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Recommendation 
 

Teach students a routine for 
determining the gist of a short section 
of text.  
 
Cognitive science has confirmed that much of what we remember is not specific details 
but instead the overall “gist” of an event or idea. When reading a text, it is not often the 
exact wording we hope students will remember and incorporate into their own knowledge 
base. Our goal is for students to extract the “main idea” and to learn how to separate 
what is important in a passage from parts that are not.    
 

How to carry out the recommendation 
 

1. Model how to use a routine to generate gist statements.  
 

Instructional strategies from the examples 
 

• Provide a step-by-step process for finding the “gist” in a passage. Model this 
process for students. 

• Collect gist statements created by students as a result of using the step-by-
step process. 
 

South Carolina standards alignment 
 

ELA: RL.MC.6, RI.MC.6 

TEACHER: INST.TH.1, INST.TH.2, INST.PS.1 
 
Routinize the process of finding the “gist” in a passage by breaking it into smaller, 
manageable steps. Resource 3C.1 shows an example routine to support student 
discovery of the gist. Many routines begin with a search for the subject of passage – 
“Who or what is this section about?” Encourage students to look for clues such as 
frequently repeated words and within the titles, headers, or diagrams/pictures. 

CONTENT: Reading   

GRADE LEVEL(S): 4–9 
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Resource 3C.2 explains the process of marking the text when searching for important 
information in the passage. Model the use of the routine across multiple text types. 
Consider keeping track of gist statements as students work through the text. 

 

 
 

2. Teach students how to use text structures to generate 
gist statements. 

 

Instructional strategies from the examples 
 

• Explicitly teach text structure: cause and effect, problem and solution, and 
compare and contrast. Model how to determine the use of the structure across 
multiple paragraphs in a text.  

• Teach students to use one perspective of text structure to help them write their 
gist statement. 

 

South Carolina standards alignment 
 

ELA: RL.MC.6, RI.MC.6 

TEACHER: INST.TH.1, INST.TH.2, INST.PS.1 
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The organization of text can provide helpful clues toward creating the gist of a 
passage. Text structures such as cause and effect, problem and solution, and compare 
and contrast are listed in Resource 3C.3. Explicitly introduce each text structure one at 
a time and model how to determine which structure is in use across multiple 
paragraphs within a passage. Support students in seeing the commonalities among 
the structures as well. For example, cause and effect can be confused with problem 
and solution. Suggest students pick one perspective on the text structure to stick with 
and use as the basis for their gist statement. When no text structure is evident, 
support students in using the routine outlined in Resource 3C.1. 
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3. Work collaboratively with students to generate gist 
statements. 

 

Instructional strategies from the examples 
 

• Collaborate with students to write their own gist statement.  
• Have students explain their thinking for how they wrote the gist statement. 

Reduce the level of support as students become more proficient in writing gist 
statements on their own. 

 

South Carolina standards alignment 
 

ELA: RL.MC.6, RI.MC.6 

TEACHER: INST.TH.1, INST.TH.2, INST.PS.1 

 

After providing modeled examples of generating a gist statement, collaborate with 
students and prompt them through the routine. Encourage students to explain their 
decisions as they progress through the routine and to connect their thinking to the 
relevant portions of the text. As the gist statement develops, keep track of it on the 
board and have students record it in their logs. As students become more proficient 
with the process, gradually reduce the level of prompting and support. 



Teach students a routine for determining the gist of a short 
section of text 

Summary of Recommendation 3c from the WWC practice guide Providing Reading Interventions 
for Students in Grades 4-9. Full reference is on the last page.  6 

Resources 3C.3 demonstrates how to work with a group of students to identify the gist 
of a section of text. 
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Potential roadblocks and how to address them 
  

Roadblock Suggested Approach 

My students are having a really hard 
time generating gist statements. 
What can I do? 

Break the process into smaller steps focusing first on 
the ‘who’ and ‘what’ of the text. Ask students to work 
in pairs and consider creating a few possible examples 
of gist statements for text and having students identify 
which would be the best match to the text. 

Students get tired of doing gist 
statements day after day. 

Use the creation of gist statements as just one of the 
many tools that encourage comprehension. Vary the 
instructional activity regularly to avoid fatigue on gist 
generation. 

I am not sure what text to use with 
students when teaching them how to 
generate the gist. 

Gist statements can be generated from all types of 
text. Have students use their subject-area textbooks or 
required readings as the text and seek out text that 
includes relatable material. 

Sometimes, I think my students have 
finally learned how to generate gist 
statements. But then, a few days 
later, we get to a new piece of reading 
material, and it all falls apart. Will 
they ever learn how to do it? 

As text becomes more difficult and complex, 
generating a gist statement can become more difficult. 
For more challenging texts, focus on increasing your 
use of prompts, referencing the routine, and including 
additional encouragement or positive feedback on their 
progress. 

I seem to spend too much time talking 
at my students when we work on gist 
statements. 

As students begin to demonstrate greater proficiency 
with generating gist statements, gradually pull back 
your use of prompts and scaffolding. Encourage 
students to continue providing justification for their 
gist statements from the text and ask follow-up 
questions when students appear stuck. 
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