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Reciprocal teaching
Purpose

•	 to improve students’ comprehension of text through practice in previewing, 
predicting, self-monitoring of understanding, questioning and summarising. It is 
particularly suitable for factual texts.

Description

Reciprocal teaching focuses on before, during and after reading. It is a set of 
procedures to assist students to learn strategies, to know when to use them and to 
recognise that they are using them. They are most appropriate for students who 
can decode text adequately but who have difficulty understanding what it means. 
Four strategies are embedded in reciprocal teaching:

•	 predicting

•	 clarifying

•	 questioning

•	 summarising.

Handout 4 cont’d
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Reciprocal teaching is suitable for small groups, not the whole class. This procedure 
requires a training period in which the teacher models all roles, then gradually 
hands over the leader’s role as members take turns. The use of group roles helps 
this strategy: they are teacher, recorder, encourager, timekeeper. 

Students will need preparation for working in groups.

Reciprocal teaching (or taking turns teaching)
Preparation

The students need to be taught the steps in this technique so that they can 
eventually take turns being the “teacher” of the group, leading the students 
through the strategy as it applies to text in the KLAs. If it is to work well, students 
need to use it regularly during a unit of work. Three half hour lessons using the 
technique are probably needed each week.

Materials

Appropriate text. If the text is too hard for some students, it should be read aloud.

A response sheet for the group (or individuals in the group) to complete. 

Implementation

1. Predicting

Students use their background knowledge along with the title and pictures to 
guess and discuss what the text might be about. The teacher directs students to 
clues, for example: “What does the title suggest?”

2. Reading

Students read the text silently, or aloud in pairs or as a group. Discussing: Were our 
predictions correct? What else happened?

3. Clarifying

All students are encouraged to note words to be clarified as they read. The “teacher” 
asks: “Can anyone help?”

4. Questioning

Students ask three types of questions:

•	 “Right there” questions have answers right there in the text, probably in the 
same sentence as the words used to form the question.

•	 “Think and search” questions are inferential. The answers are more difficult to 
find but the evidence is in the text.

•	 “On my own” questions can be answered by the reader only. Whilst the 
answer isn’t in the text, questions relate to it and answers should be justified.

•	 Students are taught to identify the question types and to formulate all three 
types of questions. Should the forest be logged? Who can tell me the sort of 
questioning this is and give me a reasonable answer? … Are pine trees fast 
growing?

5. Summarising

The “teacher” summarises what has been read so far. Only the main points are 
stated. (Remember that once students are used to reciprocal teaching they take 
turns being the “teacher”). Graphic outlines can assist students in summarising.

Handout 4 cont’d
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6. Predicting

The cycle starts again until the text has been completed.

Example

The topic Our Land lends itself to this strategy. Students can cycle through texts on 
plants, animals, birds, climate, people. Variation and modified reciprocal teaching 
technique:

1.	 The teacher introduces the passage with a brief discussion to activate students’ 
prior knowledge.

2.	 Students make predictions based on title of the passage.

3.	 All students read one paragraph.

4.	 The teacher:

•	 summarises the paragraph

•	 questions

•	 clarifies (to confirm understanding)

•	 predicts what the main content or idea of the next paragraph will be.

5.	 All students read the second paragraph.

6.	 One student acts as teacher and follows the four steps in Point 4.

7.	 Continue reading one paragraph at a time, following the four steps, different 
students acting as the teacher at the end of each paragraph.

Adapted from Palincsar & Brown, (1984). Reciprocal teaching of comprehension-fostering comprehension – 
Reading Around Volume 1, 1993. Australian Reading Association, Carlton South.

McCowan, Janne & Bell, Glenda. Learning Difficulties and Classroom Support – Part 2: Reciprocal Teaching. PEN #30, 
Primary English Teaching Association, Newtown.

Miller, T. and Player, S., (1995) PsLAC Too (Primary School Literacy Across the Curriculum, Too)

Queanbeyan Education Resource Centre.

Reciprocal Reading: modifications to use for students experiencing difficulties

•	 Provide more descriptive cue cards e.g. include visual cues, more written 
directions

•	 Ensure the text is at students’ independent level of reading. Students should not 
be struggling over decoding words, but concentrating on the meaning of the 
text.

•	 Use texts with pictures that support the meaning of the written text.

•	 Explicitly teach what cues to use

–	 Predicting: Use of title, picture, information on book cover, maps and 
diagrams. Prompt student(s) to draw on their background knowledge.

–	 Read silently: Encourage students to underline or highlight new words, and 
make a note of words presenting most difficulties for later review.

–	 Clarify: Use cue cards to provide strategy hints:

-	 Reread the sentence. What would make sense? 

-	 Look it up in the dictionary

-	 Can you break up the word?

–	 Read aloud: Model correct positive feedback for students to give to each 

Handout 4 cont’d
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other. e.g. Allow time for student to ‘have a go’ before assisting with the 
reading of a word. 

–	 Questions: Model open-ended question forms and Who, what, when, where, 
why question forms.

–	 Summarise: Model for students how to tell the most important information 
and how to write it down in point form.

Explicitly teach the purpose of titles, key words, headings and preview sentences in 
reference to the main idea of a text or paragraph.

Demonstrate how to rephrase a heading into a question, to assist with finding the 
main idea.

	 Between session tasks 
1. 	Writing samples: Select an example of writing from an 

average student in your class. After removing the student 
name, make four copies of the sample to bring to the next 
workshop. This work sample will be shared with other 
teachers at the next session.

2.	SMART data. Make a time to meet with your supervisor 
to view the SMART package for your school. If possible, 
view details for students you are teaching. At the next 
workshop, you will discuss the kind of information 
available to teachers. Principal’s permission is required 
to share information about school or individual students’ 
performance, so this will not be the basis of workshop 
discussions.

Handout 4 cont’d
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Handout 5
Workshop 2 reflection: Literacy teaching and the four resources 
framework

Prior to workshop At the end of the workshop

Low High Low High

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5

understanding of a variety 
of appropriate resources 
and materials that engage 
students and support their 
learning

understanding of the 
distinctive nature of the 
increasing technical and 
subject specific syllabus 
demands required of 
students in Stages 3 and 4

What useful ideas/strategies/understandings are you leaving with? What changes will you 
make to your teaching/programming/assessing?

__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

What challenges do you foresee in implementing the changes?

__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

What other professional learning or support do you need to seek out to support you with 
literacy teaching?

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________
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Handout 6
Writing analysis framework

Student name: ________________________ Year level: _______ Date: ___________

Title: __________________________________________________ KLA: __________

Task (context and background for this piece of writing) and audience: 

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

Purpose/type of writing, e.g. narrative; explanation; recount etc:

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

+ -
Text structure/

organisation

Language features 
appropriate for text

Conventions of 
writing, 

e.g. vocabulary

grammar

punctuation

spelling
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