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CHAPTER 2:  

 A Strategy Lesson

Olivia and Joseph, my niece and nephew, have a new favorite bedtime story. 
It used to be Curious George, and for a while it was Madeline. But now the 
most requested story is the one my dad tells about when he was a little boy 

and all his Halloween candy got stolen while trick-or-treating. The “big kids” from the 
neighborhood took his bag of candy, and all he got for the rest of the night was an apple, 
an orange, and a Tootsie Roll. I remember my sister and I loving this same story when we 
were little. I can recall vicariously experiencing the disappointment of getting an apple 
for trick-or-treating, especially after having just lost all your candy, as well as the comfort 
of having your mom put a warm washcloth on your tear-stained face.

The more my dad tells this story to Olivia and Joseph, the more questions and com-
ments they have. One year, when my dad put them to bed after Thanksgiving dinner, 
he came downstairs smiling and told us their new comments. When he had gotten 
to the part about getting the apple from the nice lady, Joseph, who had just turned 
four, sat straight up in bed and exclaimed with wide eyes, “Maybe that’s all she had!”

My family, especially my twin sister, loves this comment since it has so much to do with 
who Joseph is. Because of his naturally compassionate demeanor, he always thinks about 
situations from other people’s perspectives. I also couldn’t help but see its connection to 
the language of thinking and the strategy lessons I taught in my classroom. Maybe is one 
of my favorite words to teach because it is so strongly linked with inferential thinking. 
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Even at age four, it would be awkward for Joseph to use this word in conjunction with 
more factual statements such as “Maybe she gave you an apple” or “Maybe you were trick-
or-treating.” The word maybe implies you are making a guess based on the information 
that you have, in other words, inferring.

The Language of Thinking
Joseph’s statement reflects the natural relationship between language and thinking. The 
thinking often comes first. In Joseph’s case, he had an idea about the lady with the apple, 
and then used language, albeit only a split second later, to express his idea. Usually, our 
thoughts drive the language we choose, not the other way around. It makes sense then 
that, when it comes to teaching reading comprehension in schools, most instruction 
focuses on the first part of this relationship: the thinking.

The strategy lessons presented in this book, however, start with the flip side of the 
thinking–language relationship. Rather than teach students about the different compre-
hension strategies, and then hope for language that reflects that thinking in their reader’s 
notebooks, most strategy lessons use particular words and phrases called “sentence stems” 
that, when used orally or in writing, spark different types of thinking. One strategy lesson, 
for example, shows students how they can use the word maybe after they ask a wonder 
question. This one word, once written or spoken, naturally encourages students to think 
inferentially and to theorize. Not all strategy lessons have a sentence stem but they all 
show students one small, specific way to write about reading.

One of the biggest benefits of teaching strategy lessons is that they give students 
something concrete to hold on to and are grounded in everyday language.  Although using 
phrases such as “I made an inference when . . .” is certainly a step in the right direction, it is 
also possible to use these comprehension buzzwords on a surface level without developing 
any deeper thinking (Buckner 2009). By taking advantage of the more tangible aspect 
of language and “teaching small,” we can support not just students’ thinking but also 
their ownership and independence in using these strategies long after the lesson is over. 

Figure 2.1 illustrates the components of a strategy lesson along with general time frames 
for each component. The rest of the chapter explains each step of a strategy lesson in 
more detail. Each of the ninety-one lessons in this book includes a description of how 
each component might sound for that particular strategy.
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FIGUrE 2.1

Breakdown of a Strategy Lesson

NAME IT Name the strategy you are 
teaching and any related 
sentence stems.

Begin by making a connection to students’ 
ongoing work. Are you introducing a strategy 
in response to observations of their work? 
Are you sharing a strategy a classmate 
displayed? Are your students simply ready to 
learn a new way of writing about reading?

1 minute

Why DO IT? Explain why this lesson 
supports thinking and writing 
about reading.

“The why” can be explained by you or you 
can use a turn and talk to have students 
think about “the why” first.

2–3 minutes

MODEL IT Demonstrate the strategy 
within a paragraph of writing 
that relates to the current 
read-aloud.

Students notice where in 
your model writing you used 
the strategy.

Ideally this is “live writing” done in real 
time on a document camera or overhead. A 
prewritten paragraph on chart paper can also 
be used if needed.

Give all students about 15 seconds to turn 
and talk about where you used the strategy. 
Then have a brief, whole-class share in which 
one student offers an answer.

5 minutes

1 minute

Try IT Students turn and talk 
about the strategy they are 
learning.

Students try out the strategy 
in their reader’s notebooks.

Give a prompt that gets students to process 
the purpose of the lesson, by either naming 
the strategy they are learning or why this 
strategy is good for writing about reading.

Students write the name of the strategy at 
the top of a page in the strategy section of 
their reader’s notebooks. Give students a 
prompt related to the read-aloud. 

1 minute

10 minutes

ShArE IT Students share their entries 
with a partner followed by a 
whole-class share.

In pairs, students read their entries to one 
another.

In the whole-class share, two students 
share their entries out loud and classmates 
comment on where they used the strategy.

5–7 minutes

5 minutes

Like most lesson frameworks, this structure is flexible and can be modified or adapted 
to best fit the needs of the teacher, the age of students, or a particular lesson. 

The rest of this chapter describes one lesson in detail to demonstrate what a strategy 
lesson looks like. This lesson, called “Writing About Your Thinking” is often one of the 
first that I teach and introduces students to using the phrase I think. This two-word phrase 
is clearly a very basic one. As simple as it is, this phrase represents the main purpose for 
reader’s notebooks. We don’t want students to write us book reports. We want students 
to use writing to explore and share their thinking. Similar to the “sparking effect” of the 
word maybe, the phrase I think gets students to infer because this language is tied to that 
type of thinking. It would be unnatural or at least awkward to use the words I think and 
then explain a fact in a book, such as “I think Catherine has a brother named David.”
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This emphasis on writing about thinking, a common expectation for reader’s note-
books, is not meant to indicate that any summarizing is undesirable. Explaining a part 
of the book can provide a context for students’ thinking. Writing a few sentences sum-
marizing what they read that day, especially when students first start an entry, can also be 
a bridge between the blank page and writing that relates to higher-order thinking.  There 
may also be more summarizing when writing about nonfiction text, as will be described 
in later chapters. Regardless of genre, strategy lessons show students how to use sum-
marizing as a starting point rather than relying on it to fill up pages.

Name It
At the beginning of a typical strategy lesson, I name the strategy I am teaching and any 
related sentence stems—words or phrases students can use to generate this particular type 
of higher-order thinking. I also explain why I am teaching this particular strategy, which 
often has to do with what I have been noticing in their independent entries. Sometimes 
I want to share a great writing-about-reading strategy I noticed in a student’s notebook 
entry (with his or her permission). Other times I tell students they are ready to learn a 
new strategy that will elevate their current thinking and writing about books.

For this lesson, I write the phrase “I think” on the document camera (with the light off 
so students can’t yet see it) and then connect what I have been seeing in students’ entries 
with the day’s lesson.

Everybody’s notebooks look so terrific, I’m excited that it’s finally time to use 
them. Today, we’re going to have our first strategy lesson. We’ve already talked 
about the purpose for these notebooks— they are for sharing your thinking about 
your books. Soon you will be writing independent entries and making your own 
decisions about what to write. But first we are going to have a few weeks of just 
strategy lessons where I will show you some ways to write about reading. Today, I 
am going to share with you one phrase you can use to help you bring thinking into 
your writing.  It’s pretty easy. Are you ready? Okay, it’s using the phrase . . . [I turn 
on the document camera.] “I think.”

Why Do It?
Once I have named the strategy, I explain why I am teaching it. In all mini-lessons, I ex-
plain “the why,” in both writing workshop and writing about reading, because writing 
well depends on student ownership. Beyond grammar and punctuation rules, not much 
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about a student’s writing can be “correct” or “incorrect” as with a math problem. Rather, 
the quality of writing is largely based on the choices students make as they write.

In Crafting Writers (Hale 2008), I use the example of my car to describe how “the why” 
affects learning. My sister Chrissy used to tell me to never let my gas tank fall below one-
quarter of a tank in the winter. I was sure she was right, but I never wanted to pull into a 
gas station and pay money when I still had plenty of gas left. Then I took a car mechanics 
class and learned why she advised this: The rise and fall of temperatures in the winter 
can cause water vapor to freeze, which is not good for your gas tank. After that class, I 
stopped for gas whenever my tank reached a quarter tank (maybe a little less) because the 
relationship that influenced my decisions was no longer about me and my sister: it was 
about me and my car. Giving students “the why” in a lesson supports ownership because 
it shifts the emphasis from the teacher–student relationship to the relationship between 
my students and their writing.

“I think” is a great phrase to use when you are writing about reading because 
it helps you move beyond explaining what happened in the book. It’s okay to 
talk about what happened in the book sometimes, but not your whole entry. 
Starting a sentence with the phrase “I think” gets you to offer your own ideas and 
interpretations about the book. And it’s a very general phrase, which means it can 
lead to lots of different types of thinking. So if you think you are writing too many 
sentences about what happened in your book you can use “I think” to get you back 
to what you are thinking about your book.

There are two ways to teach “the why.” The first is through direct instruction, which is 
illustrated in the previous example. You simply tell the students why this strategy benefits 
thinking or writing about reading. Each of the lessons in Chapters 3 and 5 suggests how 
you might articulate “the why” for that particular strategy. The second way to teach “the 
why” is to have students think about it first. In this case, after I name the strategy, I would 
ask my students, “So why might I think be a good phrase to use in your reader’s notebook 
entries?” Students then talk in pairs for about thirty seconds followed by a quick share 
and additional explanations from me as needed. I do not necessarily expect students to 
always have the right answer. If I have students discuss “the why” first, rather than just 
explain it myself, it is because I value the thinking my question generates.

Model It
Next, I model using the strategy in my own writing. I write the name of the strategy I 
am teaching at the top of the document camera (or overhead), if I haven’t already. Then, 
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I write a paragraph, usually about five or six sentences long, about a particular part or 
character from our current read-aloud that reflects the strategy I am teaching at some 
point. If there is a sentence stem I’ve taught, then I make a point to use it once, sometimes 
twice, in my writing. The model writing for the lesson I think, illustrated in Figure 2.2, is 
about the chapter book Rules by Cynthia Lord.

FIGUrE 2.2

Example of Model Writing

One of the most important characteristics of these strategy lessons is that modeling 
is not composed of a single sentence but a paragraph of writing in which the language 
or concept I am teaching is embedded. The main purpose for writing this way is that it 
more closely mimics what we want our students to do. We don’t ask students to write 
single sentences in their notebooks, with each one reflecting a different strategy. We 
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encourage them to write developed thoughts that take many sentences to explore. And 
like our students’ writing, model writing is not about writing “an amazing paragraph of 
thinking.” It is about using a certain strategy within a bunch of regular sentences. Some 
sentences might show related types of thinking, but the focus is on the particular strategy.

While it is certainly possible to prepare this model writing ahead of time, I prefer “live 
writing” (Hale 2008), in which you think out loud as you write. As Stephanie Harvey 
and Anne Goudvis point out in their book Strategies That Work (2007, 20), “Much of our 
responsibility when teaching reading is to make what is implicit, explicit.” This statement 
typically applies to think-alouds done during a read-aloud, but the same idea of making 
thinking transparent can be applied to writing. I want my students to see, not only what 
I write but also the thinking process behind that writing.

One way to help make the thinking process of writing transparent (even if you know 
exactly what you are going to write) is to pause every now and then and say “Hmmm,” or 
share internal dialogue by asking yourself, “Why do I think Catherine is a shy person?” 
These small gestures demonstrate a kind of stop-and-go thinking, which reinforces that 
writing does not come out as fluently as it appears on paper (Hale 2008). More impor-
tant, it shows that bringing thinking into writing takes effort on the part of the reader.

STUDENTS IDENTIFy ThE STrATEGy  
After I finish my model entry, I read what I wrote out loud in its entirety and then ask my 
students to identify where I used the strategy. In this case, I simply say, “Turn to someone 
next to you and tell them where I used the words I think.” Clearly, this is not a difficult 
task, especially for this lesson in which the words are so obvious. I include this expecta-
tion every time for two reasons. First, it supports active engagement as I am modeling 
and holds students accountable for processing the lesson. Second, establishing this habit 
when the strategy is easy to spot creates a foundation for later strategy lessons that are 
not grounded in specific language. The strategy lesson “analyzing the relationship be-
tween two characters,” for example, does not have a sentence stem, so no exact phrase is 
apparent when I am modeling. In this case, when the whole entry may reflect the strategy 
being taught, I would say, “Tell someone next to you how I used this strategy. What do I 
think about the relationship between Catherine and David?” 

Using a turn and talk during this part of the lesson is crucial for engagement and 
accountability. I have learned not to rely on students nodding their heads in response to 
“Do you see where I used ‘I think’?” or “Does everyone understand?” These questions are 
somewhat meaningless because the response is usually a reflexive head nod. In addition, 
checking for understanding this way does not support learning because no processing is 
needed. A turn and talk, however, supports understanding what I am teaching because 
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using speech to express an idea is more cognitively demanding than listening (Cazden 
2001). Students are more engaged when they play an active role in the lesson. This quick 
share also influences student engagement during the direct instruction part of the lesson: 
students are just more attentive when they know they will be soon be turning to a peer 
to express an idea.

Try It
Before students try out the strategy in their notebooks, I have one more turn and talk to 
support students’ memory and understanding of the strategy I am teaching. I ask students 
to either name the strategy or explain why it benefits writing about reading. Which one I 
choose depends on the complexity of the strategy and the grade level of students.

For the “I think” lesson, I use one of the following prompts:

• “Turn to the person next to you and tell him or her what words you can use to bring 
more thinking into your entries.”  

• “Turn to the person next to you and say why the strategy ‘I think’ can help you 
when you are writing independent entries.”

• “Tell the person next to you why I am teaching the phrase ‘I think.’”

These turn and talks all support student ownership, just in slightly different ways. In the 
first example, I emphasize the actual language, that is, the sentence stem and its connection 
to a particular way of thinking. The second example has a stronger emphasis on making 
an explicit connection between this lesson and students’ ability to call on this strategy 
when they are writing independent entries. The third example focuses more on students’ 
understanding of how this lesson helps them as writers of reading. 

Strategy Entries
The second part of the try-it makes a shift from students noticing the strategy in my writ-
ing to students trying it out themselves. One of my favorite quotations from The Art of 
Teaching Reading (Calkins 2000, 92) is “the fact that we, as teachers, say something has 
very little to do with whether our children learn it. Telling is not teaching.” Instead of 
expecting (or hoping) that teaching leads to learning, we can set up structures in lessons 
that simply get students to process the lesson. Although the turn and talk is helpful in 
supporting active processing, having students try the strategy in writing creates an even 
stronger connection between my teaching and students’ independent use of that strategy.
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First, I ask students to turn to the strategy section of their notebooks and to write the 
name of the strategy or the sentence stem at the top of the next page. This small step 
reinforces that they are not just writing an entry about the read-aloud but also learning 
a particular strategy they can use on their own.

All right, everyone turn to the strategies section of your notebook. At the top, 
write the date and the words “I think.”

I wait about twenty or thirty seconds until everyone is looking up and ready. Then, I give 
directions for their strategy entry so they know (1) which part of the read-aloud to write 
about and (2) how many minutes they will have to write. 

For the next five or six minutes, write about the chapter in Rules that we read 
yesterday when Catherine went to Jason’s birthday party. And try to use the words 
“I think” at least once or twice. Ready? Go ahead.

As with the model entry, students write a paragraph in which they use the strategy once 
or twice within a paragraph of writing. If I were to write one sentence that starts with 
“I think” and then ask students to try it out, most, if not all of them, would probably be 
successful. Although this kind of modeling can provide scaffolding, if needed, it is an “I 
do, you do” structure that does not take as much active thinking on the learner’s part. 
When students have to use the strategy within “regular writing,” it more closely mimics 
how they might incorporate that strategy in an independent entry.

Notice that, although I direct students to a particular part of the book, there is a differ-
ence between this direction and a typical prompt in which students respond to a teacher-
generated question or statement. The try-it prompt guides students to a particular part 
of the read-aloud or to a certain character conducive for using the strategy being taught. 
Students may be writing about the same part of the book but they are independent in when 
they use “I think” and in what context. Giving students the responsibility to decide when 
and how to use the strategy increases the likelihood they will use it on their own because it 
is further along the gradual release of responsibility (Pearson and Gallagher 1983).  With 
the strategy lesson “analyze a relationship between two characters,” for example, I might 
scaffold students’ entries by designating which two characters they should write about. 
However, each student decides what they think about the characters and their relation-
ship, what aspects of the relationship to describe, and how they explain their thinking. 

Once students begin writing, I walk around to look at their strategy entries, giving quiet 
comments of positive reinforcement and an occasional nudge if a student has written a 
lot but not yet tried the strategy. I am also on the lookout for which two students I will 
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invite to read their entries for the whole-class share. Determining who will read their 
entries out loud ahead of time keeps the lesson running smoothly, but it also allows me 
to choose which entries other students hear. Strategy entries, unlike independent entries, 
are part of instruction, and entries read out loud need to reflect the lesson taught. I do use 
a checklist to keep track of who has not been chosen recently, but the only requirement 
is that students use the strategy that was taught. However, because students at many 
different ability levels are able to successfully write a strategy entry, I never rely on my 
top readers and writers. Figures 2.3–2.6 illustrate how the “I think” strategy can be tried 
out successfully by students of different ability levels.

Keep in mind that strategy entries are meant to be shorter than independent entries. 
Trying out a strategy within a paragraph of writing does not usually take more than five 
or eight minutes, depending on the age of students and the complexity of the strategy. 
If students write for twenty minutes, just for the sake of a longer writing session, then 
the point and practice of the strategy lesson is diluted. Once we move into independent 
entries, expectations for volume and overall quality in using a variety of thinking strat-
egies increase.

Share It
Once time is up, preceded by a one-minute, friendly warning, all students share their 
entry with a partner. A consistent expectation that every student shares what he or she 
wrote with someone improves students’ attention and engagement while they are writing 
their strategy entry. If you know you will be sharing your writing, you are more likely to 
invest and engage in your work. In addition, how a peer uses the strategy reinforces the 
teaching of the strategy.

After three to five minutes of pair sharing, students close their notebooks and shift 
their seats to face the front of the class. The two students previously chosen come to the 
front of the room and read their entries out loud. The expectation for the rest of the class 
is to listen and to identify where or how the student used the strategy.

Great, who can tell me where Shauna used the phrase “I think”? What kinds of 
thinking did she have about her book? Shauna, go ahead and call on someone.

Listening to how a strategy is applied helps students stay engaged, in an academic way, 
during the share. In addition, aurally identifying a strategy can strengthen attention to 
language differently than identifying a strategy in writing with my model entry.
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FIGUrES 2.3–2.6

Strategy Entries from “I Think” Lesson by Students of Different Ability Levels
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Scheduling and Planning
I usually start teaching strategy lessons twice a week in October, primarily focusing on 
narrative texts. Once students have learned about five or six strategies, they can start 
writing independent entries, a transition described in Chapter 6. At that point, you might 
teach one strategy lesson a week, with students writing independent entries two days a 
week. There is no right way in terms of when to teach narrative versus informational 
strategy lessons. I prefer to teach informational strategy lessons from Chapter 5 during 
a concentrated nonfiction unit of study in January and February. For the rest of the year, 
students write independent entries about nonfiction as part of Expert Team reading, 
a small-group structure described in Chapter 4 that provides scaffolding for reading 
nonfiction.

This book is meant to be used as a planning tool for lessons.  Most strategy lessons 
in this book align with the Common Core State Reading Anchor Standards (CCSS), as 
illustrated in Appendixes C and D, so you can use the charts found there as a guide if you 
need strategy lessons to support particular CCSS standards for your grade. You can also 
use the headings in Chapters 3 and 5, which reflect different comprehension skills, to guide 
your planning. If you know your students need more support synthesizing information 
when writing about nonfiction text, for example, you can go to that heading in Chapter 
5 and then look at the different strategy lessons under “Synthesizing” to find one that 
best suits you and your students. The next chapter offers forty-eight strategy lessons to 
support writing and critical thinking about literature. 




