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What is Reciprocal Teaching?

Nicola Bell

Statement of the problem

Reading comprehension is a key predictor of a
student’s broader academic learning. Teachers need
to be aware of the strategies that best facilitate reading
comprehension development.

Proposed solution/intervention

Reciprocal teaching is an instructional approach
designed to teach students metacognitive strategies for
reading comprehension. It has been used with typical
readers and with students who have specific learning
or reading comprehension difficulties. Students are
explicitly taught four strategies: summarising what

has been read, asking questions about the text,
predicting what will happen next, and clarifying any
unfamiliar word meanings.

Instruction proceeds with a gradual release of teacher
responsibility. The teacher begins by reading a

text and modelling application of the strategies. As
students become familiar with the process through
ongoing teacher-supported dialogue, they progress to
discussing the text with — and providing instructional
support to — their peers. In some iterations of the
approach, each student will be asked to demonstrate
all four skills at a time. Alternatively (e.g., in a small-
group setting with four students), they may use
different texts to rotate through roles of ‘summariser’,
‘questioner’, ‘predictor’ and ‘clarifier’.

The theoretical rationale

The purpose of reciprocal teaching is for students to
practise strategies for understanding a written text.
Demonstrating each of the four strategies involves
actively allocating extra time and attention to the text
comprehension process and, in addition, to monitoring
one’s own comprehension success.

The reciprocal, interactive nature of the instruction
means that the student is an active participant and
that they have immediate access to feedback and
guidance. The strategies are also taught and modelled

with explicit links to a relevant written text. The gradual
withdrawal of teacher modelling and aid means that
the student remains ‘comfortably challenged’ - that is,
engaged but not frustrated.

What does the research say? What is the
evidence for its efficacy?

In a small-group instructional context, there is

good evidence that the approach improves reading
comprehension for typical readers in Years 4-7 (~9-13
years old), as well as for students of various ages with
learning (and specifically comprehension) difficulties.
It is unclear what the minimum required duration of
reciprocal teaching implementation is, though, on
average, the approach has been employed twice
weekly for six weeks.

Conclusion

Reciprocal teaching is an effective approach for
teaching reading comprehension strategies. Given that
students’ learning of these strategies is likely to reach

a ceiling after a finite number of instructional sessions,
the approach is relatively low cost in terms of resourcing
and time.

Key references

Okkinga, M., van Steensel, R., van Gelderen, A. J.S., van Schooten, E.,
Sleegers, P. J. C., & Arends, L. R. (2018). Effectiveness of reading-
strategy interventions in whole classrooms: A meta-analysis. Educational
Psychology Review, 30, 1215-1239. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-018-
9445-7

O’Hare, L., Stark, P., Cockerill, M., Lioyd, K., McConnellogue, S., Gildea,
A., Biggart, A., Connolly, P., & Bower, C. (2019). Reciprocal reading:
Evaluation report. Education Endowment Foundation. https:/
educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Projects/Evaluation_
Reports/Reciprocal_Reading.pdf

Palincsar, A. S., & Brown, A. L. (1984). Reciprocal teaching of comprehension-
fostering and comprehension-monitoring activities. Cognition and
Instruction, 1(2), 117-175. https://doi.org/10.1207/s1532690xci0102_1

Rosenshine, B., & Meister, C. (1994). Reciprocal teaching: A review of the
research. Review of Educational Research, 64(4), 479-530. https://doi.
0rg/10.3102%2F00346543064004479

Spérer, N., Brunstein, J. C., & Kieschke, U. (2009). Improving students’
reading comprehension skills: Effects of strategy instruction and
reciprocal teaching. Learning and Instruction, 19(3), 272-286. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.learninstruc.2008.05.003

© Nicola Bell, 2020.

Nomanis Notes are offered in good faith as a service to the community. This Note may be copied or otherwise reproduced

for not for profit purposes by individuals or organisations on the understanding that it is reproduced in its entirety and that

the original source is clearly acknowledged.

MultiLit


https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-018-9445-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-018-9445-7
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Projects/Evaluation_Reports/Reciprocal_Reading.pdf
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Projects/Evaluation_Reports/Reciprocal_Reading.pdf
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/public/files/Projects/Evaluation_Reports/Reciprocal_Reading.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1207/s1532690xci0102_1
https://doi.org/10.3102%2F00346543064004479
https://doi.org/10.3102%2F00346543064004479
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.learninstruc.2008.05.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.learninstruc.2008.05.003

