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Five-Word Summary

Many students have difficulty in being able to summarize a text without either retell-

ing the whole thing or being too brief and in doing so omitting important information. 

Five-word summaries, much like generative sentences, assist students in beginning a 

summary during synchronous instruction in order to complete it independently during 

asynchronous time. An added benefit is that it promotes oral language use and peer 

collaboration.

1. Students read a piece of text and independently choose five words that 

represent the reading. 

2. They talk with a partner to reach consensus on a new list of five words that 

they have co-constructed. 

3. They join another partnership, now with four students, and reach agreements 

on a final five-word list that represents the text. 

4. Each then creates their own written summary of the text, using the five words 

agreed upon by the group.

These five-word summaries also highlight the “big ideas” often subsumed in so much 

detail, and thus can provide the “coat hanger” that students can hang ideas on.

High school biology teacher Ben Rivera uses five-word summaries of technical texts for 

students to write in their digital interactive notebooks. “It’s really important that they get 

the details down in their notes without just copying what they’ve read. They need to 

synthesize,” said Mr. Rivera. After reading a passage on diseases of the coronary sys-

tem in their A&P manual, Mr. Rivera gives each student a few minutes to independently 

list five words from the reading that they believe are significant. 

After the students have completed this first stage, he moves them into breakout rooms 

of two students. “Remember, you and your partner need to come up with a shared list 

of five words,” he says. He moves in and out of several breakout rooms to observe their 

negotiations and to listen for correct language use. After five minutes, he collapses the 

rooms by half, so that each breakout room now consists of two pairs, a total of four stu-

dents. “I go into the participants box and pair up room 1 and 2, 3 and 4, and so on,” he 

explained. Each pair is equipped with their shared list, and now the goal is for the four 
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ANNOTATIONS CHECKLIST 

	Quality of annotations: There are connections to other ideas inside and outside 

the text, questions, and notations of key concepts in the reading. 

	Target skill or concept: The focus of the lesson’s learning intention is evidenced in 

the annotations. 

	Depth of annotations: The annotations build across the lesson and represent 

increasing understanding. 


