Reciprocal Teaching   from H. Hartman (1997) Human Learning & Instruction
Reciprocal Teaching is a  cooperative learning method of improving reading comprehension that can also be used in individual tutoring/teaching. In reciprocal teaching a teacher/tutor and  a group of students take turns leading  discussions about specific segments of text using reading strategies of questioning, clarifying, summarizing and predicting (Palincsar & Brown, 1984).   Instructional techniques involved are: demonstrate, or model and explain, practice with feedback,  dialogue or "simple conversation with a purpose" (Palincsar, Ransom & Derber, 1988/89, p. 37),  scaffold or provide students with temporary support and take turns leading text dialogues.  The combination of these techniques leads to student self- regulation or self-management  of reading comprehension ( Hartman, 1994).

Reciprocal teaching is based on four principles:   1. The purpose  of reciprocal teaching is to improve reading comprehension by equipping students with strategies needed to monitor comprehension and

construct meaning.  2. Teacher (or tutor) and students share responsibility for acquiring the reading strategies. After initially assuming major responsibility  for teaching these strategies, the teacher gradually shifts responsibility to the students. 3. Every student is expected to participate in discussions. The teacher provides assistance as needed to support student participation. 4.  The teacher regularly tries to turn control of the dialogues over to students  (Palincsar, Ransom & Derber, 1988/89) 

 Advantages of reciprocal teaching are: students are actively engaged in learning; reading strategies are used in an integrated, coordinated way in a meaningful context;  students enjoy working together and  being "teacher";   students are able to learn with the benefit of repeated tutor modeling and learn to take responsibility for their own and each other's learning. 

An overview of five stages of reciprocal teaching is shown in Figure 1.They are: 1. teacher demonstration,  2. student learning and guided practice in using the four comprehension strategies, 3)  coordinated practice using the strategies with segments of text in small groups led by the teacher, 4.  practice in small groups of students, and  5. student competence and self-regulation. These are described in more detail in Hartman (1994).



Reciprocal Teaching Stages (Hartman, 1994)



Stage 1: Teacher Demonstration

Instructor models and explains coordinated use of


the  four reading strategies: predicting, clarifying,


questioning and summarizing. 



Stage 2: Student Learning & Practice

Instructor directly instructs students on the four 


strategies and their coordinated use.  Students get guided


practice and  feedback from the instructor.



Stage 3: Teacher-Student Groups

Instructor leads dialogues about text in small groups,


repeatedly modeling  the strategies. Students take turns


leading dialogues, getting feedback  from the instructor.



Stage 4: Student Groups

Students take turns leading dialogues using the four


strategies in small groups with other students.  Students


give each other feedback on strategy use.  The


instructor moves from group to group observing progress


and providing assistance as needed. Instructor phases out.



Stage 5: Student Self Regulation

Students competently use the four reading comprehension 


strategies on their own and provide their own feedback.

Self-test your comprehension of the section above by paraphrasing important ideas.

Sample Dialogue

teacher) Today let's use that reading method where we take turns teaching.

 
Do you  remember which reading strategies we use?

student 1) I remember three of them: questioning, predicting and clarifying.

teacher) That's right, are there any more?

student 1) I think there's at least one more, but I don't know what it is.

student 2) There definitely is one more. Is it summarizing?

teacher) That's it. Do you remember why we use these strategies and this method?

student 2) The strategies are supposed to improve our reading comprehension and the method is supposed to help us learn to use the strategies on our own.

teacher) Let's all read the article on p. 25 


Looking at the title "New York's Big Ditch" I predict it's an article about a giant  
pothole in the heart of New York City. Who has another prediction?

student 1) I think it's going to be about a gutter where  homeless people sleep.

teacher) OK. now let's all read the story silently.  I have something that needs 



clarifying. What do they mean by an "Indian portage"? 

student 2) I think it means an area where Native Americans used to trade.

teacher) That makes sense. Like a port of entry. Does anyone else have something they'd like 


to clarify?

student 1) I didn't know what portage meant either, but I think I understood everything else.

student 2) I didn't understand a few things in the last article, but this one I didn't have any 


problems with.
  OK. One question that could be asked about this story is


"What is New York's Big Ditch?" 

Student 1) Well, I was wrong. It's not about homeless people. It turns out the big ditch was the 


Erie Canal!
teacher)  OK, now I'll summarize what we read. 


The story tells how the Erie Canal was built on an old land route between Albany 
and Buffalo. It tells about the history of the land and how it used to be an Indian trading post where Native Americans met to exchange goods and services. Does 
anyone want to add anything to my summary?

Students 1 & 2) No. what you said gets all the main point.

teacher)OK, Now let's read the article on p. 40 and this time you lead the dialogue. 

Reading Comprehension Strategies in Reciprocal Teaching


Questioning Teachers can teach students to formulate and ask questions  about a reading, a task to perform, how someone feels, or about a problem to solve. In reading, questions are usually better if they focus on important information in the text  -  not unimportant details.  A leader or facilitator may asks questions that are answered by others in the group or everyone may be expected to ask questions. Questioning is  important because it improves comprehension and helps students  integrate information.   Students can practice writing " where, when, why, and how" questions and get feedback from their peers and the teacher.  Teachers should help students evaluate their own questions  (e.g. To what extent are they about important ideas - not unimportant details?) , and then see whether students can answer their own questions.    Tutor modeling of good questions can help students learn to identify good questions.


Clarifying involves checking up and recognizing when something is unclear (comprehension monitoring) and taking steps to achieve comprehension (clarification).  Seeking clarifications promotes both comprehension monitoring and text reprocessing  strategies, such as reading and searching for relevant content.  When comprehension breaks down, students reread the parts before and after the unclear section to get contextual clues to its meaning.  Students  look for signals to word meanings, such as "or" signifying a definition/synonym and search for referents of potentially vague terms such as "them" and "it".  When students cannot figure out the meaning on their own , they often seek outside help (externally clarify) by asking someone else a clarifying question ("What does this mean? Does it mean...?) or checking a dictionary. 


Predicting involves finding structure and/or clues about what might come next when reading a text.   Making predictions activates prior knowledge and creates expectations, which makes information more meaningful and easier to remember .  It encourages students to think about what they already know and compare that to what they are now learning, doing or planning. These processes establish expectations about what students will encounter while they work,  which motivates  students to persist and continue to work to see if their predictions are correct.  It doesn't matter whether the predictions are right or wrong.  What's important is the expectations established in the reader.

  Initially predictions may come from several sources, including clues in a title, students' prior knowledge or experience.  Later predictions come from clues within the body of the text. For nonfiction, students may underline clues such as: main concepts, examples, and connections to other things the class has discussed.   For fiction, clues include: the main character, when and where  the story takes place, and what happens.  Questions and clues are related and used to make predictions based on students' prior knowledge and past experiences.  Teachers should model predicting for students and provide them with practice and feedback on their predictions. 

Summarizing involves making a few sentences state the most important ideas.  Good summaries do not include details or  unimportant information. Selecting  information (main ideas and very important details) and reducing it to its essentials (eliminating redundancy, substituting general ideas for specific details)  are the most fundamental processes in summarizing.  The length depends on the particular material. It  can be as short as a sentence or two.  Summarizing aids comprehension and memory because it encourages one to analyze and to differentiate between relevant and irrelevant information.  It can also promote comprehension monitoring and clarifying unclear material, because it is hard to summarize without understanding and remembering. In a study by Hare and Borchardt (1984) junior high school students learned summarization rules,  checking rules and a polishing rules.  Summary rules included: using topic sentences, collapsing lists, collapsing paragraphs and getting rid of unnecessary detail. Checking rules                                                                                                                       

included: making sure you understand the text, rethink, look back, check and double check. The polishing rule was to edit the summary. They also taught students what the summarization  strategy was, when to use it, why to use it, where to use it, how to use it, and how to evaluate its effectiveness.

When students summarize they develop a simplified representation of the major focus of the material.  They judge the importance of ideas/information in the text. (It may help to ask students to rate the importance of each idea on a four point scale, from least to most important).  Students select or construct sentences that reflect the main topic of the text.  Students condense text by getting rid of relatively unimportant and/or redundant information. Finally, they organize the material to be included in the summary.  Summarizing is easier for students  when they have clear structures for organizing the material (e.g. cause /effect, similarity/difference, problem/solution, heading/subheadings) and can identify clues about what is important information. (Hartman, 1994).  Reciprocal teaching and reading in general requires reader-based summaries, not writer-based summaries.


Reader-based  vs. Writer-based Summaries 

Depending upon the purpose of the summary, a student may choose to write a reader or a writer-based summary.  A Reader-based summary is designed so that the reader gets an accurate picture of  what the author considered most important .  It is an objective representation of what the author wrote . It is a summary produced for someone else to read.  The summary writer must be very familiar with what the author said and meant to write an effective reader-based summary.  Armbruster (1984) identified devises that authors use as signals when stressing the importance of an idea.  Such devices include: introductory statements/ topic sentences (often the first sentence), summary statements (often the last sentence), italics, underlining, and repetition.   In contrast, a Writer-based summary is designed in any way that suits the writer.   It is a subjective representation that  helps the writer understand what was read and it reflects what is personally meaningful to the summary writer - not the author (Anderson & Hidi, 1988/1989). Where  would a summary writer's personal opinions belong, in a reader or writer-based summary?


  Reader and writer-based summaries correspond to a distinction Block (1986) made between reading in an extensive mode and reading in an reflexive mode in a study that examined the characteristics of successful and less successful nonproficient college readers. Readers using a reflexive mode related emotionally and personally to the text, directing their attention toward themselves, their own thoughts, and feelings and directing their attention away from information conveyed by the author. Readers using a extensive mode tried to focus on the author's message and understanding the author's ideas and did not relate the text to themselves. Like the writer-based summary, the reflexive mode emphasizes a subjective interpretation of text, while the reader-based summary and extensive mode emphasize an objective interpretation of text. Block found that the readers who made the most progress in reading and had the most success in college after one semester tended to read in an extensive mode, were generally aware

of text structure, monitored their understanding effectively and consistently and integrated information in

the text.

Following are research-based guidelines for effective reciprocal teaching (Woolfolk, 1993): 

1. Shift gradually.  The shift from teacher control to student responsibility must be gradual.  

2. Match demands to abilities. The difficulty of the reading material and the responsibility given to students must match the competencies of each student and grow as these competencies develop.

3. Diagnose thinking.  Instructors should carefully observe the "teaching" of each student for clues about how the student is progressing in mastering the reading strategies and whether or what kind of followup instruction is needed.

 Adapting Reciprocal Teaching
Adaptations of reciprocal teaching emerged  in an study designed to  improve developmental students' reading and writing skills in a prefreshman summer program (Hartman, Gourgey, Everson & Tobias, 1991).  Three instructors were trained in the conventional method of using reciprocal teaching but were encouraged to adapt the model as they saw fit for their particular students.  

When the four reading strategies were introduced to the students, some of them expressed appreciation for learning concrete tools for improving their reading comprehension.      According to the instructors, students had more difficulty with summarizing than any of the other reading strategies.  One instructor devised a checklist so students could evaluate their own summaries based on specific criteria.  Several students were frightened of questioning, but were relieved when  they learned it is okay to be wrong.  Errors were viewed as learning experiences.  In one class reciprocal teaching was done occasionally  as a form of whole class instruction, so all the students became resources for answering questions.   Some students had trouble formulating questions about important ideas rather than unimportant details.  Students were better at recognizing good and bad questions than generating  good questions.    An evening class of older, returning students found questioning exciting.  

 One effective adaptation involved students compiling questions as a group and giving them to other groups to answer. Each group would write its questions and trade with another group.    Clarifying was easier than questioning for students, but some only felt comfortable asking for clarification about words in bold print.  Apparently these students felt it was acceptable to not know the meaning of words that are highlighted as important or new, but felt  embarrassed about clarifying  words in regular print because they felt they  were supposed to already know them. Some students expressed insecurity  about their ability to use context clues to figure out the meaning of unfamiliar words. Instructors reported that predicting was the easiest of the four strategies for the students in this study.  Instructors commented that they had to frequently remind students why and how to use the four strategies. Several students  spontaneously commented that they had begun using the four reading strategies on their own.  Instructors reported that  developmental students especially enjoyed taking turns being the instructor and leading dialogues about the text through reciprocal teaching.

Another adaptation involved using reciprocal teaching to integrate reading and writing.  This adaptation is described later in this chapter.

How might you use the reciprocal teaching method or an adaptation of it?



