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Sticky Note Reading – The Comprehension Connection 
By Lori Jamison 

 

My husband has a longstanding habit of making notes in the margins of 

the books he reads, noting points of interest, questions or connections for him.  I 

enjoy reading a book after he has “notarized” it, comparing my thoughts and 

connections to his (though the habit is less endearing when the book has been 

borrowed from the library or a friend!) Sticky notes are a more courteous way to 

track our thinking as we read.  When we invite students to share their questions, 

confusions, connections, disagreements or delights in what they read, we are 

teaching them to be active, reflective readers.   Tracking their thoughts during 

reading requires students to be metacognitive, to think about their thinking.   It 

shows them to be active, not passive readers.  And it helps them develop 

awareness about what they do when they read successfully, so they have a 

repertoire of tools to draw on when they encounter stumbling blocks. 

 

When I began my career, my idea of “teaching” reading was to give 

students something to read and ask them some comprehension questions about the 

material.  These questions may (or may not) have told me whether a student 

understood what was read, but they certainly didn’t tell me what that student was 

doing well as a reader.  If we want our students to become more competent 

readers, we need to help them develop an awareness of the habits of effective 

readers – and how everyone can develop those habits. 

 

One of the most promising practices in today’s classroom reading 

instruction is the increased focus on comprehension strategies – the habits of 

highly effective readers.   

As I travel across North America, I am impressed to see teachers offering explicit 

instruction about what reading strategies are and how and why to use them.  I hear 

teachers thinking aloud in their own reading to show students the “in the head” 

processes that go on when effective readers make meaning from text, and then 

inviting students to “think along” (Farr, xx) in the process.  I observe the Guided 

Reading lesson used as an opportunity for students to engage in guided practice in 

applying those strategies before being sent off to read on their own.     

 

The explicit teaching of comprehension strategies is relatively new in the 

whole scheme of reading instruction.  It’s only been since the early 1990s that 

folks like David Pearson and Michael Pressley published research on the strategic 

behaviors that good readers use to make meaning from text.  The Denver 

Education and Business Coalition group – Keene and Zimmerman, Harvey and 

Goudvis, Debbie Miller, Cris Tovani – have made that research accessible to 

classroom teachers and raised the bar for effective teaching of reading.   

 

Still, all too many of our students continue to be passive readers.  They 

click along, not really attending to what they are doing when they read.  

Sometimes they don’t even realize that they don’t understand what they are 

http://www.lorijamison.com/


  ©Lori Jamison  

  www.lorijamison.com 

 

reading!  We want all of our students to be effective, engaged readers who interact 

with text to make meaning.  One way to do this is by having students track their 

thinking with sticky notes.  Sticky note reading requires students to be active 

participants in the reading process because they have to “do” something as they 

read, rather than letting reading be “done” to them.  The very action of placing a 

sticky note on the page, framing a word or highlighting an idea requires a reader 

to interact with the text. 

 

Sticky note reading involves using sticky notes to tab specific points of 

interest or points of strategy application in a text during reading.  It helps readers 

engage with text and focus on specific aspects of the reading process.  It requires 

them to consciously apply reading strategies – and to think metacognitively about 

those strategies, in other words, to think about and articulate their thinking.  And 

most importantly, it builds readers who are active participants, not passive 

recipients, of the reading process. 

 

A Vignette… 
Debbie Douglas has a group of five second Grade readers sitting before her at the kidney shaped 
reading table.  She has chosen the beginning chapter book What A Story! (Kropp, Scholastic, 
2000) for the lesson today and has decided that the group will read Chapter 4. After a carefully 
planned book introduction, Debbie distributes the books and asks the children to turn to page xx, 
which is the start of Chapter 4.  Debbie instructs the students to put their “stop signs” (a small 
sticky note with the word “STOP”) at the end of page.  They will read silently until they get to the 
stop sign in their books.  She asks the children to use two sticky notes to tab two places in the text 
where they wondered something in the reading. 

When all the children have reached the stopping point, they share their “wonderings”.  
As they share, Debbie probes their thinking with questions such as “What do you think the answer 
is? Why do you think so?  What are some clues from the text? What background knowledge do 
you need to have in order to answer that? Do you think that knowing the answer will help you 
understand the story better?”  She believes that her most important role is to extend the students’ 
thinking and to help them articulate what they know about themselves as readers. 

“I am wondering if the other kids believe Sara or not,” comments Maria. “What do you 
think?” asks Ms D.  “I think they don’t believe her,” responds Maria.  Ms D. probes, “Why don’t 
you think so? Is there some evidence in the text?”  

“Well,” replies Maria slowly, “they say ‘the fire department?’ in a questioning voice like 
they don’t believe her.” 

Debbie jots down the students’ “wonderings” on a large piece of paper for all to see.  
After the discussion, she asks them to remove their sticky notes and move their “stop signs” to 
page xx.  Now the students have two jobs as readers:  to continue “wondering” as they read the 
next section, but also to see if any of their previous “wonderings” are answered.   

Again, after reading, they discuss their wonderings and add to the chart.  They begin to 
code their wonderings “in the book” (for questions that were answered directly in the text) and 
“in my head” (for answers that had to be inferred from background knowledge and indirect clues 
in the text.)  By this time, the guided reading session is over.  In order to get students to practice 
the strategy independently, Debbie asks the students to read the next two chapters on their own 
and to tab 4-5 wonderings as they read.  Because they will have to hold those questions until the 
next guided reading session, she suggests that they write their wonderings on the sticky notes. 
This task is their  “must-do” following the guided reading lesson.   
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THE READING TOOLKIT 
One of the challenges of sticky note 

reading is managing all those little scraps of 

paper.  In an eighteen-minute guided 

reading lesson, we simply don’t want to 

waste time searching for or distributing 

sticky notes.   

 

My simple and inexpensive solution 

is the “reading toolkit,” stocked with sticky 

notes, which enables us to have these tools 

at hand quickly and efficiently.  Sometimes 

I will provide a variety of stickies from 

which students may choose, and other times 

I will have the toolkits pre-stocked with the 

specific size or type of sticky notes that will 

be needed for that day’s reading.   

 

Reading Toolkits are simple to 

create from a colored file folder.  With the 

file folder folded shut, cut it in three inch 

(about 10 cm) strips.  This gives you four Toolkits 

from one file folder.  Add a clip-art label, if you 

choose, and laminate the unfolded Toolkit for 

durability.  Refold and add a plastic coil for a 

pencil at the top (those small pencils that go with 

your golf score card work well) and you’re set to 

stock the Toolkit with sticky notes for active 

reading. 

 

Pre-stocking the Reading Toolkit with 

sticky notes is a teacher timesaver and eliminates 

wasted transition time as stickies are distributed.  I 

prefer to keep the Toolkits in a central location, 

and distribute them along with the books at the 

beginning of the guided reading lesson.  Reading 

Toolkits should also be accessible for independent 

reading activities. 
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TOOLS FOR STICKY NOTE READING 

 various sizes, colors and shapes of sticky notes 

 sticky note “Stop Sign” 

 highlighting tape 

 colored “flags” 

 pencil or pen  

 

Sticky note reading may be used to support whatever comprehension strategy 

you are working on in the guided reading lesson.  There are many lists of 

comprehension strategies in professional literature; your local curriculum or 

standards will be the best guide for determining which strategies to focus on with 

your students.  I can’t overemphasize, however, the importance of modeling and 

practicing the strategy before expecting the students to apply it in the guided 

reading context and independently.   

 

Here are some of the ways I have used sticky notes to support comprehension 

strategy work in Guided Reading: 

 

The Stop Sign 

Use a small sticky note labeled “Stop” or illustrated with a stop sign to assist with 

reading short chunks of text in Guided Reading time.  When working on strategy 

practice in small group instruction time, we read only a few pages at a time, 

applying the strategy, then stopping to discuss and reflect on our reading.  The 

stop sign reminds the students to read only to a certain point before stopping.  

Before reading a chunk of text, for example, the teacher might say, “Put your stop 

sign at the end of Chapter 1 or at the end of page 14.  Read until you get to the 

stop sign, marking three places where you asked a question.” 

 

Making Connections to Background Knowledge 

Louise Rosenblatt, in her seminal work on Reader Response (Rosenblatt, 1978), 

taught us that comprehension is a transaction between the reader and the text.  We 

draw on our own background knowledge and experience (or schema) to help us 

make sense of what we read.  Sometimes that background knowledge comes from 

direct personal experience (text to self); sometimes it comes from other things 

we’ve read (text to text); and sometimes it comes from general knowledge (text to 

world).  Have students use sticky notes to tab points in the text where they made 

connections.  As students become familiar with this thinking process, they may be 

asked to code the connections with T2S (text to self), T2T (text to text) or T2W 

(text to world).  After reading and tabbing each chunk of text, discuss the 

connections students made and probe their thinking by asking them to articulate 

how these connections helped them understand what they read.  As Adrienne Gear 

(200x) suggests, it’s always critical to BIBB – Bring it Back to the Book!  An 

effective prompt is, When I read ______, I made a connection to ______ because 

___. 
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Visualization 

Generating mental images has been shown to be an effective strategy for 

comprehending text (Pearson & Duke, 2002).  For many readers, visualizing is 

automatic; for them, reading generates a streaming video of images running 

through their minds.  For other readers, visualization is more strategic.  They 

purposefully construct visual – or other sensory – images to support 

comprehension.  Students can use sticky notes to sketch “mind pictures” as they 

read.  Generally, I like to provide 2”x2” squares for “quick pics” – rough sketches 

of the images that come to mind during reading.  After sketching, the students 

should be asked to share the images that came to their minds. 

 

Predicting 

Generating predictions about what will happen in the text requires readers 

to integrate many strategies.  When we predict, we activate background 

knowledge, we draw inferences, we set purposes for reading and we synthesize 

information.  Good readers are constantly making predictions, then confirming or 

adjusting those predictions as they acquire more information.  When I first 

introduce sticky note predictions, I have the students place blank stickies at 

strategic pause points that I have pre-chosen as conducive to prediction.  During 

reading, when they come to a sticky note, they jot down their prediction at that 

time – and the evidence from the text that supports that prediction.  It’s hard to 

convince young readers that there is no glory in making the right prediction; in 

fact, authors don’t really want us to guess the whole plot upfront and may even 

lead us astray!  Even the best readers may not always correctly predict what will 

come next, but good readers do use clues in the text to anticipate future events.  

Furthermore, good readers are constantly adjusting and correcting their own 

predictions as they read on.  But the most important part of predicting is using the 

clues in the text to come up with a reasonable and credible thought.  As students 

develop more skill in predicting, they can be encouraged to tab their own 

prediction points as they read, tracking their own thinking as they confirm or 

correct their predictions.   

 

Drawing inferences 

Readers infer all the time; they just don’t always know it!  In teaching students to 

draw inferences, part of the challenge is teaching them to recognize an inference 

and understand both the textual clues and the background knowledge they needed 

to draw on in order to make the inference.  Start by pre-selecting appropriate 

pause points and stopping to discuss what inferences readers must make in order 

to understand the text up to that point.  Record the inferences and the thinking 

behind them on a three column chart: 

 

What I read What I know What I infer 
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For example, take following sentence:  “Sara blew out the candles and opened her 

presents.” In my background knowledge, I know that you blow out candles on a 

cake and receive presents when it’s your birthday.  Therefore, I can infer that it’s 

Sara’s birthday. 

As students become more proficient at identifying and articulating their 

inferences, have them tab their own inference points in the text using sticky notes.   

 

Clicks and Clunks 

Collaborative Strategic Reading (CSSR) is a research-based approach to 

self-monitoring comprehension (Klingner & Vaughn, 1999).  I particularly like 

the language used in this approach when distinguishing reading that makes sense 

(“clicks”) and points of confusion (“clunks”).  Good readers hit “clunks” all the 

time; the important thing is to recognize when you’ve hit a clunk and draw on 

your strategies to fix it up so you can get clicking again.  When working on 

“clicks and clunks,” stock the reading toolkits with red and green flags.  Tell 

students to pay careful attention to whether their reading is making sense to them.  

When they come to a point of confusion, or clunk, have them tab it with a red flag 

(like the stop light).  But if they use one or more strategies to fix up their 

confusion, they should replace the red flag with a green one (to get clicking 

again).  After reading each section of text, stop to discuss the points at which the 

students hit clunks in the reading.  (The advantage of needs-based groupings is 

that all the students in the group are likely to hit the same clunks.)  Talk about 

what fix-up strategies they used, and what strategies they might use another time.  

Keep an ongoing anchor chart of fix-up strategies that students can draw on when 

they encounter “clunks” in their reading. 

 

Coding Nonfiction  

Another self-monitoring exercise, this one asks students to 

identify information in nonfiction that they already knew and 

information that they learned.  With younger students, I usually 

start with two codes:  “I already knew this” and “I learned this”. 

Have them mark one sticky strip with a check mark and one 

with a star.  As they read, when they come to a fact that they 

already knew, they should  tab it with the check mark.  When 

they come to a fact that they learned, they are to tab it with the 

star.  I usually have students use only one of each code, so that if 

they come to an additional fact they learned or already knew, they 

would be free to move the sticky strip or leave it where it is.  Again, the purpose is 

to encourage readers to be reflective as they read.  As students gain experience 

with this system, you may have them add other coded sticky strips.  Two that I 

like to use are the exclamation point (for “WOW! This is really interesting!) and 

the question mark (for “Can this be true?), a means of getting students to be more 

critical about their reading.  After reading, students may share their tabbed facts 

with a partner.  They might be asked to work with a partner to identify one fact 

that both of them already knew, one fact they both learned and one fact they both 

thought was interesting.  In this way, students are given opportunities to revisit the 

 I knew this  

Î I learned this  

!    Wow! 

?    I wonder 
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text for a variety of purposes, consolidating their comprehension and extending 

their thinking. 

 

Tracking Thinking about Text 

The INSERT (Interactive Notation System for Effective Reading and Thinking) 

strategy is a research-based technique that encourages students to use a code to 

track their thinking as they read (Vaughn & Estes, 1986).  In this system, students 

code their thinking at every paragraph.  Together, the students and teacher can 

develop a whole range of codes, though the most common include: 

 - I agree, I already knew, confirms my thinking 

?  - I don’t understand, I wonder 

- – I disagree, this doesn’t fit with my thinking 

+ - This is new to me, I didn’t realize this 

 

Highlighting Vocabulary  

Have students use highlighting tape or sticky strips to “underline” two 

challenging vocabulary words in the text.  (With many students, I find it works 

better to suggest that they highlight two words that “someone else might have 

trouble with.”)  After reading, discuss the words chosen by the students.  Make a 

list of the words and work together to come up with “tricks” to help readers read 

and remember these words the next time they are encountered. 

 

Highlighted Word What I think/know it 

means 

How I might remember it 

   

 

Strategy Spot 

Ultimately we want students to be able to integrate their strategies fluidly 

and flexibly, and make purposeful decisions about which strategies to use in a 

particular reading task.  Once students have a repertoire of strategies, they might 

be encouraged to tab any point at which they used a strategy.  You might use 

different coloured stickies for different strategies – pink for connections, green for 

inferences, yellow for visual images, etc.   

Create a chart for each of the strategies used.  Have students place their 

stickies on the appropriate charts and use this information as a discussion point 

(and assessment piece) about which strategies were used most frequently and 

why.   

Sometimes, you might ask students to go back into the same text again, 

and this time use different strategy tabs.  Discuss the supports and challenges of 

“second draft” reading and the reasons for using different strategies.   
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TIPS for Sticky Note Reading 

 

1. Don’t have students do a lot of writing on the sticky notes during Guided 

Reading time.  This takes important time away from reading.  When you 

read only short passages, and tab only one or two thinking points, students 

should be able to remember and discuss them without writing them down. 

 

2. Include sticky notes on your school supply list.  Have each student bring 

one or two pads and you can distribute them as needed. 

 

3. Make stocking the reading toolkits a student job each day.  

 

4. If you send students off on a “must do” (teacher-assigned) activity with 

sticky notes, they should write their thoughts down on the note so they can 

discuss them during the next guided reading session. 

 

5. It is often a good idea to set parameters on the number of “tabs” students 

must mark in their reading. 

 

6. Always come back to the group to discuss their strategy points and how 

this activity helped them comprehend the text.   

 

Using sticky notes to track thinking during reading is not an end in itself; it is 

a means to an end.  In Guided Reading, we guide, support and scaffold students in 

identifying and articulating the comprehension strategies they use so that they will 

be able to apply those strategies both automatically and purposefully in their 

independent reading.  The ultimate goal is for students to have a repertoire of tools 

in their strategy tool box to apply when comprehension breaks down during 

reading.  Sticky note reading is one way to fill that tool box.   
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