Lesson Plan: Critical Thinking Through Storytelling
By Sarah Sahr

When | was teaching Grade 8 just outside of Baltimore, Maryland, USA, my school district
required all English teachers to teach “The BIG 6.” We even got a poster to hang on our wall.
Basically, The BIG 6 was just a new approach to critical thinking. So, as to not keep you in
suspense, The BIG 6 are:

Predict (what can you expect?)

Visualize (what can you see?)

Connect (how does this relate to me?)
Question (what does the author want?)
Clarify (what’s the main point?)
Evaluate (now, what do I think?)

How many of you have heard of these before? Here’s a quick storytelling lesson plan to put The
BIG 6 into action.

Materials: Starter pictures (enough for each group of students), a
story, The FINAL 3 handout

Audience: All ages, all levels

Objective: Students will be able to distinguish between the six primary
reading strategies; students will demonstrate understanding of when to
use each one effectively and efficiently

Outcome: As a class, students will be able to reflect upon on a short
story by providing personal insight and evaluation

Duration: One 50-minute class period

To showcase my use of The BIG 6, I’ll use the well known story, Cinderella. However,
depending on your students’ age and language proficiency, you might want to use something
more challenging. I’ve always wanted to use “The Hunting of the Snark” by Lewis Carroll, but
haven’t found the right time or class.

Predict

Divide the class into several groups. Make sure the groups have no more than four students.
Write the words: party, magic, family, dancing, curfew, and cat, on the board. Have students talk
with each other about what these words might mean and how a story could be situated around
them. If students are unclear of the meanings, make a teachable moment of it and have students
help each other out. When ready, solicit predictions from the class.

Visualize
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For the sake of Cinderella, I would bring in photo cards of a beautiful dress, a pumpkin, mice, a
carriage, and an angry mother. Make enough sets of cards for each group. Continuing with the
predicting task, have students arrange the photos in a way the story might unfold.

Read the Story

Notice, the version of Cinderella I’ve provided a link to is very short. Short stories work best.
You can read aloud and ask the students to close their eyes and visualize what is happening (but
note that then this becomes a listening activity). Or, you can hand out copies of the story to the
class. It’s up to you!

Continuing with “Visualize,” have students talk about the images they saw when they were
listening to the story.

Connect

Ask students to think about how this story might relate to their lives. From the groups, pair
students up, so that now our groups of four are partners of two. Have students discuss, in their
pairs, some of the things they thought about. Lastly, have all pairs share their thoughts with the
class.

Question, Clarify, and Evaluate

The last three parts of The BIG 6 are Question, Clarify, and Evaluate. | think it’s easiest to put
these three together in a small handout. This table can be printed on half sheets of paper, and the
sections can be adjusted with more complex tasks for higher level students. Go over each section
with the class.

Question
Have students write down their thoughts on what the author is trying to say. Or, students can
write down some of the questions they still have in regard to the story.

Clarify

This is a chance for students to answer each others’ questions. Also, this is a great opportunity to
make sure students have found the overarching theme of the Cinderella story (even though
students may not agree with each other, it’s a great talking point for the class). As a teacher, now
is a good time to walk about the room and check proficiency levels. Try not to intervene. Let
students carry on their conversations without much guidance.

Evaluate

This last one is easy... what did students think of the story? Many of them may already be
familiar with the story, so this might be too easy in some cases. That is why choosing a different
story might be best for your class. The point is to have fun with it!
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You can find past TESOL Connections lesson plans and
activities in the TESOL Connections archives, or you can
visit the TESOL Resource Center. From there, search
Keywords “TESOL Connections,” and you will find
about 20 resources by Sarah Sahr.

Sarah Sahr works at TESOL and is currently pursuing her doctorate in education
administration and policy at the George Washington University. Her professional career has
taken her all over the world, most notably as a Peace Corps Volunteer in Ethiopia and as a
traveling school teacher/administrator with Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey circus. Sarah

is also a certified ashtanga yoga instructor and has managed an eco-lodge in Chugchilan,
Ecuador.
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