The STC as a Potential Framework for
College Reading, Writing, and Engaged
Learning
Teresa Fisher-Ari
Omer Ari
Georgia State University

ABSTRACT
College students are expected to synthesize information and meaningfully engage with and create texts for their own
learning and development purposes. Traditional strategy devices (which we have admittedly taught to post-secondary
students in the past), such as SQ3R and S-RUN-R are widely taught and serve to support college readers in locating
testable information in text and facilitating their acquisition of this information. However, overemphasis on these tools
may not adequately attend to the complex cognitive processes of comprehension, composition, and meaning-making
required for authentic learning and transfer of information from texts into action. The Square-Triangle-Circle (STC),
an active framework for reading, writing, and learning discussed in this paper, is rooted in research on cognitive theory,
reading, and in understandings of literacy as democratizing and participatory. Recommendations for additional
research as well as use and practice are included.

Postsecondary instructors are challenged with
the task of creating spaces and engagements
through which college students might
participate in active, personal, and ongoing
learning. As literacy educators, we have
frequently come upon courses and practices
to support readers in making sense of,
determining importance in, and gathering
information from complex texts. Often this is
addressed through the use of strategy devices
which are characterized by a multiple-step
process to be followed with fidelity. These
devices traditionally are seen as tools that can
be used by readers to unlock meaning in text
and achieve success in college courses that

require recall of facts and discrete
information. These tools often require readers
to practice and memorize the multiple steps
for strategies to aid in their understanding of
complex texts by using strategy devices such
as PILLAR, PLAE, PORPE, REAP, SQ3R,
and S-RUN-R shown in Table 1 below.
Despite their purported goal of increasing
college students’ efficiency to process
academically challenging texts and to produce
written responses, our students have found
the study strategies listed above to be difficult
to learn and cumbersome due to multiple,
prescribed steps. We, as literacy researchers
and instructors, have simultaneously grappled
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Table 1.
Select Reading/Study/Writing Strategies
Strategy
PILLAR
(Armstrong, 2014)

PLAE
(Simpson & Nist, 1984)
PORPE
(Simpson, 1986)

REAP
(Eanet & Manzo, 1976)

Steps
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
1.
2.
3.
4.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
1.
2.
3.
4.

SQ3R
(Robinson, 1946)

1.
2.
3.
4.

S-RUN-R
(Bailey, 1988)

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Preview the text
Identify major topics/concepts
List those topics/concepts that are repeated throughout the text
Look online for the basic information or meaning of those
topics/concepts
Attempt to make sense of the topics/concepts the context of the text
Read the text
Preplan to define requirements of task/problem
List strategies/plans of action most appropriate for the task at hand
Activate the plan of action by actively monitoring its effectiveness
Evaluate own learning outcomes in terms of the task
Predict an essay question
Organize materials in order to write a response to that question
Rehearse your response (before you write your response)
Practice writing your response to the question
Evaluate your response from your professor’s perspective
Read to get the writer’s basic message
Encode the message into your own words while reading
Annotate your analysis of the message by writing responses from several
perspectives
Ponder what you have read and written—first by reviewing it yourself,
then by sharing and discussing it with others, and finally by reading and
discussing the responses of others
Survey the text, compile a list Questions using (sub)headings/unfamiliar
terms and concepts
READ the text in an attempt to answer the questions, when finished
writing down answers for each question
Recite the answers to yourself or a partner by covering the answers
Review the study guide/notes created from the application of SQ3R to this
text
Survey the text
Read the section with the first major heading
Underline any important information in this section
Take Notes on the information underlined on your notebook for this
section. Repeated steps 2-4 for sections in the rest of the text
Review notes created

with our use of these devices and their varied
groundedness in cognitive, literacy, and
learning theories. These concerns have also
been recognized by others in the field
(Callender & McDaniel, 2009a; Jairam,
Kiewra, Rogers-Kasson, Patterson-Hazley, &
Marxhausen, 2014; Kiewra, 2005; McDaniel,

Howard, and Einstein, 2009). This has led to
research on college strategy devices resulting
in novel strategies to increase students’
learning outcomes by incorporating steps and
procedures. For example, SOAR emphasizes
attentive selection, organization, integration,
and retrieval of text information (Kiewra,
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2005). 3R utilizes self-assessment of one’s
recall of text information (McDaniel et al.,
2009). And, SERT improves science text
comprehension through self-explanation
reading training (McNamara, 2004).
Moreover, encouraging the use of graphic
organizers over lists/outlines, the more recent
strategy devices such as SOAR (Kiewra, 2005)
have been shown to facilitate integration of
novel text information within the text and
with students’ prior knowledge leading to
greater transfer learning and relationship
building between concepts (Jairam et al.,
2014).
Analysis of the steps and procedures
included in many strategy devices shows a
trend toward increasing college students’
comprehension of unfamiliar content area
material through collection of discrete
information that faculty might deem both
important and testable. This, problematically,
positions the purpose of reading, writing, and
learning as directed by and for others-- i.e.
teachers or those placed in positions of
authority-- rather than positioning learning, as
it is-- an active, personal, self-constructed, and
ongoing project.
As with all pedagogical choices, the tools
and resources we offer learners are not
neutral. Rather, they promote specific
understandings of knowledge and purposes
and practices for reading and make other
purposes and practices less possible. We must,
individually and collectively, interrogate the
practices that we choose to offer learners and
consider not only the promise that they hold,
but also the opportunities that they may make
less possible. There is the possibility that
many of the strategy devices prepare learners
only to find answers to right-there questions
professors might ask on a test. If we are to
support all learners in their preparation for
more full participation in a democratic
process and in engagement in their own
political will (Foucault, 1984/1996), we must
create opportunities for them to not only seek
answers to questions that they believe others

might ask, but to, in fact, grapple with their
own questions.
We posit that instead of arming students
with strategy devices which can support them
in engaging with the content primarily in
order to pass a test, we would be well served
to consider a different type of active
framework for reading, writing, and learning
which utilizes research-based and theorized
meaning-making as learners engage with any
text and new information they may encounter.
Our decision to use the term ‘framework’
is intentional. Frames mediate what is seen
and not seen, shaping and creating structures
which focus attention to specific aspects of a
thing. Additionally, a framework is composed
of separate parts fitted together to make a
whole. The STC is a framework through
which readers, writers, and thinkers may focus
their attention, frame their ideas, and
approach the same construct or text with
three varied frames to guide their attention to
and transaction with the text. This framework
has proven to be supportive to readers and
learners across reading development, levels,
and subject matter. The familiarity and
transferability of the framework creates a
structure which can be used across time,
context, and learner group in order to
facilitate reading and writing which supports
meaning-making and authentic engagement
and learning.
The STC- Describing the Practice
A framework that we have found to be
helpful and meaningful across time and
context, and closely aligned with our
understandings of the purposes and practices
of reading and learning is called the STC for
Square, Triangle, and Circle. The description
for each of these frames that we have crafted
and recrafted over time appears currently in
our syllabi in this way:
 Square: What “squared” with your
thinking? What ideas did you encounter in
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the reading that were consistent with what
you already know and/or believe?
 Triangle: What “pointed” you in new
directions? What new ideas did you
discover in the readings? Discuss the ways
in which the readings provided you with
new understandings.
 Circle: What thoughts are still “circling”
in your mind? What ideas give you pause?
What questions are now circling?
Within this framework, reader/learners pull
quotes and excerpts from the text for each of
the three frames and then they respond briefly
to those selections in turn (through writing or
at times through use of a digital audio
recording or VoiceThread) making their
connections, new directions, and lingering
questions apparent (see Figure 1 below).
While certainly, no structure or resource is the

Quote

panacea for all learning, we have come to use
and value the STC specifically for its
applicability to a range of uses, texts, and
contexts, and the active and self-directed
epistemology it supports.
The Genesis of a Good Idea
We were fortunate to encounter this
framework for reading and learning, the STC,
as graduate students (taught by Dr. Mary
Ariail) in one of our doctoral classes a decade
ago and have incorporated and modified it as
a reading/learning framework for use in the
undergraduate and graduate courses we have
taught across the past ten years. This
framework incorporates what we know from
reading and cognitive research (Adams, 2004;
Anderson, 1984; González, Moll, & Amanti,

Response

SquareWhat “squared” with your thinking?
That is, what ideas did you encounter in
the reading that were consistent with what you
already know and/or believe?
TriangleWhat “pointed” you in new directions? What
new ideas did you discover in the readings?
Discuss the ways in which the readings provided
new understandings.
CircleWhat thoughts are still “circling” in your mind?
This section will require the most thoughtful
reflection. In it you will discuss the ways in
which you think you could use the new
information to build on what you already know.
In addition, you should write about the things
that still puzzle you. Write about your concerns.
Write questions about things you don’t
understand, things that make you think of your
own learning, and especially things that you relate
to your own practice.

Figure 1. Example STC Template

Journal of College Literacy and Learning • Vol. 43 • 2017
21

2005; Kintsch, 2004; Rumelhart, 1994; Yeari
& van den Broek, 2011) while it supports
learning and learners as they make meaning
from any text and from the new information
that they encounter. We must note, as is often
the case with teachers, that while the
theorizing for and uses of the STC are our
own and reflect our beliefs and priorities, the
framework itself is not ours.
In trying to determine the origination of
this idea, a version of it (Triangle, Square,
Circle) can be found on the website “The
Teacher Toolkit.” On this site, the STC is used
as a “ticket out the door,” a tool that is used
as a check for understanding and a means for
future teaching
(http://www.theteachertoolkit.com/index.ph
p/tool/triangle-square-circle). This website
does not credit the strategy to a particular
person or source and uses it in very different
ways and for different purposes than the selfdirected, active-learning frameworks we use in
our courses.
We give sincere appreciation to those
individuals who first conceptualized this idea
and to the individuals whose insights have
helped it evolve along the way. We hope our
use and theorizing of this work honors your
contribution to the reading and learning lives
of others. As teachers, our work inherently
relies and builds upon the work and ideas of
all who come before and make those ideas
possible.
The STC- Theorizing the Practice
In deconstructing each aspect of this
framework over time, it has become clear that
each of these frames is rooted firmly in an
understanding of learning and literacy. The
Square, the Triangle, and the Circle, each
promote meaningful and intentional
engagement in the processes and practices of
learning and meaning-making. It should also
be noted that these are not consecutive steps,
but rather these aspects of reading, writing,
and sense-making occur simultaneously and in
real time as learners engage with the text

(written or otherwise). This means that while
learning, individuals are attuned to the ways
their ideas are being processed and are
engaged metacognitively as they check for and
develop understandings.
Theorizing the framework is aided
through the consideration of cognitive
processes which are driven by the interplay of
autonomous associative memory-based
activations and constructionist processes of
strategic reading. At any moment of engaging
with a text, as outlined by the Landscape
Model of reading (Yeari & van den Broek,
2011), the long-term memory is activated in
particular ways, focusing the reader’s attention
upon specific aspects of the reading which
become more salient due to a cohort of
memory representations which are activated
by these ideas. The salient ideas of any text
will vary based on the reader and the ways in
which aspects of the text are given particular
attention and incorporated into a developing
mental model of the subject of the reading
being constructed by the reader. This process
is also affected by the reader’s goals for the
reading task, the complexity of the text, and
reader ability.
Theorized similarly, these frames--the
Square, Triangle, and Circle—together create
spaces which invite reader/learners to engage
in meaningful transaction (Rosenblatt,
1978/1994). This transaction is
conceptualized as the original, personal,
idiosyncratic creation, or poem which each
reader creates with a text. These “poems”
reflect the experiences, beliefs, stances (both
momentary and more long-term), and neural
networks of the individual reader engaging
with the ideas of a specific text or learning
opportunity. These are inherently unique
spaces as each individual connects with
particular aspects or frameworks in the text
that highlight the things in the text which they
determine are important to them for their
own purposes. Through this framework,
learners agentively set their own purposes for
reading and learning. Many (1990) argued for
an increasingly aesthetic approach to reading,
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encouraging teachers to strengthen
opportunities for learners to experience what
she called individual evocations. She called for
engagements wherein students had time to
respond to and engage with text through open
responses and then shared opportunities to
talk with others in ways that encouraged
intertextual and personal connections.
Choice, personal inquiry, and spaces for
using voice to participate in conversation
around one’s engagement with text has been
found to foster intrinsic motivation
(Alvermann, Young, Green, & Wisenbaker,
1999). Each of these components are built in
to the fabric of the STC engagement in a way
that not only provides meaning-making
support and facilitates complex neural
networks and understandings for the
reader/learner, but also necessarily facilitates
the reading/learning process as a meaningfilled endeavor focused on that which is more
deeply and personally connected to each
individual.
Below, we address specific research
related to each frame and the larger body of
work within reading, writing, and thinking
which supports the framework. However, it
should be noted that these frames do not
occur as disparate events either in the use of
the framework or in the learning, thinking,
and understandings of those who employ this
framework.
Theorizing the Square
When readers engage with a text, they are
asked to note what “squared” with their
previous thinking and what was aligned to the
understandings and experiences they had
before the reading. Remembering the
Landscape Model and Rosenblatt’s
Transactional Theory, we remember that each
“poem”, is unique due to the types of
connections made by the reader from his or
her prior experiences and background related
to the information derived from the text. In
other words, when readers engage with a text,
specific aspects of the reading and ideas
resonate strongly with the reader due to

connections with the lived experience and
previous thinking of the individual. These
resonating aspects of reading are incorporated
into the previous understandings the
individual held, a truism made apparent as the
reader names things that “squared” with her
previous thinking. It is these connections that
readers would consider in responding to what
“squared” with them from the reading. As
such, we see this part of the framework
supported by theories of cognitive
connectionism (Adams, 2004; Kintsch, 2004),
interactionism (Rumelhart, 1994), schema
(Anderson, 1984), and funds of knowledge
(González et al., 2005) and believe all learners
will have cognitive and experiential resources
and ideas that can help them make
connections with and meaning from text
(Flint & Fisher-Ari, 2014, Lynch & Fisher-Ari,
2017).
Tapping into prior knowledge and
understandings provides readers with a step
into the text and an opportunity to look
around and consider ways in which it is
congruent with and supportive of the
understandings they already bring to bear.
Since all learning is development of new
understandings building upon the personal
theories, experiences, and knowledge that we
bring to any new event or text, the Square
offers a space for readers to intentionally and
explicitly tap into their previous knowledge in
order to engage with and begin to make sense
of the new text/learning opportunity.
Epistemologically, this stance explicitly
honors the learners and deconstructs the
dominant subtractive narrative that some
learners are blank slates who bring nothing of
value to bear upon their reading/learning
which would offer sense-making. An
honoring pedagogy which simultaneously
positions all individuals as learners and as
teachers (Freire, 1972/2000) is both much
more personally affirming and also more
theoretically grounded and empirically backed.
We believe that through the process of
expressly articulating what “squared” with
their previous thinking, students are able to
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assimilate supportive information into their
previous understandings, strengthening the
neural connections by naming them and
bringing them to a level of metacognitive
awareness.
Theorizing the Triangle
The Triangle, in contrast, is an explicit
engagement in noting new discoveries, new
interpretations, and new ideas that one
encounters in the learning/reading process.
Again, the Landscape Model of Reading and
Rosenblatt’s construct of the “poem” created
by the unique combination of an individual
reader and text helps us understand the value
of this frame. When a reader encounters new
information that varies from previous
memory representations about a topic, a
metacognitive awareness draws attention to
this new information as divergent from the
reader/thinker’s initial mental model. In other
words, the elevated attention to this
incongruence with previous understandings is
a critical space for learning as readers notice
new and disorienting information and varied
perspectives. That disequilibrium, a place
which Piaget (1957) and others have noted, is
a possibility for learning. We see it as a safe
opportunity for individual learners to make
explicit one’s own possible growing edges and
opportunities for re-orientation toward new
ideas or ways of thinking, or at least the fact
that other versions of possibility exist.
Mezirow (1998) talked about transformational
learning theory as a process through which
disorienting dilemmas are engaged within
critical reflection, and then through critical
discourses new possibilities and ways of acting
and being in the world that had not been
previously considered become possible. .
Our thinking in theorizing this part of the
STC framework is aligned with research
examining elaborative inferences and
connections readers make beyond texts, often
termed exogenous connections (Stromso,
Braten, & Samuesltuen, 2003), and is
supported by cognitive processes of achieving
deeper levels of comprehension as postulated

by theories of situation model building
(Kintsch, 1988). Research in this area shows
college students’ engagement in elaborative
processing stretches their thinking beyond the
text resulting in higher levels of text
comprehension (Kolić-Vehovec, Bajšanski, &
Roncević Zubković, 2011) and improves
students’ strategic processing of texts
(Dornisch, Sperling, & Zeruth, 2009).
As individuals who feel that reading is a
sacred learning space, we find that the
conversations we have with authors and
researchers often offer us those opportunities
for a reframing of self and a reconsideration
of living and understanding in new ways. This
privileges the idea that we do shift and change
as we read and learn. It rightfully treats that
effortful endeavor as an accepted and
honored part of the practice. It also deprivileges the common practices that a reader
or learner is one who merely absorbs the
information of the text, picks it up and
regurgitates the information in order to
answer the right-there questions asked by
another holding the reader/learner
accountable for proving that their eyes have,
in fact, passed over the words of the text.
The process of noting triangles
accommodates previously held
conceptualizations, synthesizes and updates
new information into previous
understandings, and reveals new possibilities.
The Triangle makes explicit the effortful and
active work of learning and discovery. This
not only expands the individual’s existing
schema and knowledge base, it also names
and makes those new connections apparent. It
makes explicit, through metacognitive
processing, the new understandings developed
which build upon, diverge from, and/or
complexify previous stances and knowledge.
Theorizing the Circle
The third aspect of this framework, the
Circle, acknowledges the fact that learning and
development are inherently marked by a sense
of “unfinishedness” (Freire, 1998) in which
the reader/learner has more to uncover
(Wiggins & McTighe, 2004), reconsider, and
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strive to make sense of in connection to their
lived priorities. The questioning frame of the
Circle serves multiple purposes and supports
learners in a range of complex ways. For
example, question positing helps students
activate prior knowledge while providing
opportunity for them to elaborate on those
previous thoughts and understandings (Hung,
et al., 2014). Critically, question posing has
been found to motivate learners, fostering
their critical thinking skills while supporting
reading comprehension and inspiring further
learning and investigation (Ness, 2017; Virgin,
2015). Self-questioning has been found to
promote students’ independent learning and
comprehension monitoring (Joseph, AlberMorgan, Cullen & Rouse, 2016).
The “Circle” therefore is a process of
wondering, questioning, inferring, extending
understandings, and setting forth new lines of
inquiry. It creates spaces for individuals to
grapple with connections between what they
have experienced previously and what is being
encountered anew. This opportunity to name
and identify disorientations with the new
information which is being uncovered
through reading promotes learning which
extends far beyond the time learners spend
reading a specific text or engaging in a
particular task and which is a unique and
idiosyncratic manifestation of the Landscape
Model and Transaction Theory.
For far too long, schooling has been
defined by an atomized and industrialized
framework of developing knowledge in that
one collects information, in some way
demonstrates that it has been collected, and
then sets it down and walks away into the
next content, course, or personal engagement.
It is inordinately rare for learning and reading
to be seen as an engagement that is completed
and then set aside, but rather learning and
reading is a grappling to be returned to across
time and context as one works to make more
sense of both one’s self and one’s world.
“Circling” is a casting forth of wonderings
and inquiries, of considering new possibilities
for thought and action, of grappling with what

is yet to be known and understood. The
process of articulating disorientation provides
a point of entry to return to a construct across
time in the process of reading, learning, and
living to come to better understand a question
that, to the individual, is worthy of continued
effort and investment.
The STC in Our Practice With Students
Having engaged with this framework
extensively and across learning and teaching
contexts over the past decade in over 70
different university-based courses, some of
which supported the teachers of elementary
readers and writers in public school
classrooms, this framework does a great deal
to support reader/writer/learners in making
their own meaning. This STC framework for
reading, writing, and learning and then sharing
one’s thinking has come in a range of
processes, depending upon the learning
context and the ways the courses and
professional development opportunities were
constructed. We offer these examples from
our own use of the STC as an active
learning/reading practice to generate ideas for
unique and contextually designed uses for the
STC to match the goals, needs, circumstances,
and purpose in other contexts. The versatility
of this framework, across content area, age
and ability of reader and text complexity is
rooted in the fact that, while it has three
distinct frames, each is supported by research
on the learning and meaning-making process.
Regardless of text, the general processes of
engagement are largely universal. Specific
applications of this framework in our own
courses have included:
 Undergraduates in our courses used STCs
to indicate spaces where their meaningmaking broke down, where they needed
clarification on aspects of the language of
the text which they found confusing, or
assistance with disorientation that they
needed shared conversation around.
Reading these STCs as we plan for our
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upcoming class sessions based on shared
content and readings has enabled us to
plan class sessions centered on student-led
priorities, questions, and concerns that we
were able to note ahead of time.
STCs have prepared undergraduate and
graduate students for active participation
in small and full group class
conversations, coming to our shared
spaces with the ideas and reflections
around those constructs that were most
salient to them.
STCs have been used as a Book Club
framework guiding out-of-class small
group gatherings as reader/learners join
together to socially construct
understandings and to learn alongside of
and from each other.
Readers who have difficulty making
meaning from text and organizing their
thinking about new information have
benefited from the practicality and ease of
use of the STC and the ways that it
scaffolds many of the critical skills for
metacognition and comprehension.
In both graduate and undergraduate
classes, individuals have returned to their
STCs across time and readings to gather
the most salient ideas from their own
learning journey to craft their own stances
and to document their own shifts in
thinking and acting, gathering the threads
of their own story and shifts over time to
narrate their own growth and
development.
Small groups of undergraduate students
have co-written and co-constructed
shared STCs on GoogleDocs and in
Desire to Learn so that these engagements
have fostered a shared cognitive
construction both within and between
groups of learners.
Undergraduate learners have focused
specifically on the Triangles to consider
intersections of different fields within an
interdisciplinary career-based course,
where students watched videos about

careers and future prospects that are
available to them from the nine disciplines
offered in their interdisciplinary degree.
Using STCs, students responded to each
of the nine videos by crafting a brief
response in which they considered what
resonated with them about the
information shared in the videos, what
connections they saw between the
discipline group they were placed
in/chose at the beginning of the semester
and the discipline of the video and what
questions were left circling in their head
after watching the video. Using the STC
as method of responding to this
assignment revealed the versatility of the
STC framework’s applicability to utilizing
instructional media of non-print origin.
 Finally, the two of us use this framework
as active personal and professional
learners, readers, and teachers in the
academy to code and annotate our own
reading/writing/learning life. Many times,
when lending a book or chapter from our
personal libraries to someone who has
asked for particular resources, our
students and colleagues chuckle about the
number of squares, triangles, and circles
that are scribbled in the margins as we
have adapted this framework for our own
use, writing in and annotating texts we are
reading and studying using this
framework. We often answer that the
STC, and the process of reading and
writing it fosters, promotes meaningful,
engaged learning and transfer which we
strive for ourselves.
Instructional Modeling of the STC
When we introduce this framework to
learners of all ages we generally begin with a
short in-class reading aligned with the course
content. We explain each of the frames and
ask students to read the first couple of pages
of the text and note ideas from the text that
“squares,” “triangles,” or “circles” for them.
We put the three frames (and their guiding
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questions) either on the board, a poster, or a
projected word document and ask students to
add their quote (including the page number)
to the appropriate frame and then explain
their thinking around the quote (see Figure 1).
Through this collaborative STC introduction,
students notice that they will not only include
quotes and ideas which they find meaningful,
but also describe and expound upon why
these selected quotes resonate, challenge their
current thinking and practice, and/or offer
opportunities for new learning and
wonderings. In this way we, as a class,
experiment with and become familiar with the
STC framework which students will then use
as a framework for reading, writing, and
learning across the semester.
Student experiences using the STC as a
learning framework
In order to understand student
experiences using the STC format across
multiple readings and courses, we conducted
interviews and asked graduates from our
programs for statements about the STC
framework. Specifically, we asked them to
respond to the question: Think back to the STC
engagement in your program that we did across texts
and courses. What was the experience of using this
framework in support of reading, thinking, and
learning like? What do you think it did or did not do
to support you? How and why?
After obtaining informed consent, we
asked 10 graduates who were (a) familiar with
the framework, and (b) who had used this
framework across courses, semesters, and
content reading throughout their Masters of
Arts in Teaching (MAT) in Early Childhood
Education. It should be noted that when
given options to be de-identified in the
writing or to participate as named and
credited contributors, each of the participants
in this STC inquiry elected to be identified by
their first and last names. However, only their
actual first names are included to recognize
their contribution to this work.
This inquiry enabled us to understand
how, retrospectively, each of these graduates

experienced the learning framework and the
affordances and limitations they noted. We
were intentional about asking graduates as it
was certain that they would not feel pressed to
answer in ways that were positive or that
merely noted the strengths of the framework,
since, as graduates, there were no possible
ramifications for their authentic responses.
We also were intentional about gathering
participant responses from across two
separate cohorts to ensure that perspectives of
participants ranged and did not reflect the
same group of courses and instructors.
Cohort One members completed coursework
and our program 2.5 years previously. Cohort
Two members were 1.5 years out of the
program.
The experiences and perspectives offered
by participant/graduates indicated several
recurring themes: (a) contributions of specific
components of the STC; (b) benefits for those
who had not previously seen themselves as
reflectors or strong readers and writers; (c)
benefits of this framework as a whole on
learning and personal growth; (d) STC as
supporting intentional shifts in actions and
practice; (e) ways participant/graduates chose
to use and share the STC after matriculation.
The contributions of specific
components of the STC. Noting the parts of
texts that they “squared” with and with which
they already agreed was helpful in orienting
and supporting students’ ability to articulate
their own stance toward the reading and
course content. Sanidia (Cohort Two) shared,
“Much of what I read I agreed with, and it
was important for me to be able to articulate
why a passage resonated with me.”
Acknowledging the triangles and
deconstructing the places she experienced
new information or ideas also proved to be
supportive of her learning. Sanidia continued,
“The Triangle section asked us to share pieces
which pointed us in new directions, or layered
the ideas we brought with us, and articulate
why.” Finally, multiple graduates appreciated
noting aspects of the reading which caused
questions or which were unsettled or
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unfinished in their consideration. Sanidia
stated,
The circle section asked us to think about
pieces which we still had questions about,
or were grappling with. This was
particularly helpful, as often our
instructors or coaches used the passages
or ideas we had questions about to discuss
or reteach in class.
Kelsey (Cohort One) noted the importance of
the Circle in her thinking, saying:
By using a protocol to recognize and write
down what I cannot yet grasp, I am more
likely to spend more time thinking about
the topic or reaching out to friends and
colleagues to discuss further. Most other
protocols do not bring in the need for
further thought and consideration to
"circle" later.
Benefits for those who had not
previously seen themselves as reflectors or
strong readers and writers. While writing
and reflecting deeply about texts in order to
develop and hone understandings came easily
to some students, it was not a practice that all
students would say was a part of their natural
learning process. Two graduates, two and a
half years out of our program explained how
the STC supported their reading, learning, and
growth. Laura (Cohort One) shared,
STC is a powerful reflection tool, but
more than that is a tool that helps you
engage with reading in meaningful ways. I
can say that before I started my MAT
process, I did not consider myself as a
strong reader or writer, but by the end of
the MAT you could see me devouring
books, engaging with them in a way that
allowed me to learn as my brain constantly
engaged with the text. Now if you browse
through my library, all my books have
pencil marks and notes, in which I am
constantly talking back to the text. Two
years after the completion of my MAT, I
still like to think how the things that I
read resonate with what I already know,
point me into new directions, or are still
circling around my thinking.

At first, I remember, this practice did not
make much sense to me, it seemed
repetitive, and honestly maybe a waste of
time, but it was one of the most powerful
tools I have encountered to learn through
reading, and to help me become a
reflective thinker in my practice.
It is powerful here to note that Laura,
bilingual and biliterate, did not previously
identify herself as a strong reader and writer
and was initially reluctant about the use of the
framework. It is important to remember here
that MAT students did not just engage in this
learning framework once, but rather engaged
in this framework across time and context.
Additionally, as elementary teachers
themselves, they studied the role of
comprehension and strategies which would
support learning from text. This simultaneous
engagement in a framework for learning from
text and learning about the theories and
processes of reading, writing and learning
likely positioned these learners specifically to
note the theorized and agentive framework of
the STC, as well as their own growth across
time through its use and implementation.
Kelsey (Cohort One), who previously did
not consider herself “a big reflector,”
experienced this learning framework in ways
that promoted her deep and critical
consideration of content and practice:
When I think about writing STCs I realize
the impact and the self reflection that
came from them. I wouldn't say I am a big
reflector overall, especially when there are
1,000 things going on and you feel like
you're just trying to stay above water.
However, I found that writing STCs really
gave me the chance to sit down and think
about what I've read and how it made me
feel on multiple levels. There is no doubt
that your mind starts to process, criticize,
unravel, and question so many different
things while reading different view points
or materials on what you are deeply
passionate about and living day to day.
The STC gave me an opportunity to
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process what I was reading and allowed
me to think critically and deeply about
what already resonated with me, where I
wanted to go, and what issues, topics, or
ideas I was still trying to understand.
The benefits of this framework as a
whole on learning and personal growth.
The holistic benefit of this framework was
described by a number of participants. Kelsey
(Cohort One) described the STC framework
as a textual analysis tool with supportive and
guiding components, saying:
The STC has a unique way of guiding
thinking through text analysis by asking
the reader to think not only about what
they agree with in the text, but also how
their thoughts have been changed and
identifying what they're still wrestling with
from the text.
Sanidia (Cohort Two) reflected on the role of
the STC in her thinking noting,
I found it important to have a framework
with which to engage and reflect with the
assigned text…. I found this process was
instrumental in approaching the reading
with a structure in mind which helped us
absorb, transfer and question the content.
Kyla, (Cohort Two) noted,
The STC process was a process that gave
me the ability to reflect on my readings
and how it connected to my pedagogy as
an educator. STC helped me stay engaged
as a reader and gave me the ability to
consider my current beliefs as a reader and
what aspects of the content I may want to
implement into my practice.
Joy (Cohort One), specifically noted how the
framework supported many avenues of her
meaning making. It also challenged her to
work through aspects of her beliefs about
which she was still uncertain. She explained,
STCs helped me both as a reader and as a
reflector in that it organized my reactions
to something I was reading, and therefore
made it easier for me to discuss what I
read with others. When reading a longer
text, this strategy helped me synthesize
and prioritize the parts of the text that

confirmed my previous ideas/theories, the
parts of the text that challenged me to
think in a different way, and the parts of
the text that I was unsure about and
would still need more time to process.
Overall, the STC helped guide me as a
reader so I was able to interact with a text
in a meaningful way.
The STC supported intentional shifts
in actions and practice. Lindsey (Cohort
Two) explained that the STC helped her
explore new ideas and shifts in her thinking
and move them into shifts in her actions. This
movement into enacted change based on her
own transforming beliefs and understandings is
both professionalizing and empowering. She
stated,
Using the STC model in grad school,
when reading through different texts was
really helpful in understanding how my
thinking connected with the text, or even
how what I was reading moved my
thinking in different directions. Often
times, I found that while reading through
our texts, new ideas would jump out to
me— something I hadn’t considered
before. Normally I would just have a
moment of clarity and move on.
However, using the STC model helped me
hone in on that thinking and explore these
ideas in depth. Writing about texts was
incredibly useful for reflective thinking
and moving from a place of pure thought
to action inside the classroom.
Some learners believed themselves already
deep reflectors and critical readers, and yet
they found that the framework supported and
complexified their practices. This was
explained by Margaret (Cohort One), who
noted:
As a beginning teacher I found the STC
reflections to be very meaningful and they
had a lasting impact on me as a reflective
educator and learner. After completing
readings or engaging in new experiences, I
often had so much going through my
head- new concepts or skills that I was
interacting with for the first time, how this
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new information was interacting with my
daily experiences as a new teacher, and
also how that new information fit with my
own preexisting knowledge. The STC
allowed for a space to validate all of these
feelings and realizations I was having as a
reflective teacher. It showed me that I can
be both certain of some things and still
wondering/searching for answers in the
same reading or experience. Additionally,
I think it helped me actively interact with
the readings and experiences more.
Ways they have chosen to use and
share the STC after matriculation. Katie
(Cohort Two) responded to our question
noting the “fun fact” that she had, when given
a text to read for her job, decided to return to
the STC framework as a tool for her learning
and her own professionalization a year and a
half after she had completed her last STC for
our program. She responded:
The STC model was an extremely useful
way to categorize and guide my thinking
while reading. I continue to use it for my
professional development. Just this
summer, I read a book for work
called The Book Whisperer and I utilized
the STC method in my annotations.
Kelsey (Cohort One), who had completed her
first STCs nearly five years before, returned to
her previous STCs in preparation for her
response to our query. She stated:
I just went back and reread some of my
STCs from [a course text] from my first
semester of my first year teaching. The
quotes that I pulled from the text and the
thought processes that I took through the
STC largely shape my thoughts, classroom
processes, and actions as a teacher five
years later.
Laura (Cohort One) who in addition to
classroom leadership has been in positions of
teacher development and family
collaborations in the years since she
graduated, noted her use of this framework in
support of the learning of others, (adults and
children alike). She shared,
I have actually used this strategy a couple

of times, when giving workshops for
other teachers and parents, and even in
close reading with my students.
It bears repeating that Laura found the
framework meaningful enough that she not
only incorporated it into learning
opportunities she lead for other teachers and
the parents of her learners, but also used it as
a framework to support the reading, writing,
and learning of the elementary school
students she taught.
Based on the comments and reflections
from participant/graduates, it seems apparent
that not only did the STC learning framework
provide a platform for learning and growth
that has remained beneficial and utilized
beyond the requirements of the program, but
also that it supported the type of engagement
with content and readings that promoted a
change and shift in thinking and action. These
individuals found this helpful in their formal
learning contexts of their MAT and several
have seen such utility and purpose within this
practice that they have taken up and shared
this framework in their work and personal
lives far beyond the program. Taken together,
the voices of these individuals who had deep
and cross-content experiences with this
learning framework provide compelling
insights into the use of this practice to
support learners and learning.
Assessment practices for the STC
We have found that the process of
engaging in the STC is predictable and that
once students have experienced the
framework, there is usually a high rate of
engaged learning. The fact that learners are to
engage in personal and connection-based
responses that matter to them creates an
infinite number of “right answers.” Even in
this age of frequent plagiarism due to the
availability of information online, we rarely
experience this within this engagement as we
continue to tell the learners we support that
their own thoughts and wonderings are
exactly the right ones to reflect upon and
share. Figure 2 has been included as a possible
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Rubric for STC Reading
Response

Highly Evident:

Evident:

Of a quality that
one might use as
en exemplar of
excellent work.
(3 pts)

Of a quality
reflecting effort
and ability.
(2 pts)

Minimally
Evident:

Of a quality
causing one to
wonder if a) the
readings were
completed fully
and/or b) the
student
understands the
requirement.
(1 pt)

Missing:

Lacking to the
point of absent.
(0 pt)

The student identifies
critical quotes that
resonate (aka"Squares")
with him/her during
reading; he/she explains
the connection drawn.
(30%)
The student identifies
critical quotes that lead to
"Ah-ha!" moments of
new understandings (aka
"Triangles"); he/she
explains why the quote
was so striking or the new
insight so important.
(30%)
The student identifies
critical quotes that lead to
questions, concerns, and
"Yes, but…" kinds of
wonderings (aka
"Circles"); he/she
articulates the question,
concern, or tension.
(30%)
The student presents
ideas clearly and
thoughtfully. (10%)
Figure 2. Rubric for STC Reading Response

rubric for self/peer/faculty assessment which
we have used in multiple courses and
contexts.
Potential challenges with the STC
framework
While we have seen from experience that

the STC offers a meaningful framework for
active learning and engagement, we also
acknowledge that some students and faculty
might (at least initially) experience disquietude
with this engagement. We acknowledge (and
have seen) that it is possible for students to
select and respond to quotes without having
read the text entirely or gained a cohesive
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understanding. In nearly every case, it is clear
that the student has done so because the
quotes are often misconstrued or
misunderstood. We have found that it is
important to ask students to use the
framework repeatedly (across multiple texts)
so that it becomes more a part of their active
learning and thinking. As faculty feedback is
offered that encourages diverging perspectives
and supports the authentic connections of
learners, they tend to become more bold and
more sure that their own thoughts and
experiences are not only valid for the
engagement, but that they have and bring
important knowledge and experience to the
text which can support their own learning and
the learning of others in the classroom
community.
Another challenge we foresee is the
possibility that a faculty member might be
looking for a specific stance or one answer or
interpretation of a reading. If this is the case,
the STC will not accomplish the faculty goal.
Additionally, if a faculty member is interested
in having a standard distribution of grades,
this assignment will unlikely produce this
result as students, by and large, are quite
successful, thoughtful, and engaged in this
framework once they gain experience. For the
most part, as can be noted in Figure 2, we
view the engagement in the reading and
writing process as the learning endeavor and
the participation in the class-based
conversations that follow as indication of
their learning. This engagement would be
challenging for students and faculty alike who
are more accustomed to one right answer than
an interpretive, transactional (Rosenblatt,
1978/1994), and individual articulated stance
in response to a reading. The STC supposes
the value of critical thinking and individual
active learning over an assumption that there
is one ‘right’ answer.
Conclusion
While we have used the STCs as an
engagement in a range of ways, we are certain

that these are only a few of the possible
practices and uses for this engagement and
that the utility of this engagement across
contexts invites others to consider
possibilities for use in their own contexts
aligned with their own content and purposes.
While our work with undergraduate and
graduate students has made evident their
appreciation for this active
reading/writing/learning framework, it is
important to empirically and systematically
examine the outcome of this framework and
in comparison to the use of traditional
strategy devices. In our experience supporting
learners as they employ traditional strategy
devices we have found readers often are more
focused on implementing the multiple steps
and practices of the device and seem to have
fewer attentional resources to devote to the
meaning-making process. We wonder if this
will be true when these devices are analyzed
empirically. We also wonder if an empirical
examination will confirm our experiences with
learners using the STC, that it offers
opportunities for readers to attend to their
previous understandings, the new ideas and
perspectives they encounter which shift their
thinking, and to document and consider their
lingering questions. More research about the
role of these various frameworks and strategy
devices across disciplines, age, and literacy
development is warranted.
As readers, learners, and teachers, we
must actively endeavor to find and create
systems and structures of support which offer
each individual opportunities which are
worthy of time and effort and which foster
deep, meaningful, personal, and worthwhile
engagement. Epistemologically, we believe in
the use of this engagement as it supports an
active, agentive, and engaged view of literacy,
learning, and knowledge that honors each of
us--as readers and learners--as we develop and
critique our own meanings and
understandings, note our own disorientations,
and set forth our own trajectory and purpose
for future learning and wonderings. We have
found the STC to be a promising framework,
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integrating in an intentional way much that we
as a field know to be true about learning while
honoring the sanctity and value of the lives
and experiences of each person, the journeys
that they have taken and the ones they are
embarking upon. This type of pedagogy,

which is inherently agentive and
democratizing, is rooted in epistemological
and ontological claims which we believe are
inviolable if we are to create systems and
classrooms for learning which serve and
support all learners well.
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