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Overview 

Reciprocal teaching is a comprehension strategy developed by Annamarie Sullivan Palinscar and 
Ann L. Brown in 1984. It is an instructional activity whereby the students become the teachers in 
small group reading activities. Hill and Flynn (2006) modified the original structure to 
accommodate English language learners with sentence starters and expert groups. Since that 
time, it has also been used with written language and for mathematical problem solving.  

The North Central Comprehensive Center (NCCC) at McREL International has produced five 
video tapes for reciprocal teaching for reading and three videos for reciprocal teaching in math to 
serve as learning aids for teachers and students. The series of videos, titled Reciprocal Teaching 
(RT) in Action, will serve as constant resources and support for how to implement this research-
based strategy with fidelity. 
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Video 1/RT in Action: Reading – Tips for Teachers  

Jane Hill, English language learner professional development consultant, describes possible ways 
for introducing reciprocal teaching for improving reading comprehension. She describes each of 
the roles and ways to model for students. The table tents for Reading can be found in Appendix 
1.  

Video 2/RT in Action: Reading – Familiar Story-Limited interaction 

This video shows middle school students using reciprocal teaching in a very limited fashion. 
They simply carry out their roles using something familiar – a fairytale. When students first 
perform their roles it may be constrained and inhibited as you will observe in Video 2. A banner 
with the name of the role will appear at the bottom of the screen to alert you to the reciprocal 
teaching task they are representing. 

Video 3/RT in Action: Reading – Familiar Story-Extended interaction 

This video shows the same students engaged in the roles for reciprocal teaching with the same 
fairytale after some practice. The banners with the names of the roles will appear again.  

Before showing Videos 2 and 3 to students, tell them you will be stopping after Video 3 and 
asking them to describe what is different between the two videos.  
 
Place the students in pairs so there are more opportunities for engagement. Give students time at 
the end of Video 3 to think about what is dissimilar between the two videos and ask them to 
decide on one difference to report out. Because our goal is to help students use more academic 
language when they speak so it will carry over into written work, ask them to use any of these 
words when relating differences:  

 

 

 

 

 

Academic language for stating differences 
in contrast  as opposed to 
although  conversely 
even though  however 
in contrast  whereas 
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Lesson Suggestion: After viewing Videos 2 and 3: 

1. Divide your class into groups of four. If there is an uneven number, a couple of students 
can share the Questioner role.  

2. Provide table tents with sentence starters for your students when they are ready to begin 
reciprocal teaching for reading.  

3. Ask them to discuss something familiar such as a fairy tale or a legend.  
4. Before they perform their roles, arrange for the Summarizers to meet in one corner of the 

room and decide on a common summary they can return to their group and share.  
5. Same for each of the other roles: the Questioners will meet to decide on a good question 

they will ask their foursome; the Clarifiers will agree on what needs illuminating, and 
Predictors will determine what could happen next. When all four “expert” groups are 
ready, they return to their foursome and perform their reciprocal teaching role. 

Video 4/RT in Action: Reading – Familiar text  
(grade-level – something all students have read recently) 

In Video 4, the same students are using reciprocal teaching to process a familiar piece of text 
they have read in seventh grade: Fault In Our Stars (2012). Give students one of the four table 
tents, each with the name of one of the reciprocal teaching roles and ask them to hold up the tent 
when they see a student perform the role in the video: 

Summarizer – Questioner – Clarifier - Predictor 

Here are the video times when students carry-out their roles for the first time; they re-visit the 
roles several times. 

Table of time stamps for Video 5/RT in Action: Reading – Unfamiliar text 
Reciprocal Teaching for Reading Roles Video time 
Summarizer :10 
Questioner 1:10 
Clarifier 2:54 
Predictor 4:26 

 

Lesson Suggestion:  

 Arrange class into foursomes and plan for students to use reciprocal teaching around a 
portion of text (chapter, subheading, etc.) they have already read and discussed.  

 Provide table tents with sentence starters and arrange for expert groups (see Lesson 
Suggestion above) so students will experience success in their use of reciprocal teaching. 

Video 5/RT in Action: Reading – Unfamiliar text  
The final video features the same middle school students having just read an unfamiliar piece of 
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text, an article from the local newspaper about the upcoming Black Friday shopping day, 
November 28,2014. This example demonstrates the power of the reciprocal teaching strategy as 
students authentically work to comprehend new content by using the four roles. Again, using the 
four table tents with the four reciprocal teaching roles, ask students to raise their card when a 
student represents the role while viewing Video 5.  

Table of time stamps for Video 5/RT in Action: Reading – Unfamiliar text 
Reciprocal Teaching for Reading Roles Video time for role initiation 
Summarizer :10 
Questioner 1:33 
Clarifier 4:36 
Predictor 7:30 

 

RT in Action/Reading – Closing Thoughts 

After watching the middle school students using something they did not have to read (fairytale), 
a familiar piece of text, and a new portion of text, your students should be ready to use reciprocal 
teaching with the sentence starters and expert groups. Keep in mind, you want to hear extended 
interactions with students building on ideas and building up ideas. Notice how the series of 
student videos get progressively longer. The longest segment, Video 5, is the longest as the 
students engage with new content and work to comprehend it. Continue to use the modeling 
formats from the Video 1/RT in Action: Reading – Tips for Teachers so students can be on a path 
of continuous improvement resulting from feedback. 
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Video 1/RT in Action: Mathematics – Tips for Teachers 

Catherine Johnson, Mathematics instructional specialist, describes reciprocal teaching as an 
effective strategy to address several of the Common Core mathematical practice standards 
through extended discourse. She describes how each of the four roles has been adapted for 
solving problems in math, emphasizing the most notable differences in the roles between reading 
and mathematics.  RT in Action: Mathematics - Tips for Teachers can be viewed individually or 
with others in a professional learning community. The table tents for Mathematics can be found 
in Appendix 2.  

Video 2/RT in Action: Mathematics –Familiar real world problem  

Video 2 features middle school students who are presented with a math problem that is familiar 
to them related to shopping on a limited budget. Students are asked to collaboratively find a 
solution to the problem and justify their solution. Have your students watch the video and notice 
how each student carries out their role. Note that each role is carried out several times which 
extends the discussion among all the students.  Also note that each student is capturing the 
discussion in the notes section of the graphic organizer and writing out the solution steps in the 
center of the graphic organizer.  Each student hands in the completed graphic organizer. 

The chart below indicates the time stamps at which the role starts. Banners will come across the 
screen that identify each role.   
 

 

Table of time stamps for Video 2/RT in Action: Mathematics –Familiar real world problem  
Role Video time for beginning role 
Clarifier :10 
Planner 1:10 
Summarizer 1:35 
Questioner 1:48 
Clarifier 2:30 
Questioner 3:12 
Planner 2:57 
Summarizer 3:56 
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Lesson Suggestion: 

Before showing Video 2, provide your students with the table tents for math. Describe each of 
the roles as outlined on the Tips for Teachers video, emphasizing the differences in the clarifier 
role and the questioner role. Provide students with The Shopping Spree Video Example problem 
graphic organizer (see Appendix A) used by the students in the video for reference as they watch 
the video.  

After viewing Video 2, have students practice using reciprocal teaching:  

1. Divide your class into groups of four. If there is an uneven number, a couple of students 
can share the Questioner role.  

2. Provide table tents with sentence prompts for your students when they are ready to begin 
reciprocal teaching for mathematics. 

3. Instruct groups to use the other side of graphic organizer entitled The Shopping Spree 
Practice Problem 

4. Before they perform their roles, arrange for the Clarifiers to meet in one corner of the 
room, the Planners to meet in another corner, the Questioners to meet on another corner, 
and the Summarizers to meet in another corner to review their specific role 
responsibilities.  

5. When all four role groups are ready, they return to their foursome and perform their 
reciprocal teaching role. 

6. After completing the activity, debrief with students by allowing them to share their 
experiences as a class.  

Video 3/RT in Action: Mathematics – Problem reflecting current learning  

In Video 3, the students are presented with a math problem that involves current math concepts 
and procedures. Prior to beginning this lesson, teachers will need to add the problem to the 
graphic organizer provided on the RT in Action site. Notice that the material is not as familiar to 
them, therefore, at times, students deviate from their original role to keep the learning/problem 
solving moving forward.   

Also notice the differentiation of instruction that occurs among the students as they assist each 
other in understanding the problem. This interdependence is a key benefit of reciprocal teaching 
for heterogeneous student groups.  All students must understand the problem solving process and 
solution. As the students “think aloud” throughout the process they assist each other to learn. 

Before watching Video 3, give students one of the four table tents, each with the name of one of 
the reciprocal teaching roles and ask them to hold up the card when they see a student perform 
the role in the video (at the beginning of the video, the banners will mark the roles – at about 
4:08, students should begin raising their cards): 
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Summarizer – Questioner – Clarifier – Planner 

 

 

Here are the video time stamps for when students carry out their roles for the first time; they re-
visit the roles several times. 

Table of time stamps for Video 1/RT in Action: Mathematics – 
Problem reflecting current learning 
Reciprocal Teaching for Math Role Video time 
Clarifier :10 
Questioner :34 
Planner :44 
Questioner 1:33 
Questioner 2:10 
Clarifier 2:34 
Questioner 2:45 
Summarizer 3:18 
Clarifier 3:55 
Summarizer 3:58 
Planner 4:05 
Summarizer 4:11 
Questioner 4:43 
Planner 4:53 
Summarizer  5:08 
Questioner 5:45 

 
Keep in mind the overarching goal: the students are all engaged in the problem solving process 
and if, at times, they deviate from their roles to accomplish the goal of solving the problem as a 
group it is perfectly fine.   

Lesson Suggestion: 

Before showing Video 3, provide your students with the table tents for math and ask them to pay 
particular attention to the role playing for each of the four roles. Explain that since the concepts 
in this problem are more difficult, at times, they will see the students deviate from their original 
role to keep the learning/problem solving moving forward.   

Assure them this is okay because the overarching goal of the group is that all the students are 
engaged in the problem solving process and understand the solution. Sometimes they deviate 
from their roles to accomplish the goal of solving the problem as a group.  

Remind students to think of their reciprocal teaching group as a team. It is important that each 
team member plays a part and that each team member understands the problem.  
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Debrief questions for students:  

1. Interdependence means the group is a team, and that all members of the group need to 
participate in the problem solving process. As a team, the group is responsible for the 
learning of each team member. How does reciprocal teaching help when students are at 
different levels of understanding the material?   

2. Individual accountability means that each member is accountable for demonstrating their 
learning. How is individual accountability demonstrated in reciprocal teaching?  

After viewing Video 3, have students practice using reciprocal teaching with current material: 

1. Divide your class into groups of four. If there is an uneven number, a couple of students 
can share the Questioner role.  

2. Provide table tents with prompt starters for your students when they are ready to begin 
reciprocal teaching for mathematics. 

3. Provide each group of students with a current problem that has been added to the 
reciprocal teaching graphic organizer provided on the RT in Action site. 

4. Before they perform their roles, arrange for all the clarifiers to meet in one corner of the 
room, the planners to meet in another corner of the room, etc. so that “role expert groups” 
are meeting in a corner of the room.  Have all four role expert groups discuss how they 
are going to carry out their roles.  

5. When the four “role expert” groups are ready, they return to their reciprocal teaching 
group to perform their role.  
 
Debrief the process: 
 
 Allow students to share their experiences with the reciprocal teaching process in their 

small groups. 
 Next, allow students share their experience with the process as a class.  

o Ask “What did you like about the process?” (Highlight benefits) 
o Ask "What struggles did you encounter?” (discuss possible modifications to 

address struggles)  
 Debrief the problem solving: Have students share the various methods used to solve 

the problem - compare and contrast the methods; identify patterns in the solutions; 
etc.  
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Appendix 1: 

 

Reading Table Tents 
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The most important person/place/thing is _____. 

The most important idea about the person/place/thing is _____. 

The author wants to highlight _____. 

Does anyone want to add to my summary? 
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Why _____?  How _____? 

Explain _____. 

What is the problem with _____? 

What would happen if _____? 

Would anyone else like to ask a question? 
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I think _____ will happen next because ____. 

I predict the author will tell us _____.  

I predict the next part will be about _____. 

What do you predict? 
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_____ means _____. 

Here is an idea I would like to clarify. (Text to self) 
 

Is there anything else to clarify? 

Are there any words we need help with? 
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Appendix 2:  

 

Mathematics Table Tents 
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(Recap the procedure used to solve the problem) 
 

Prompt Starters: 
Do you agree/did I explain it correctly? 

Can we find a shortcut or make the problem easier?  

What math language can we use to explain how we know our answer is accurate?   

How could we use this problem to help us solve other problems?   
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    Prompt Starters:  
Can you explain why you____?  

What does that mean? 

Can you give an example of what you mean? 

What math rule are you using?  

What are examples of this problem in real life?  

How did you get that answer?   
 



Page 19 of 23 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Prompt Starters: 

What is a possible plan to solve this? 

How do we begin or how can we break this down? 

How else can we show/do this?  

Which method is most useful & why?  

How can we draw/graph this?  

What other symbols can we use?   

How can we write what we are thinking and doing?   
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(Student start by reading the problem) 

Prompt Starters: 

What is the problem asking? 

What type of problem is this? 

What happens in the problem? 

What do we need to know? 

What is your estimate for the answer? 

What important information is in the problem? 

What information is given that we don’t need? 

Can we find any patterns? 
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  THE SHOPPING SPREE‐ VIDEO EXAMPLE PROBLEM 

Appendix 3: Shopping Spree Graphic Organizer  
(Side 1: use while watching video; side 2 use to practice RT w/ the same problem) 
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  THE SHOPPING SPREE‐ VIDEO EXAMPLE PROBLEM 

clarifying notes  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                               planning notes 

                                                            
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

questioning notes 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Pr                                                 Summarizing notes 

                                                             
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

It’s Jade’s birthday and she received money as gifts from her 

family and friends.  Her mom agreed to take her to the mall 

to shop. Here is the money she received: 

Grandpa and Grandma  $50

Uncle Jimmy  $35

Rebecca (her best friend)  $22

Stefan (her other best friend)  $20
 

A new store in the mall opened that has all the coolest things 

she needs.  Here are the items that Jade really wants to buy 

but she only has her birthday money to spend.   

Striped Skirt  $27

Black top  $20 

Leather Jacket  $40

Leather Boots  $60

Jeans  $50

Sneakers $32

Shoulder Bag  $36
 

Your task is to decide (as a group) what Jade should buy with 

her birthday money and explain your reasoning:  
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  THE SHOPPING SPREE‐ VIDEO EXAMPLE PROBLEM 

clarifying notes  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                               planning notes 

                                                            
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

questioning notes 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           Summarizing notes 

                                                             
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

You received money as birthday gifts from your family and 

friends and you can’t wait to go shopping! Your mom agreed 

to take you on the weekend. Here is the money you 

received: 

From Grandpa and Grandma  $40

From your uncle  $35

From your cousin  $20

From your best friend $12
 

A new store opened in town that has really cool clothes. 

Here are the items you want to buy, but you only have your 

birthday money to spend: 

Striped Skirt  $34

Black sweater $25

Leather Jacket  $40

Leather Boots  $45

Jeans  $40

Shoes $32

Shoulder Bag  $27
 

Your task is to decide (as a group) what to buy with your 

birthday money and explain your reasoning:  

 

 


