
What Is Selective Underlining? 
Well, there's underlining, and there's underlining selectively. [By the way, even though I'm using 

the word "underlining," you can feel free to know that that also means highlighting.] The way to 

make underlining useful as a tool for comprehension is for it to be strategic, selective, and 

purposeful. The underlining must be undertaken toward particular ends. 

Do you remember how wonderful it was to discover the highlighter, perhaps when you were in 

college? I know that for me, I was more likely NOT to read the stuff I was highlighting. For some 

reason, that's the effect that a highlighter had on me. Or maybe I'd look back at the selection 

and find I'd pretty much colored the whole darn thing yellow. With selective underlining (and 

highlighting!), the idea is to underline ONLY the key words, phrases, vocabulary, and ideas that 

are central to understanding the piece. Students should be taught this strategy explicitly, given 

time and means to practice, and reinforced for successful performance.  

How Can I Teach My Students to Selectively Underline? 
There are several ways to go about it. You may be saying, "Selective underlining is all well and 

good, but have you eggheads up in the university forgotten that we use textbooks, and that our 

kids only get to use them for the year, but we have to use them at least five years??" That's a fair 

question, so how can you teach this strategy anyway?  

1. First of all, let's realize that not every single bit of text you have students read is in a 

textbook and untouchable.  

2. Second, consider seeking out appropriate content sources, such as newspapers, that 

students can indeed learn this strategy with while still pursuing meaningful social studies 

goals.  

3. Third, think about how you can get around the problem of textbooks that can't be 

marked in. For instance, in order to teach the strategy, you might photocopy a page or 

two out of the text that students use and distribute it to them. Make an overhead of that 

selection for yourself. Model for them and guide them in practicing the strategy on the 

photocopies. Alternatively, if you have enough of the materials available to you, give 

each student a sheet of transparency film, some paperclips, and some overhead pens. 

Let them practice directly on their texts by using the transparencies.  

Think about how this strategy would work when combined with power thinking. Students might 

put a box around Power 1 ideas; an oval around Power 2 ideas; and an underline under Power 3 

ideas.  

Students might also use different colors in their underlining. Power 1s could be blue, Power 2s 

could be red, and Power 3s could be green.  

Practice selective underlining for different purposes: underline key vocabulary and its definitions 

or explanations, and use this as an opportunity to focus on how authors reveal the meaning of 

new terms within the context. Or have students underline cause and effect. Or ask them to 

underline the facts and concepts that support a particular viewpoint, as might be useful with a 

strategy such as Opinion-Proof. Remember, you're limited only by your own imagination with 

teaching and applying selective underlining.  

 

 



 Power Thinking 

 
Power Thinking is an alternative system for outlining information that is hierarchical in nature. In 

other words, the information can be grouped according to main ideas, subtopics, and details. It 

considers information according to which level it belongs on, and we use numbers to signify 

those levels. 

How Does It Work?  

Power 1: main idea, thesis, topic  

Power 2: subtopic, category of Power 1, detail of a Power 1  

Power 3: detail or subtopic of a Power 2 

...and so on...  

Can You Show Me What a Power Thinking Outline Would Look Like?  

1: TV Shows  

2: Dramas  

3: E.R. 

3: Pretender 

3: Law & Order  

 

2: SitComs  

3: Fresh Prince of Bel Air 

3: Kramer 

3: Everybody Loves Raymond  

 

2: Soap Operas  

3: All My Children 

3: As the World Turns 

3: Young & the Restless  

That's Nice, but How About One Related to Social Studies?  

Five Themes of Geography  

1: Location  

2: Absolute  

3: latitude and longitude coordinates 

3: street address 

 

2: Relative  

3: in the Atlantic Ocean 

3: west of Madagascar 

3: 30 miles south of Albany  

 

1: Place  

2: Human Characteristics  

3: houses 

3: wheat fields 

3: cities  

 

2: Physical Characteristics  

3: mountains 

3: rivers 

3: deserts  

 

1: Human-Environment Interaction  

2: Depend On  

3: living near water 

3: trees for lumber, paper 

 

2: Modify  

3: clearing land for farming 

3: grading to create roadways 

3: creating reservoirs  

 

 



2: Adapt To  

3: warm clothes in cold climates 

3: building shelter 

 

1: Movement  

2: People  

3: cars 

3: planes 

 

2: Goods  

3: railroads 

3: trucking 

3: ships  

 

2: Ideas  

3: newspapers 

3: internet 

3: television 

 

1: Region  

2: Political  

3: United States 

3: Japan 

3: Brazil 

 

2: Language  

3: Latin America 

3: Arab World (where people speak Arabic) 

3: English-Speaking World  

 

2: Agricultural  

3: rice-growing 

3: tobacco states 

3: Grain Belt 

 

2: Industrial  

3: Rust Belt 

3: Silicon Valley 

3: textile region 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Opinion-Proof 

 

What Is Opinion-Proof? 
Opinion-Proof is a particular application of column notes. It's designed to take the power of 

students' own opinions about their content and harness them as tools of learning. The basic idea 

is that an opinion can be put forward, but it should be a supported opinion, based on ideas, 

facts, or concepts found within the material being studied (or based on research that a student 

has done).  

How Does It Work? 
Two columns are set up for the basic Opinion-Proof chart. Label the left column "Opinion". Label 

the right column "Proof". Whatever opinion the teacher assigns or which students choose 

themselves is written in the left column. Then, support for that opinion is culled from the text, 

video, newspaper, story, or other source of content. Students can then use their Opinion-Proof 

charts to write a persuasive essay, compose an editorial suitable for a newspaper, or to prepare 

themselves for a classroom debate, among other things. 

What Does an Opinion-Proof Chart Look Like? 
Imagine using the following as a pre-writing activity for a persuasive essay. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Column Notes 

[based on Cornell note-taking system]  

 

What Are Column Notes? 
Some of you will think, Gosh - this sounds like the old Cornell note-taking system. Column notes 

share characteristics in common with the Cornell system: information is grouped according to its 

type, and then arranged in columns. We'll begin with 2-column notes, but you should quickly see 

that the number of columns one uses is dependent upon the type of information you are 

dealing with and what your purpose for engaging in it is.  

How Does It Work? 
The column notes format lends itself to many variations. It may be that students would use it as a 

note-taking guide for their textbook reading; if so, then main ideas or headings would be listed in 

the left column, and details or explanations for each would be written in the right column. 

Alternatively, you might have students reading for cause and effect; if so, then causes can be 

listed in the left column and the effects in the right column. Students might list key vocabulary in 

the left column and definitions, examples, or sentences in the right. It may be as simple as 

reworking your typical question worksheets so that questions are on the left and answers are put 

on the right. 

The Cornell system recommended that the left column be one-third of the page, and the right 

column two-thirds. It really doesn't matter much; students may find it much easier simply to fold 

their notebook paper down the middle to create the two columns neatly. Using the folded sheet 

can be a great study aide: students can quiz themselves or each other with the answers safely 

hidden on the other side of the folded sheet, but they can also check back and forth between 

questions and answers. This format becomes a very handy tool, but it also shows the 

organization of information more clearly, more dramatically, and certainly in a more visually-

useful manner. 

Can You Give Me Any Examples? 
Sure! Let's look first at what it looks like when we combine Power Thinking with Column Notes. 

Power 1: Main Idea, Chapter Title, Etc. 

Power 2s  Power 3s  

  

Questions, Section Headings, 

Vocabulary, Subtopics, etc.  

  

   

Answers, Details, Definitions, Elaboration, etc.  



 What about when you need three columns?  

Early Native American Regions  

Region/Group  Primary Housing  Environmental Interaction  

Eastern 

Woodland  

 wigwam  

 made of branches and 

bark  

 lived near water and 

wooded areas  

 carved canoes from trunks  

 diet of clams, fish, oyster  

Plains  

 teepees made of animal 

hides  

 holes in top for smoke to 

escape  

 followed herds of buffalo  

 food and clothing from 

buffalo  

 wood scarce on the Plains  

Southwest  
 lived in pueblos  

 houses made of adobe  

 clothing made from cotton  

 lived in the desert  

 extended droughts forced 

relocation  

 


