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Have you ever felt like student responses to reading feel phoned in?

Have you ever longed for your students’ responses to reading to feel more like personal 
discoveries in a rich text rather than answers to prescribed questions? 

Have you ever felt convinced that students have deep analytical skills but aren’t sure how to 
express the thinking they do on a daily basis about sports, television shows, and their social 
lives? 

Do you ever want the vibrancy and energy that is the adolescent brain to translate more 
into your classroom? 

→ How can we recalibrate students’ reading lives and their experiences in our classrooms? 



What we are about to introduce is a LONG GAME and intentionally 
recursive: there’s not a single assignment that can accomplish these 
goals. We developed rhythms that we used across a year’s 
curriculum that empowered students to become more independent 
and creative and that produced students who were more confident 
in how to approach a text and comfortable responding to them. 



Before we get to the rhythms, the most important piece to begin 
this work is that:

Students are more deeply engaged in any reading work when 
their classroom culture is steeped in the joy of reading…

Protected Reading-If you want them to value reading-PROVE IT!
Tell Your Reading Story
Be Authentic- get Nerdy!
Flying Our Nerd Flags
Ideal Bookshelf
Friday Favorites & Book Talks
Build Your Library!
Did you know? 
You can request up to 2 boxes of FREE BOOKS a month 
from Half Priced Books!



Step 1: A simple system for annotations

Inspired by the work of Kylene Beers and Robert Probst in Notice and Note (Heinemann, 2012)

I NOTICE... I THINK...
DateAnnotation 

Rows- 
By providing 
students a 

simple 
system- you 

eliminate 
frustration 
on students 
not knowing 
how to jot 
about their 

thinking.



The “I notice” is 
text-based: 
something 
students noticed 
that they want to 
think about  
more.This part can 
be a direct quote, a 
paraphrase of a 
part, or something 
more general 
students notice the 
writer doing.

. 

The “I think” part is 
the student’s 
response to what 
they noticed. As the 
year progresses, you 
can teach all kinds of 
ways to write longer 
about what they are 
noticing. 



Let go of requirements that 
may limit creativity…

Invite them to use color, add 
illustrations, anything that 
will get them more engaged 
in doing the work! 
Demonstrate with your own 
work. We both keep 
demonstration notebooks for 
kids to reference anytime 
after the lesson. 



The Annotation Cycle
Students annotate for about two weeks--I usually ask for about 4 
annotations per week, with a combination of some done in class and 
some at home. Student work will be better if they space them out 
rather than trying to do them all in one day.  Many will be about more 
than one book if you are using an independent reading based 
curriculum. 

At the end of the two weeks, they are most surprised when we ask 
them to go back into their thinking--they usually do work with the 
mindset that they are done! 



Step 2: Annotating Annotations or, the importance of going back to revisit, reflect, revise

In his book Energize Research Reading and Writing (2012), Chris Lehman encourages 
students to “return to their notes to develop larger concepts.” This concept, we believe, is 
important to all kinds of thinking about reading. 

Students reread what they’ve written in a different colored pen, ready to underline or circle 
their most thought-provoking ideas. They read with a sense of curiosity, ready to find places 
where they have more to say. 

We provide students with ways they can add on, giving them permission to make it their 
own. We believe it’s important for adolescents to make choices about how their brain works 
best...when they don’t have to worry about making their notes fit someone else’s structure, 
that’s one less hurdle to get them engaged. 



When we annotate our annotations, we simply re-read and find places where we can add 
on to our ideas. Some ways to do that are: 

● For example, 
● Because…
● Use your vocabulary resources to name complex emotion or make your thinking 

more specific/nuanced
● Extend your thinking: make connections to yourself, the world, another text, etc. 
● Make connections between annotations
● Name THEMES and the BIG thinking that takes you outside the book

These are the initial directions we give to students:



You can write directly on 
your page with a different 

color!



You can use a post it note and 
place it on the annotation you 
are annotating! 



Feel free to use any available 
space near the annotation you 

are annotating!



Make it your own--it’s ok to 
draw arrows, make it messy, 
etc!



Use a combination of 
writing on the page and 
post its! Circle and 
underline in your 
original annotation!



Take a minute to talk about 
what might work for you: 

Post its?
Notes on the page? 
Colors? 

Then, we’ll do a live 
demonstration! 

We try to give students 
agency by letting them decide 
how best to do the work and 
of course demonstrating how 
it might go: 



Step 3: Thinking Guides -SYNTHESIS PAGE

The thinking guide is when we offer students a canvas--a blank sheet of paper--to 
illustrate the journey of their thinking: is there one big idea they want to think about 
more? What realizations have you had? Students visually organize their thinking in a way 
that makes sense to them: tables, maps, symbols, etc. We encourage ramblings and 
musings. We lean on the power of modeling to help students navigate this process. 

This idea came from a disconnect I saw between student thinking in their notebooks and 
the writing work I was ultimately asking them to produce. I saw that I wanted to them to 
linger in their thinking more, explore their own ideas, develop them out creatively before 
they got to the writing piece. 

The thinking guide can also be a final piece of the rhythm--a product that showcases 
their best thinking about that cycle of reading, which aligns with the thinking coming out 
of Mary Ehrenworth’s work at Teachers College about notebook pages. 



Once you’ve annotated your annotations, it’s time to start thinking 
about what was the most interesting to you as your worked: 

● What ideas seem fascinating? 
● What did you have a lot to say about? 
● What there a connection between multiple annotations? 
● Was there a particular lens (tough questions, words of wisdom, 

a-ha moments) that seemed most interesting to you? 
● Is there a theme that you want to think more about?

Initial directions we give to students to get them thinking about what to focus on: 



When I model my work using I’ll Give You the Sun by Jandy Nelson, I might 
say: 

“When I read over my annotations, what I noticed is that I basically can’t stop thinking about 
the role of art in this book, and I want to think about it some more. I’m going to create a web 
and simply put “ART” in the middle of my page. Then I’m going to create some branches for 
Noah, Jude, their mom...I’m going to use arrows to show how my ideas grow. I may draw in 
some connecting lines and then write how they connect. And, since this is about art, maybe I’ll 
create some of my own that will symbolize each of those characters.”

Narrating this process helps students get acquainted with how their 
minds work and helps them better articulate their process. Later, 
students can narrate their processes for each other. As students 
complete this work, I move around the room for conferencing and 

encouraging students to make their thinking visible. 



My focus that 
includes the title 
of book

My ideas kind of 
move across the 
page left to right 
and I used 
arrows. I started 
with Starr’s 
complex 
emotion at the 
beginning and 
went from there. 

I alternate 
between 
analyzing 
Starr’s 
connection 
to my focus 
AND my 
response 
to the focus 
as a person.



Virtual Gallery Walk: What 
does this look like ?

As you look, think about 
how it might inspire the 
work YOU do...

How might you develop your idea?

“I love how that person 
incorporated drawings!” 
“I think creating my own 
charts like that person is a 
good fit for my brain!”
“I never thought about 
using colors symbolically 
like that!”



























Stage 4: A Destination

If you want to have students take their thinking one step further, their 
thinking guide can essentially be their prewriting for a piece of writing: a 
published essay, a speech, or even a blog post. 

They don’t have an outline written in a specific format, and this enables 
them to choose purposeful paragraphs, an interesting beginning, and a 
meaningful end. Our hope is always that it looks more like “real-world” 
writing than a prescribed formula--that their authentic thinking process 
leads to authentic writing. 



Students engage in this 3-4 step process continually throughout the year, across all 
genres. In the beginning of the year, we have to spend a bit more time teaching into it, 
but as the year progresses it begins to run itself and then we are able to spend more 
time conferencing and helping students lift the level of their work. January annotations 
should be stronger than October annotations, for instance. 

This work complements whatever unit we are in and students use skills they are 
taught during regular lessons to support this work. 

Students completed their annotations over the course of two weeks their independent 
reading time (one annotation should take only 5 minutes) or at home. 

We gave students class time for stage two--it is a great opportunity to conference 
with readers as they do the work. 

We tended to give them one class period (40 minutes) to work on their thinking guide 
and they could finish at home if necessary. 



This work is recursive and transferable. Students end the year having a 
more confident grasp on a process they can use to make meaning, 
analyze, and critique a text all on their own. 

In The Book Whisperer, Donalyn Miller (2009) shares she “realized that 
every lesson, conference, response, and assignment I taught must lead 
students away from me and toward their autonomy as literate people” 
(p. 16). 



Thank you for your time! 

If you are looking for more information, this presentation is based on an article Kristen 
co-wrote with Maggie Beattie Roberts (@MaggieBRoberts, co-author of DIY Literacy) 
that was published in NCTE’s Voices From The Middle called Thinking While Reading: The 
Beautiful Mess of Helping Adolescents Discover and Celebrate How Their Minds Work 

Kristen tweeted out a link to the article! @robbins_kristen

If you try this work out, please reach out! We want to hear how it goes and answer 
questions. 

kwarren@mybvls.org
lrose@mybvls.org 
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