
Step-by-step instructions: 

 
1. Begin a class discussion to raise student interest/motivation to learn. Use the following 

questions to guide the conversation: 

 

 Have you ever sat to take a test and realized that several questions on the test 

asked for information that you read for the class, but you did not remember all of 

the items the author was emphasizing? 

 Have you ever sat to take a test and realized that several questions on the test 

asked for information that the teacher discussed during class, but you did not 

remember all of the items the teacher was emphasizing? 

 Have you ever studied to learn lists of items you knew you would need to recall 

when you took a test, but then you could not remember the items when you sat for 

the test? 

 

2. Collect data on students’ skills in creating lists to be memorized, memorizing and recalling the 

information in those lists, and knowing of and using the FIRST-Letter mnemonic strategy or any 

strategies to recall lists of information measuring the quantity and quality of the information the 

student is able to recall. 

 

3. Discuss results with each student individually and obtain a written commitment from student 

to learn FIRST-Letter mnemonic strategy so that the student improves her or his ability to 

improve student’s recall of factual information when taking tests. 

 

4. Discuss that in order to read effectively and prepare for a test a student must learn how to 

interact with the text to intentionally identify lists of information in textbooks that each student 

should know, create an appropriate heading or label for each list of items, create a mnemonic 

device for learning each list of items, and memorize each list in order to be able to recall it when 

taking a test. 

 

 By learning how to implement the FIRST-Letter mnemonic strategy, each student will 

become more confident in their studying skills and may use it in other courses.  

 

5. Discuss and assist each student to set her or his goals for learning the two mnemonic devices 

utilized in the FIRST-Letter mnemonic strategy with specific date for completing the training. 

 

*Plan on teaching Reciprocal Teaching during 45-min classes over the course of several 

weeks until the students no longer require your support.* 

 

6. Create a slide and poster as follows: 



 

 
 

7. While displaying the slide to the students on a whiteboard by a computer, tell the students that 

the FIRST-Letter mnemonic strategy is composed of two acronym mnemonics: LISTS and 

FIRST. 

 

8. Ask the students if they know what an acronym mnemonic is. 

 

9. Note that an acronym mnemonic is a word created with letters used to represent lists of 

information or a sequence of steps. 

 

10. Describe FIRST-Letter mnemonic strategy through each of the two mnemonics utilized 

(LISTS and FIRST), the general situations where the FIRST-Letter mnemonic strategy can be 

used (recalling factual information read in textbooks when taking tests) and the benefits the 

students can expect from learning and utilizing the strategy (improving the organization of their 

notes and the quality of their studying), and the guidelines, cautions, or exceptions for using 

Reciprocal Teaching, such as when students will watch a DVD of The Joy Luck Club or listen to 

a tape recording of The Joy Luck Club or their classmate reads it aloud. 

 

11. Describe and model talking aloud each step of LISTS and FIRST that a student should use 

when constructing lists of information from textbooks to be memorized in order to be able to 

later recall the information when taking a test.  

 

12. Note a student must first complete steps in LISTS in order to make and memorize lists of 

information as follows. 

 

 Note the “L” stands for “look for clues.”  

o During the first step of LISTS, look for word clues which will be used to form the 

title or heading of a list.  

o Note the points of information that follow each word clue will form the items in 

that list.  



o Look or listen for other clue words for other lists.  

o Look for important clues as to which information is important to know, such as 

information that is mentioned and or covered in class and in the assigned text.  

 

 After identifying a clue word and deciding a list is important, decide what the heading of 

the list will be in accordance with 5 rules for creating the heading -- which are: 

 Heading must summarize; 

 Heading must be separated from the list items; 

 Heading must be short; 

 Heading must be accurate; and  

 Heading must be limiting.  

 

 Write down, summarize, and evaluate the heading 

 

  Note the “I” stands for “investigate the items.”  

o During the second step of LISTS, find items related to and subsumed by the 

heading of a list, and write the items down under the heading. 

o Note the items should be 1-2 words long making them easy to remember 

o When writing the item in one’s own words, make certain to retain the item’s 

meaning without leaving out an important part of the item 

o Note the items must be those a student must know 

o Write an item only once 

o Note the items within a list must parallel each other. 

o Keep number of items in list to about 7 items to assist with memorization. 

o Confirm the items in the list fulfill all requirements for a list as noted above. 

 

 Note the “S” stands for “select a mnemonic device using ‘FIRST.’”  

o During the third step of LISTS, apply the stages of FIRST to create a mnemonic 

word, whole sentence, part of a sentence, or a phase to learn the list of 

information. 

 

 During the first stage of FIRST, note the “F” stands for “form a word.”  

  Look at the list of information one needs to learn. 

 Identify the first letter of each item in the list. 

 Write the first letters horizontally on a piece of paper to see if they 

form a word.  

 If they do, use used to remember the items in the list: if the student 

remembers the word, she or he will be more likely able to recall 

the list of items.  

 

 During the second stage of FIRST, note the “I” stands for “insert a letter 

or letters.”  

 Insert a letter or letters if the first letters of each item in the list do 

not form a word.  

 Use the word created to remember the items in the list.  



 Note that it is important to insert no more than 1 to 2 letters so that 

the student does not have difficulty remembering which letters in 

the newly formed word stand for items in the list to be learned. 

 

 During the third stage of FIRST, note the “R” stands for “rearrange the 

letters.”  

 Rearrange the letters if inserting additionally letters does not work. 

 Rearrange the letters in order to create a word the student will 

remember. 

 Note that this step cannot be followed if the list of items must be in 

a specific order. 

 

 During the fourth stage of FIRST, note the second “S” stands for “shape a 

sentence.”  

 Shape or create a sentence using words that begin with the first 

letter of each word in the list to be learned. 

 Create a whole sentence, part of a sentence, or a phase that the 

student can remember. 

 Ideally create a sentence about the topic to be learned. 

 

 During the fifth and final stage of FIRST, note the “T” stands for “try 

combinations.”  

 Try combinations of the first four stages if unable to create words, 

a whole sentence, part of a sentence, or a phase to learn the list of 

information, such as 

o Rearranging the letters before forming a word, 

o  Rearranging the letters before forming a sentence, and 

o Inserting a word to create the sentence. 

 Note the “T” stands for “transfer the information to a card.”  

 

o During the fourth step of LISTS, write in the center of one side of an index card 

the heading of a list . 

 Write on the other side of the index card  

o the mnemonic word, sentence, part of sentence, or phrase in 

the upper left-hand corner with  

o the list of items in the center. 

 Note the “S” stands for “self test.”  

  

o During the fifth step of LISTS, test one’s knowledge of the list until one is certain 

to have learned it well. 

 

13. Direct students to glue a copy of FIRST-Letter mnemonic strategy onto index cards with a 

glue stick and then tape the index cards to her or his desk or in their English journal. 

 

14. While talking aloud with FIRST-Letter mnemonic strategy slide projected on whiteboard by 

computer, model for students how they are to follow FIRST-Letter mnemonic strategy when 



asked to take notes on the first chapter entitled “Jung-Mei Woo: The Joy Luck Club.”  

 

15. Then with you guiding them to think aloud, have the students model using FIRST-Letter 

mnemonic strategy to assist a student when constructing lists from the textbook The Joy Luck 

Club to be memorized and later recalled the information in those lists 

 

16. Then have the students rehearse the strategy stating what are the purpose and process of the 

strategy as well as describe each step. 

 

17. Next lead the students in a rapid oral recitation practicing the steps to assist the students in 

memorizing them.  

 

18. Then test the students on FIRST-Letter mnemonic strategy, by asking the students to write 

out the name of the strategy that can be used to assist a student in recalling factual information 

when taking tests – F-I-R-S-T and L-I-S-T – on an index card.  

 

19. Ask the students to write down what each letter stands for and why it is important for making 

and memorizing lists of information.  

 

20. The students must memorize the strategy so remind them to work on learning it throughout 

the day/week. 

 

21. Other ways to have students commit to learning the strategy is by having them work with 

partners or members of small groups quizzing each other, respond chorally to the teacher, and or 

use FIRST-Letter mnemonic strategy flashcards individually. 

 

22. Follow up each day with daily assessments to make certain the students remember and 

practice the FIRST-Letter mnemonic strategy. 

 

23. To support the students when they make lists of information they read in their textbooks, 

make sure each student can see the FIRST-Letter mnemonic strategy taped on the student’s desk 

or in the student’s English journal and on a poster in the classroom.  

 

24. Over time students phase out their need to refer to the FIRST-Letter mnemonic strategy taped 

on the student’s desk or in the student’s English journal and on a poster in the classroom to use 

the FIRST-Letter mnemonic strategy.  

 

25. Provide opportunities for students to perform the FIRST-Letter mnemonic strategy 

independently while providing prompts and help if needed as well as immediate feedback.  

 

 Circulate and help individual students as needed. Struggling writers will need extra help 

here. You can work with them individually, in small groups, or have them work with a 

peer if necessary and possible. 

 Have student self-assess her or his ability to create lists to be memorized, memorize and 

recall the information in those lists using the FIRST-Letter mnemonic strategy measuring 



the quantity and quality of the information the student is able to recall. 

 

26. Using technology, teach each student how to chart her or his performance using an Excel 

spreadsheet. Have students use graph paper if using Excel is not an option. 

 

27. Chart collected data from students and data you collected through observation. 

 

28. Review data from student and the data you collected with student independently. 

 

29. Congratulate students on their hard work, and review with them their goals for next time. 

 

30. Assist students in generalizing the use of the FIRST-Letter mnemonic strategy by first 

leading a discussion with the students to identify and plan to use the strategy in other courses or 

settings, second having the students try the FIRST-Letter mnemonic strategy in other settings 

and report back to class, and plan to have students use the FIRST-Letter mnemonic strategy at 

other times during class. 


