teaching has been effec-
tively implemented by teachers work-
ing in both small and large group
settings, in a peer tutoring situation, in
content area instruction, and most re-
cently in listening comprehension in-
struction.

Pualincsar teaches at Michigan State
University and conducts research in
listening and reading comprehension.
Brown is a professor of psychology and
senior scientist at the Center for the
Study of Reading, University of lllinois
at Urbana.
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Call for practical papers!
We invite teachers to write for The CLASSROOM Reading Teacher. This sec-
tion of The Reading Teacher provides an outlet for teachers to share with each
other any approach or learning strategy that they have found effective in their
own classrooms.

All practical teaching ideas are welcome—for example, techniques for teach-
ing a particular reading skill, suggestions for bulletin boards and games that
stimulate reading, ideas on motivating students, or ways to integrate different
media and microcomputers in the classroom.

Be specific as to the goals of an activity, how to carry it out, any special
materials needed, appropriate age of the child for that activity, and tricky spots
to watch out for. Theoretical bases for the idea or approach, if important, can
be stated briefly at the conclusion. No references are required, but you may
mention a source if the information would be helpful.

Items should be one to three double-spaced typed pages. Submit three cop-
ies, together with a letter size, stamped, self-addressed envelope, to The
CLASSROOM Reading Teacher, International Reading Association, P.O. Box
8139, Newark, Delaware 19714-8139, USA.
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