
25strategies 

in 

50 minutes 

...to help you improve, streamline, 

simplify, evaluate, and enjoy 

reading and writing in any  

classroom. 

with 

Carrie Thomas 

cthomas@wths.net 

& 

Jamie Zarnstorff 

jzarnstorff@wths.net 
 

1. The timer starts 

2. You choose a strategy from 
the menu and shout out the 
number. 

3. We tell you all about the  
strategy you chose. 

4. Repeat the previous two steps. 

5. If we finish all 25 strategies in 50 

minutes, we’ll share our chocolate!  If 

we don’t, you can check them out 

online here: 

 

Jamie Zarnstorff has been 

teaching English and Reading 

Improvement for twelve years at 

Warren Township High School. 

She loves going fishing with 

her two little boys and reading a 

good book with a glass of wine 

in hand as 

soon as 

they’re 

asleep...   

Carrie Thomas has been teach-

ing English for  thirteen years at 

Warren Township High School 

and specializes in curriculum 

and instruction. She is IATE  

North Lakes district co-leader 

and would LOVE to talk to you 

about how to be more involved 

in IATE.  She has a four year old 

son, and far too many pets.  She 

loves reading 

comic books 

and making 

things. 



Menu 
1. Umbrella  

2. Bigger Better Bolder  

3. silent exchange  

4. Silence To Foster Understanding  

5.  Better than stumbles, marbles, gravy  

6. read and roll  

7. Take a page from my book  

8. Hit Record  

9. What does it say; what does it mean; what does it matter?  

10. conversation calendar  

 

12. that damn frog thing  

13. Target Practice  

14. PQP  

15. writing.include?(code)      

16. ICE t  

17. Templates  

18. save the last word for me  

19. cut it out  

20. the word game   

21.Stand Up and Say Something  

22. Easter Egg  

23. Discussion Seeds  

24. CATAPULT  

25. trouble slips  



1 Umbrella 
This graphic organizer helps students narrow their focus and identify a 

context for their argument .  The premise is that since it’s impossible to 

cover everything, you pop up an umbrella and cover what you can. 

School Uniforms 
are good 

Because they can prevent 
bullying 

People won’t be picked on 
because they don’t match or 
look cute 
 

Poor students who can’t af-
ford name brand clothes 
won’t be teased. 
 

Clothing will be the same 
regardless of body size. 

Gangs can’t 
show affiliation 
with clothing 

Easier to pick 
out an outfit in 
the morning 

For example, if…. 

 

 

An example of this is… 

 

 

One example of this is…. 
 

 

T 

Girls won’t feel 
singled out by 
dress codes 

Thesis: School uniforms are good 
because they can prevent bullying 





2 Bigger Better Bolder 
 

1.Collect a class set of paint chips (stick to lighter 
shades) and have them laminated. 

2.Write an overused word on the lightest shade. 
3.Students write a more descriptive word in the next 

section, and pass the card on.  The next student 
writes an even more descriptive word, and so on.   

4.Once the card is 
full, you will have 
lot of much more 
descriptive options 
to use. 

 

Variations: 
 Students break into 

small groups and 
choose overused 
words from their 
own writing, pass 
the card around 
and select their fa-
vorite alternative. 

 Winners can earn 
points. 



3.  Silent Exchange 

This one puts discussion ownership on the 
students...  

1. They are asked to create their own open-
ended discussion question about a chosen 
chapter or passage.    

2.After writing their questions at the top 
of a sheet of paper, they are grouped with 
at least three other students.   

3.Students silently pass their questions  to 
the right so their group members can 
have two minutes to give a thoughtful re-
sponse.   

4.The rotation continues every two 
minutes until students get their own 
questions back.   

5.silence is broken and discussion begins…  



4 silence to foster understanding 



5 Better than stumbles, marbles, Gravy 
 
Students should work in small groups (approximately four students per group).  
Ideally, all four essays are swapped with another group.  Each student takes the 
lead for one of the essays passed to his group, reading it aloud.  As he reads, the 
other group members call out the following phrases when relevant: 
 
Stumbles: The reader stumbled over a word, and they should add a suggestion for 
another possibility.  
Marbles: The reader had trouble getting through a sentence, and they should add 
a suggestion to make the sentence clearer.  
Gravy: The essay is going on and on without offering argument or evidence, and 
they should give a  
suggestion about that or 
cross out plot stuff.  
 
However… we have found 
that teenagers often  
complain about having to 
shout out weird things  
like “gravy!” in the  
presence of their peers.   
As a result, we’ve had a  
bit more luck with “Add, 
Subtract, Clarify.”  This  
Instruction sheet can be 
printed and laminated to 
be reused with this  
activity.  Printing on a 
bright color makes the 
sheet noticeable, so that 
more reserved students  
can simply hold up the  
card instead of shouting 
something out. 
 

Add, Subtract, Clarify 
1. Break into groups of 3 or 4 people. 

2. Swap papers with another group so that no one has his or her own paper.  

3. The first person will read the paper he or she is holding from  

beginning to end. 

4. As he or she reads, the other members of the group will say STOP, or hold up 

this paper, when something problematic catches their attention.   

5. Once the reader stops, the rest of the group will choose one of the following 

options for the reader to mark on the page.  The reader will simply write a  

symbol at that point and then continue reading. 

 ADD (+):  reader comes to a place where the essay needs something 

like explanation, support, elaboration, or specifics  

 SUBTRACT (-):  reader comes to a word, phrase or  

section that is not necessary (phrases such as “in my  

opinion” or excessive plot recap should be subtracted) 

 CLARIFY (c):  reader is stumbling as he or she speaks because the 

sentence is awkwardly worded or the words themselves are not quite 

right 

1. After the reader finishes the paper, he or she will walk the group through the 

paper stopping at the places the group marked earlier.  As a group, decide how 

to fix these places while the reader makes notes on the paper itself.  This is also 

the perfect opportunity to double check minor errors and citation problems. 

2. After each person’s paper has been read, the authors will be able to fix their 

writing in preparation for the next draft deadline. 
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6 read and roll 
 

While partner A reads, partner B will roll the die and  

respond according to the instructions on the die. Both  

partners write their questions and responses in your book 

as annotations. 
 

1: summarize: summarize the section that your partner just read. 

2: vocabulary: select one difficult word and guess what it means 

based on context, check a dictionary or ask a friend to see if you are 

right. 

3: connect: make a connection to your own life, to something that’s 

happened in the world or something in a book or movie. 

4: visualize: draw a picture, or vividly describe this section (If doing so 

would be totally inappropriate, simply re-roll). 

5: ask: write a thought provoking discussion or  

opinion question and discuss it with your  

partner. 

6: prediction: make a  

prediction about what  

will happen next based  

on what your partner  

has just read.  





7. Take a page from My book 

1.Xerox pages from the text and copy onto  

colored cardstock 

2.Distribute to individuals, partners, or small 

groups to annotate 

3. Groups present their work to the whole class 

 

Adaptations: 

 Xerox each page on a particular color and use the  

think-pair-share approach by having kids work  

independently, then find a partner with the same color, 

and finally joining as a complete color group 

 Copy discussion questions onto the cards instead and 

have groups respond to the questions 

 Copy a single quotation onto the cards and have the 

group discuss the quotation 

 Pass completed cards to another group and ask the  

second group to evaluate the response or annotation 



8 Hit Record 

Use this app 

1. Record the  

conversation. 

2. Save the file with a practical name.   

3. Email it to the teacher. 

Tips: 

 BEFORE anyone starts anything, make sure someone in the group has a device that can record, send the 

recording as an email, and has enough available space to store the conversation. 

 Encourage each group to do a “testing 1 2 3” recording to make sure they know what they are doing. 

 Write your email address on the board and ask students to take a picture of it with the phone they are 

using for recording. 

 Communicate by flashing the classroom lights unless you enjoy listening to your own voice.  



9. What does it say; what does it mean; what does it matter? 

 

Gallagher, Kelly. Deeper Reading: Comprehending Challenging Texts, 4-12. Portland, Me.: Stenhouse, 2004. Print. 



10. Conversation Calendar 



The basic idea is simple: 
1. Provide a piece of evidence for the students to respond to.  It might be a chapter title, a significant word 

or phrase, a picture, a photo, a brief article, a quote, a movie trailer, etc.   
2. Students then generate as many questions as possible –only questions, no statements.  The questions get 

recorded.   
 
Variations: 
 Have students generate 

questions in small 
groups first (or use a 
think-pair-share ap-
proach) and bring their 
questions to the larger 
group. 

 The teacher can type all 
the questions as they are 
generated by the class. 

 Using the master list of 
questions, ask students 
to select the three ques-
tions that they think will 
be most significant in 
the reading. 

 Return to the master list 
(or top threes) after 
reading and reevaluate 
the questions, sort the 
questions, respond to 
the questions, manipu-
late the questions... 

 
 

Use this activity as a  
pre-reading activity and 

return to it for follow 
up throughout the 

reading or use it as a 
springboard for your 
essay.  Or use your  
essay rubric as the  

evidence and build your 
questions around that. 



12. that damn frog thing 
 
This approach to evaluating writing shifts the responsibility onto the students and in doing so requires them 
to think critically about their writing and thinking.  It also solves two major frustrations of essay grading: hav-
ing to write the same comments over and over on everyone’s essays and having students throw away the pa-
per without really considering the comments that it took you ages to write. 
 
How it was presented to me: 
1. Read the first essay and grade the heck out of it.  Leave lots of comments. Set it aside. 
2. Read the next essay.  Determine if it makes different mistakes from the previous one or similar mistakes.  

If it makes similar mistakes to the first one, simply throw it in a pile with the first one.  If it makes different 
types of mistakes, grade the heck out of it, leave lots of comments and use it to start a new pile.   

3. Repeat step number two until all essays are graded.  Limit yourself to 3-6 piles.  This is possible if you fo-
cus your grading on a limited set of characteristics.   

4. Mark each group with a particular symbol (I used frog, toad, turtle, salamander the first time I did it) and 
allow students time to meet in those groups to compare essays and understand their own areas of 
strength and weakness. 

 
How I modified it: 
 I did not “grade the heck out of” any of the essays; instead, I wrote my observations on a sticky note and 

used the sticky note to label the piles.   
 When I finished reading all of the essays, I used my sticky notes to write an overarching comment about 

each group’s strengths and weaknesses.  I printed all of the overarching comments on a single page. 
 Students compared their writing, identifying areas of strength and weakness and added “teacher  

comments.”  They then chose the overarching comment that best described their group’s performance. 
 The subsequent time I did this activity, I provided a comment bank to help them so that the comments 

would be more complex and focused. 
 The last time I did this activity, I included a letter grade with the overarching comments. 
 
My experience 
I had my students do this activity for two of the four body paragraphs they wrote for an essay about Homer’s 
Odyssey.  This essay came together slowly, one paragraph at a time over the course of reading the first half of 
the story.  Each time they self-evaluated, they got better at it and were better able to anticipate my expecta-
tions.  Ultimately, I graded the entire essay in this manner.  They earned up to 50 points for grammar and me-
chanics (which I graded and left feedback about) and up to 50 points for argumentation and writing technique 
(which they self-evaluated).  Most importantly, since they all received a blank essay, they could earn or lose 
up to ten points by adding thoughtful “teacher comments.” 
 
Why it works 
Grading in this way saved me time because I avoided making the same comments over and over again.  Stu-
dents were invested in figuring out their own strengths and weaknesses.  Instead of passively receiving com-
ments, or ignoring them altogether, students played an active role in evaluating and thought critically about 
their work and how to improve it.  They made the comments I would have made, and felt my frustration as 
they wrote (and rewrote) “explain how this supports the thesis.”  The activity automatically differentiates to 
meet students’ specific needs and ability levels.  It continues the thinking even after the essay has been grad-
ed.  And best of all, students have the opportunity to improve their essay score, not by fixing a mistake here 
or there, but by objectively critiquing their work and suggesting ways to improve next time. 



13. Target Practice 
 

Often, the learning stops as soon as  
students see a grade.  One way to get around that  
problem is to give feedback in a different format.  Assign  
a task, and clearly articulate a single skill that you intend 
to evaluate, print an archery target on the worksheet or 
rubric, and use it to indicate the student’s degree of  
success in expressing mastery of the evaluated skill.   
 



14. PQP: Praise, question, polish 

P: Praise for what you like 

about the author’s writing style or 

ideas. 

Q: Ask questions you have for 

the author to remove any  

confusion you have.  

P: Polishing ideas for the author 

to improve his or her writing. 

 

This activity can be introduced 

after reading a chapter, novel, ar-

ticle, or peer editing.  The stu-

dents can even email the feed-

back to the teacher,  which offers 

an opportunity to address email 

etiquette.   

 

 

This works well for struggling readers and writers, as it helps them give an author specific 

feedback in memo format. 



15. writing.include?(code) 

 

Our students are entering a world where success will be tied to code literacy.  Regardless of the field they  

intend to enter, the most successful people will be those who are what Farrah Bostic calls “a conversational 

coder,” that is, at least somewhat versed in programing languages. 

 

 

If you are code literate, teach it.  Use code 

to express ideas and relationships.  Help 

your students create code poetry.  Here, a 

few lines of code describe how the death 

of his friend shifts Romeo's motivation to 

revenge and it accounts for the spiraling 

escalation of violence through use of a 

loop, a repeating section of code that  

allows for changing variables across  

multiple passes.  

 

 

If you are not code literate, you can still 

think like an engineer and express ideas 

and relationships using logic that  

translates well to programming.  Here, I 

help a student articulate her thesis based 

on the information she’s gathered  

observing Odysseus lead his men in  

various situations. I used mathematical 

constructs, because she’s more  

math-minded.  Shifting from a formula to a 

sentence once we were done was simple 

enough:  Odysseus is a good leader only 

when his hubris does not interfere with his 

wisdom. 
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17. Templates 

From They Say/ I Say by Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein 



18. save the last word for me 
 

1. Each student chooses a meaningful passage and copies 

onto the front of his paper.  Then, he writes his thoughts 

about the passage on the back of the paper.   

 

2. Students form small groups and take turns reading their 

passage to the group.  Each of the other group members  

weighs in on the passage, offering his or her comments.  

Students can use this opportunity to annotate their texts, 

etc.  After each group member has shared his or her 

thoughts, the original writer, then gets to explain why he 

chose the passage.   

 

3. Continue until each group member’s passage has been 

discussed. 



19. cut it out 

Help students understand organization by destroying their work.  Cut up a paragraph –student work or some-

thing you prepare ahead of time– and give it to the students to reassemble.  Discuss the evolution of their 

argument or even just placement of citations. 

Taking apart a paragraph about Art Spiegelman’s Maus, by cutting along the dotted lines gives me an oppor-

tunity to discuss the best order to present support.  I can add complexity by withholding strips of the para-

graph and asking students to create the missing element on their own.  The sky is the limit.   

Here is what the reassembled paragraph looks like: 

One of the symptoms of survivor’s guilt that Artie exhibits is self-punishment associated with feelings of guilt.  In the article, it says 

that individuals suffering from survivor’s guilt will blame themselves, they punish themselves for the deaths of those who did not survive.  

Artie does just this in the short story “Prisoner on the Hell Planet” in which he deals with the trauma of his mother’s suicide.  The trau-

matic events leading up to Anja’s suicide are illustrated and depicted overlapping one another atop Artie’s shoulders, symbolically placing 

the blame on his shoulders.  At the climax of the short story, Artie depicts himself, dressed in a prison uniform, turning away from his 

mother who is seeking his reassurance.  Realistically, Artie pushing his overly sentimental mother away does not cause her to kill herself; 

it’s more complicated than that.  Nonetheless, the prison uniform shows that Artie has already convicted himself he sees himself as re-

sponsible for her death.  In a final and definitive act of symbolic self punishment, Artie depicts himself inside of a prison cell in the final 

panels of the story.  To an outside observer, it seems unrealistic that Artie would blame himself it is so obvious that the unbearable trau-

ma of the holocaust is what is actually responsible for Anja’s suicide, but this is the very essence of survivor’s guilt.  To sum up, Artie 

suffers from self-punishment and guilt about Anja’s death despite not actually being responsible for it at all. 



20 The Word Game 
 

We love this one for a way to focus students at the beginning of class!  
Simply write a single word on the board and have them explain the signif-
icance of it to the chapter they read the day (or night ) before.   

EX:  If students read Chapter 1 of Lord of the Flies for homework, one 
word you might choose for them to explore is “Conch”.  They 
would be asked to write a paragraph explaining the significance of this 
word in Chapter 1.  Students who DID read the chapter would be able to 
identify a) WHAT a conch actually is and b) HOW it was used in 
chapter 1.   

This is perfect for a little reading check quiz AND a warm-up for dis-
cussion! 

*NOTE:  It’s easy and helpful to change the word every class period to 
keep students honest!  

Variation:  As a warm-up, you could also ask students to identify what 
they thought was the most important word in a chapter and explain their 
reasoning using plenty of support.   
 Gallagher, Kelly. Deeper Reading: Comprehending Challenging Texts, 4-12. Portland, Me.: Stenhouse, 2004. Print.  



21. Stand Up and Say Something 

The Game: 

As I play the scene/chapter on my iPod, I will stop periodically. 

When I stop, take a moment to think of a summary, a connection, a good question or ex-

plain a literary device.    

Make an annotation in your book. 

THEN STAND UP. 

For each original contribution, you will earn a point.   

Scoring: 

At the end of the hour, I will record all points and take the average.   

If you earn an average amount of points, you will receive 100% on the activity.  If you 

earn more points, you will earn extra credit.  If you earn fewer points, you will earn a slightly 

lower score. (Alternatively, I may announce a minimum participation goal) 

 

 

 

Sentence Starters 

The only thing I understand from this line/sentence is ___________, what else is happening? 

What __________ is saying here is … 

I noticed that the author uses ____________________(literary device).  He probably used that 

device in order to … 

This line/part reminds me of … 

I felt just like that when … 

I think this line is significant because … 

Based on __________What I think will happen next is … 

This choice seems out of character for ______________ because … 

This choice shows that ________________ is a bad/good/smart/etc. guy because … 

If I were in this situation, I would … 



22. Easter Egg 

Use any set of questions that you would like students to  

answer.  Write each question on a quarter sheet of paper 

and put inside an Easter egg.  Set the basket of eggs at the 

front of the classroom (or hide them…).  Students work in 

groups to answer the questions and record their answers 

on a sheet of paper.   

Tips 
 Use all different eggs so the kids can keep track of which ones they’ve already 

done 

 They gravitate toward the interesting eggs, so put the most important  

questions in the coolest looking egg. 

 Include bonus eggs to make yourself laugh (I made up new lyrics to “Eye of the 

Tiger” and forced the groups to belt out my version, “Pi and the Tiger” in the 

middle of a Life of Pi egg game). 

 Put candy in the eggs at your 

own risk.  It build excitement,  

but the kids forget what the 

game is really about. 

 Insist that the eggs be opened  

at the students’ desk (or they 

start opening them up front and 

it’s chaos). 



23. Discussion Seeds 
1.Assign small groups a particular page or passage 

from the text, and give them a stack of post-it 

notes. 

2.The group must come up with thought provok-

ing questions related to that passage and write 

the questions on the post-it notes –one question 

per post-it. Post-its can be stuck to the group’s 

desk or workspace. 

3.Then, groups rotate, taking over the workspace 

of a different group.  The new group, discusses 

each question one at a time and sorts them into 

two piles: “good” and “meh” 

4.Groups can share the questions that sparked the 

best discussion with the whole class. 



24. 
C A T A P U L T 

Before reading a new text, ask  

students to take out a paper and 

write CATAPULT down the left side 

of the paper.    

Read each prompt to them and  

allow them time to reflect on what 

they can learn from that part of the 

text. 

 

 C cover 

 A author 

 T title 

 A audience 

 P page 1 

 U underlying idea 

 L looks 

 T time and place 



25. trouble slips 
IN an effort to encourage metacognition in our students, 
we like them to identify WHERE in their reading comprehen-
sion broke down.   

These are pieces of card stock roughly the size of a book-
mark.  As they read, they take note of their trouble spots 
in the text.  Upon returning to class, they’re grouped with 
students and asked to share their trouble slips.  This 
teaches them that confusion is normal, and through dis-
cussion with their peers, they can work through their 
confusion without the help of a teacher. 
 
Gallagher, Kelly. Deeper Reading: Comprehending Challenging Texts, 4-

12. Portland, Me.: Stenhouse, 2004. Print. 


