
Keep practicing the “topic-comment” 
strategy

The topic comment strategy:

STATE THE TOPIC, THEN MAKE A COMMENT 
ABOUT THE TOPIC. BE PREPARED TO EXPLAIN 
HOW THE PATTERNING OF KEY DETAILS 
EXPRESSES THAT COMMENT ABOUT THAT TOPIC

Relationships are . . .  Can be . . . 

Gender roles require/ have the effect of . . . 

Farm life is . . . 



Practice with Parodies: Changing key 
details changes topics and comments

• Which is why you have to notice all the key 
details in context . . . 

• CHANGING a detail can change the topic 
and/or change the comment

• The topic-comment strategy is hugely helpful 
to kids in reading for theme!





Practice in Miniature: 
Transferring the strategy to 

texts is key, and lots of 
practice is crucial

•



Introductions



Introductions

• Are another call to attention that signal the 
conversational topic and the direction that key 
details will take.

• Introductions have a privileged position –
along with conclusions, climaxes/turning 
points



• “The educational and life resilience of all learners is a prime 
concern of educators and has many factors, but for minority 
students resilience is associated with perceived school support over 
time, relationships with teachers, academic self-esteem, and 
mother’s work history.” 

• On the basis of these sentences, what do you think is the subject of 
the text from which they were taken? What rules of notice helped 
you? 

• How do you expect this text to tie in with the ongoing conversation 
about this subject? What makes you think so? 

• Please complete the following sentence frame based on the 
prediction you made above. 

• Resilience is an important issue for all students and learners, 
________________________________________,  and the author 
of this statement argues that for minority students, resilience is 
fostered in particular by 
______________________________________________________. 



• It is already understood that technology has a huge effect on shaping 
the human brain and changing how it functions, but the effects of cell 
phone use while driving is an especially scary case (based on Richtel, 
2014). 

On the basis of this sentence, what do you think is the subject of the text 
from which it was taken? What rule/s of notice helped you?

How do you expect this text to fit in with the on-going conversation about 
this subject?  What makes you think so?

Please complete the following sentence frame based on the prediction you 
made above.

• Although we already know that 
______________________________________________________, the 
author of this statement argues that the problem is extended and 
exacerbated when 
_______________________________________________________ 



• “There are many men who have argued over the ages that 
women don’t have enough mental strength to become 
morally good on their own: they need the guidance of men” 
(Wollstonecraft, 1792). 

• On the basis of these sentences, what do you think is the 
subject of the text from which they were taken? What rules 
of notice helped you? 

• How do you expect this text to tie in with the ongoing 
conversation about this subject? What makes you think so? 

• Please complete the following sentence frame based on the 
prediction you made above. 

• Although throughout the ages men have contended 
________________________________________, 

• the author of this statement argues 
______________________________________________. 



Questioning Strategies: Using the QtA

• Introduce six key questions and have a student 
record them on chart paper that can be seen by 
everyone in the class. 

– { What topic is the author addressing? 

– { What are the most salient key details about the 
topic?

– What is the author’s comment on that topic? 

– { What other comments on that topic are possible? 

– { What does the author do to convince you that his or 
her comment is the best one? 

– { How did the rules of notice help you in this process? 





Applying QtA to Introductions/Call 
outs

• “I hate a song that makes you think that 
you’re not any good. I hate a song that makes 
you think you are just born to lose. I am out to 
fight those kind of songs to my very last 
breath of air and my last drop of blood.” 
Woody Guthrie 



What artists, poets and songwriters do 
you know, or what artistic traditions 

do you know

• That uplift, that work to see possibility?

• That work for diversity?



My Rules: If you want to marry me
By Shel Silverstein

If you want to marry me, here’s what you’ll have to do.
You must learn how to make a perfect chicken dumpling 
stew.
And you must sew my holey socks.
And soothe my troubled mind.
And develop the knack for scratching my back.
And keep my shoes spotlessly shined.
And while I rest you must rake up the leaves.
And when it is hailing and snowing you must shovel the 
walk… and be still when I talk.
And… hey, where are you going?

How does the QtA and the rules of notice help you 
to navigate and interpret this poem?



Promoting a classroom conversation: 
Write your own “If you want to go out 

with me/impress me” poem



• The Shark, By John Ciardi

•
• My dear, let me tell you about the shark

• Though his eyes are bright, his thought is dark.

• He’s quiet, that speaks well of him

• So does the fact that he can swim

•
• And though he swims without a sound

• Wherever he swims he looks around

• With his two bright eyes and his one dark thought

• He has only one, but he thinks it a lot

•
• And that one dark thought he can never complete

• Is his one dark thought of something to eat

• Most anything does, and I have to add

• That when he eats his manners are bad

•
• He’s a gulper, a snatcher, a ripper, a grabber

• Yes, his manners are bad, but his thought is drabber

• That one dark thought he can never complete

• Of something, somewhere, somehow to eat

•
• Be careful where you swim, my sweet.

•



• Several lines in the poem develop the topic . . . .

• of the shark’s keen eyesight

• sharks’ dark thoughts about things to eat

• sharks’ capacity to swim without making a sound

• The central focus/main idea of the poem . . . 

• sharks have terrible manners

• The bright eyes of the shark increase its ability to 
see it enemies or prey

• Swimming is dangerous

• Watch out when swimming in shark infested 
waters because the shark has a voracious 
appetite.



• PICTURE MAPPING DIRECTIONS

• Identify the topic of your reading - symbolize the 
topic with a visual (no words allowed!)

• As you read, mark or list each key idea about the 
topic

• Symbolize each key idea with a picture or a 
symbol - do this as simply as you can!

• Show the relationships and the patterns of the key 
details

• Show the central focus and/or implied actions 
that follow from this trajectory of these details





Technique: Seek and Find
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Give students LOTS of PRACTICE in using the heuristics and in 
articulating the principles to cultivate TRANSFER!

Image(s)
supporting 

above assertion

Effective teaching is principled practice!



Effective teaching is principled 
practice: three key instructional 

principles at play
The Importance of KNOWING HOW

The Importance and Difficulty of TRANSFER

The Importance of Practice, Practice, Practice, 
Practice, Practice, Practice, Practice, Practice, 
PRACTICE  . . . .

The Rules of Notice are a kind of THRESHOLD 
KNOWLEDGE that can be developed and refined in 
unconstrained ways throughout a lifetime



A Sequence Designed to Enact These 
Principles

• Introducing the Strategy with Visual Texts
• Practicing in Miniature:   That is, we provide 

repeated practice in deliberately and consciously 
applying a strategy in short texts that we have 
written or selected to DEVELOP CONSCIOUS 
COMPETENCE.   

• Thinking-aloud
• Casting Students as Writers and Respondents 
• Applying a Questioning Heuristic 
• Searching and Finding
• Putting it All Together – integrating strategies for 

transfer
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Reading and inquiring for reciprocal 
service to self, peer, class, community, 

environment



To find short texts and excerpts that 
can be layered at different reading 

levels

• Your library media specialist!

• Seek and finds from kids and friends

• Cartoons

• Daily newspaper

• Newsela

• Ctl


