
Think Alouds:  The Whys and How-Tos

Why Think Alouds?
By verbalizing their inner speech (silent dialogue) as they think their way through a problem, 
teachers model how expert thinkers solve problems.  As teachers reflect on their learning 
processes, they discuss with students the problems learners face and how learners try to solve 
them. As students think out loud with teachers and with one another, they gradually internalize 
this dialogue; it becomes their inner speech, the means by which they direct their own behaviors 
and problem-solving processes (Tinzmann et al. 1990). Therefore, as students think out loud, they 
learn how to learn. They learn to think as authors, mathematicians, anthropologists, economists, 
historians, scientists, and artists.  They develop into reflective, metacognitive, independent learners, 
an invaluable step in helping students understand that learning requires effort and often is 
difficult (Tinzmann et al. 1990.)  It lets students know that they are not alone in having to think 
their way through the problem-solving process.
Think-alouds are used to model comprehension processes such as making predictions, creating 
images, linking information in text with prior knowledge, monitoring comprehension, and 
overcoming problems with word recognition or comprehension (Gunning 1996.)
By listening in as students think aloud, teachers can diagnose students' strengths and weakness. 
"When teachers use assessment techniques such as observations, conversations and interviews 
with students, or interactive journals, students are likely to learn through the process of 
articulating their ideas and answering the teacher's questions" (National Council of Teachers of 
Mathematics 2000.)

Modeling Thinking Out Loud:  THINK ALOUDS ARE DONE IN FIRST PERSON!!!
Asking students to use a strategy to solve complex problems and perform sophisticated tasks is not 
enough. Each strategy must be used analytically and may require trial-and-error reasoning. 
Thinking out loud allows teachers to model this complex process for students.
For example, suppose during math class you'd like students to estimate the number of pencils in a 
school.  Introduce the strategy by saying, "The strategy I am going to use today is estimation. We 
use it to . . . It is useful because . . . When we estimate, we . . ."
Next say, "I am going to think aloud as I estimate the number of pencils in our school.  I want you 
to listen and jot down my ideas and actions." Then, think aloud as you perform the task.
Your think-aloud might go something like this:
"Hmmmmmm. So, let me start by estimating the number of students in the building. Let's see. 
There are 5 grades; first grade, second grade, third grade, fourth grade, fifth grade, plus 
kindergarten. So, that makes 6 grades because 5 plus 1 equals 6. And there are 2 classes at each 
grade level, right? So, that makes 12 classes in all because 6 times 2 is 12. Okay, now I have to 
figure out how many students in all. Well, how many in this class? [Counts.] Fifteen, right? 
Okay, I'm going to assume that 15 is average. So, if there are 12 classes with 15 students in each 
class, that makes, let's see, if it were 10 classes it would be 150 because 10 times 15 is 150.  Then 2 
more classes would be 2 times 15, and 2 times 15 is 30, so I add 30 to 150 and get 180. So, there 
are about 180 students in the school. I also have to add 12 to 180 because the school has 12 
teachers, and teachers use pencils, too. So that is 192 people with pencils."
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So far, I've learned...
This made me think of...
That didn't make sense, I need to…
I think ___ will happen next.
I reread that part because...
I was confused by...
I think the most important part was...
That is interesting because...
I wonder why...
I just thought of.

Think through your predictions about the text. "The title of the book is "…" 
so I think it will be about… When I look at the picture on the cover, 
it makes me think of…"  

Make explicit links to prior knowledge. "In the first paragraph, the main 
character …. That makes me think of another story I read where…"

Pretend you don't understand something. "I don't know what the author 
means when s/he says…Maybe s/he's talking about…"

Show how to check predictions and comprehension. "I was right about … 
but wrong about… I'd better read that again."  

Pause to summarize and make new predictions. "Ok. What has happened so 
far is… I think what will happen next is…

Think Aloud Strategies: Comprehension Fix-It Strategies 
Prime your brain for learning the new information by
 Making connections to what you already know about the topic
 Reading Chapter Summaries and Questions to build prior knowledge
 Reread the text
 Retell what you have read
 Use graphics, charts, etc. to aid in comprehension
 Make predictions and see if you are correct
 Stop from time to time and think about what you just read
 Ask yourself a question and try to answer it
 Use print conventions (bold headings, italics, etc.)
 Adjust your reading rate:  slow down or speed up
 Visualize
 Reflect in writing about what you have read
 Notice text structure patterns

You Try It!
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