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A Note from
Sunday Cummins
Constructive student-led conversations about texts can
be hard to nurture in-person and may prove even harder as
students meet in virtual chat rooms this school year. To give
students a way into the conversation, consider repurposing
a familiar tool. The lesson that follows shows how to use the
THIEVES mnemonic, which was originally desiged to help
students make predictions about a text based on its Title,
Headings, Introduction, Every first sentence, Visuals and
vocabulary, and End of text, as well as the students’ own
initial Summary of their thinking. In this new context, though,
students can use THIEVES as a way to start conversations
before they read sources on a topic and then continue that
conversation after reading. Below I’ve included suggestions
for how to integrate THIEVES into virtual student-led
conversations:
• A fter students have read (or viewed) and discussed the
first source in a set, teach them how to use the THIEVES
mnemonic collaboratively to preview and make predictions
about what they might learn in a second source.
• With older students, encourage one member of each group
to share their screen and document their predictions using a
word processing program.
• Encourage students to use the lesson’s list of “Questions to
Push Kids’ Thinking” to sustain conversations with each other
before, during, and after reading or viewing each source.
• Engage students in conversations about how to use the
THIEVES mnemonic flexibly. Pose questions for the groups to
discuss like:
• What is the value in using THIEVES as a conversation
tool? What thinking or learning did you gain with your
peers that you might not have gained on your own?
• How can we use THIEVES (and what we have learned
in other sources on a particular topic) with a variety of
sources including infographics and video?

Lesson 2

• Do we need to look at every single feature listed in the
THIEVES mnemonic? What is just enough to help us get
a conversation started? Or to get our own analysis of a
source started?

Lesson Idea 3

Be THIEVES to Make
Informed Predictions
TYPE OF SOURCE
Two texts with multiple features
(e.g., title, subheadings, visuals) that
can be previewed before reading

TIME
Two 40-minute lessons

STRATEGY
Students use the THIEVES
mnemonic (adapted from Manz
2002).
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GETTING READY
1. Select sources: This strategy works best
with texts on a similar topic that have
strong features. The examples in this lesson
are about the impact of the ivory trade.

2. Study the sources:

• What is an important question that is
answered in both texts that can serve as
the purpose for reading? A question for
the sample articles might be What is being
done to save the elephants?

• How will the title and features
in the second text trigger your
students’ thinking about what
they read in the first text?

• Will the features or first sentence
in each section of the text offer
similar information, add to
information from the first text
in some way, or maybe even
offer contrasting information?
3. Prepare materials: Create an
anchor chart for the THIEVES
mnemonic (see Figure 3.5) or
copy bookmarks the students
can easily reference. Provide
access to both texts and a
simple way for students to
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write notes about their predictions—on
sticky notes or lined paper.
BEGINNING THE LESSON
I think of thieves as people who feel like they need
something to get ahead in life. We can get ahead of
an author by being THIEVES—by previewing the text
before we read it. Then we will know a little bit about
what we are going to learn when we read the text.
When we do this again with a second text, we’ll also be
thinking about what we learned from the first text.
Refer to the anchor chart or the bookmark and
briefly discuss each part
of a text that can be
previewed—title,
headings, introduction,
every first sentence in
a section, visuals and
vocabulary, and end of
the text. Highlight the last
step—summarize—by
discussing how readers can
summarize their predictions
or what they have learned
based on their preview of the
text.
Figure 3.5 THIEVES Mnemonic
Classroom Bookmark (Cummins
2017)
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Teaching with Source 1
Let’s use THIEVES to help us preview. We can start by looking at the title to think
about the topic or central idea.
Think aloud with the text (see Figure 3.6). For example: The title says, “Cracking
Down on the Illegal Ivory Market Is Key to Saving Elephants.” I think this is going to be
about the ivory tusks that elephants are frequently killed for. A “market” is a means
for selling something. Maybe the author is going to tell me about dealing with or
getting rid of these ways people sell ivory illegally. I’m wondering, if it were harder to
sell ivory, would people not kill elephants? I have some idea of what this text might be
about and how it might help me understand our question about saving the elephants.
Let’s look back at the THIEVES chart to see what else we might preview.
Continue guiding the students to use THIEVES to preview and predict. Ask
the students how just previewing the text helps them begin thinking about how to
answer their essential question. Capture predictions in writing, as a group or individually. Let the students read independently to confirm, expand on, or adjust their
predictions and discuss or write in response to the essential question.
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Figure 3.6
Examples of
a title and
headings that
students might
preview using
the THIEVES
mnemonic
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Teaching with Source 2

Figure 3.7
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Excerpts from
“Saving Africa’s
Elephants”
(Scholastic
News 2017) with
examples of
annotations

We can use what we learned in the first text to help us make informed predictions
about a second text on the same topic. One way we can do this is to be THIEVES
again. We’ll think about what we learned in Source 1 while we preview Source 2.
Here’s an example of a think-aloud with the second article: The title is “Saving
Africa’s Elephants,” so I’m already thinking about what I learned in the first text. I’m
wondering if this article will address the legal and illegal sales of ivory.
Continue guiding the students in previewing the text and making comparisons.
Figure 3.7 shows examples of the kinds of annotations we might model writing
or thinking aloud about in front of students or that students might make on their
own. Ask the students to read and annotate the second text, keeping in mind the
purpose for reading as well as new information they are learning.
Encourage small-group student-led discussion of the similarities and differences
between the texts. You might refer back to the purpose question, asking students to
think about what they learned in response to that question.

SOURCE 2
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Questions to Push Kids’ Thinking
• How does what you previewed in Source 2 connect with what you
learned in Source 1?
• Let’s look at this feature (e.g., title, heading, photograph) in Source
2 together and think about how this compares to what we learned in
Source 1.
• Were your predictions about the second source confirmed? Or did
you need to adjust them?

3
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• How do both texts help you answer the essential question?

When Texts Are Tricky
• The topics for these two texts do not have to be exactly the same.
They could simply complement each other. For example, one
teacher chose an informational article on how buildings are
engineered to withstand earthquakes and then a second text
that was a short fictitious story about the 1906 San Francisco
earthquake. Students used what they learned in the informational
article to help them make predictions about what they would be
reading in the story.
• Not every text has the features in the THIEVES mnemonic. Teach
students to be flexible in their use of THIEVES. Students do not
have to preview the source using each part of the mnemonic in a
lockstep fashion, and they do not have to preview every part of the
source. The goal is for students to be strategic and make informed
predictions. For more information, see a blog entry I wrote on this
topic at http://bit.ly/2F1kyBX.
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