
Episode 6: The Power of Self-Talk Transcript 

Becky Lewis: With me today is Maggie Luma, the state lead for the WV Campaign for Grade-

Level Reading.  Maggie is also a Coordinator in the Office of Special Education and Student 

Support at the WV Department of Education, former literacy specialist and classroom teacher.  

Over the past year or so Maggie has focused a lot of her attention on Self-Regulated Strategy 

Development.  I’ll let Maggie tell you more about what that means.   

Maggie Luma:  Thanks for the intro, Becky.  You’re right, a big part of my job over the past year 

has been getting the word out about Self-regulated Strategy Development – it is more 

commonly recognized as its abbreviation which is SRSD.  SRSD is a research-based approach to 

instruction.  Originally studied by Dr. Karen Harris, SRSD has over 125 empirical studies finding 

that students who are taught the SRSD framework have incredible gains in reading and writing 

achievement.  SRSD is a simple, six-stage model of a gradual release of responsibility:   

1. Develop background knowledge. 

2. Discuss it. 

3. Model it. 

4. Memorize it. 

5. Support it. 

6. Independent practice.   

Becky Lewis:   So, to clarify SRSD is not a program or a curriculum for districts or teachers to 

purchase; it’s a set of instructional strategies that teaches students to become independent at a 

task through the use of the 6 strategies that you just went over. I actually recognize a lot of 

these strategies from my own practice and professional development. These 6 strategies seem 

like just part of a well-planned lesson starting with activating background knowledge and 

assessing skills prior to the instruction and then moving into an I do, we do, you do model with 

scaffolds built-in along the way.  

Maggie Luma:  It is so simple, and I think it’s what a lot of teachers model their lessons after 

without even realizing it. They’re doing bits and pieces of these every day, maybe not in that 

order, or maybe not intentionally, but they are whether they know it or not. I like this approach 

for that reason, it’s not something completely new or foreign for teachers to have to wrap their 

heads around.  It’s just bringing intention to what they are doing, with whatever curriculum or 

whatever resources they are already using.  The research and articles about SRSD make you 

realize why it works and why our learners who struggle the most with a certain skill or topic 

NEED us to deliver the content this way.   

Becky Lewis:  Today’s focus is self-talk.  Could you define what you mean by that?  

Maggie Luma: Yes, so self-talk is a hallmark of SRSD.  Usually introduced in stage two, the 

discuss it stage, and then carried throughout for all other stages, self-talk is what really sold me 

on SRSD in the first place. Self-talk is also sometimes referred to as self-instruction or self-



statements.  These are things students learn to say to themselves to talk themselves through a 

task or activity.  Self-talk is something we all do naturally.  Think about the kindergartener who 

is learning to tie their shoes…you can hear them mumbling to themselves the steps to “loop, 

swoop, and pull.” Or even less obvious examples, like when an adult talks to themselves to 

pump themselves up for a big presentation.  A lot of times when I am waiting to start a 

presentation in front of a large audience, I’ll say to myself “This is going to be great. You’ve 

prepared and you know your stuff…this will go fine. Don’t worry.”  No one knows I’m saying 

this, other people don’t hear it, but I can hear it in my thoughts.  That’s self-talk.  Everyone does 

it.   

Becky Lewis:   Athletes use self-talk to keep up their motivation and gain confidence and I know 

that our kiddos that play sport become accustomed to this kind of talk when they are on the 

field or court. So, it’s interesting to add this element into learning. Tell me more about how self-

talk fits into SRSD?     

Maggie Luma:  Well, SRSD, and more specifically the non-profit group thinkSRSD introduced me 

to the importance of explicitly teaching self-talk in relationship to a challenging task, like 

writing.  So, within the SRSD framework, you would model self-statements to use during stage 

3: the model it stage.  Using self-talk is directly related to being a self-regulated learner.  Expert 

writers commonly talk to themselves as they write. They use self-talk to help orient, organize, 

plan, revise, even to help to overcome frustration.   

Becky Lewis:  Can you give some examples of what type of self-talk you would use in SRSD or 

just in the classroom in general? 

Maggie Luma: Definitely.  It’s more than just positive statements that you probably 

immediately think of, like “I can do this.” Or “I’m a really good writer.”  Harris and Graham give 

a list of six types of self-talk statements in their book Powerful Writing Strategies for All 

Students.   

1. Problem definition – Ss must define the problem or situation when beginning to write.  

They must think about the task and ask themselves “what do I have to do here?” and 

“what is my first step?” 

Becky Lewis: I think understanding what the problem that the task is asking the student to do is 

if not the hardest for some students, definitely the most important thing for students to do.  I 

didn’t think about explicitly giving students language they need to just define the problem 

before solving it.   

Maggie Luma: Exactly.  

2. Focusing of attention and planning – students use these statements to focus their 

attention and begin to develop their plans.  Things like, “I need to concentrate and think 

of the steps.  First, I need to do this, then I need to do that…” This one can be especially 

difficult for students who come from poverty-stricken situations – they are not used to 



hearing adults in their lives plan ahead, they are usually trapped in a day-to-day survival 

struggle.  This is why it is SO important for us to model prioritizing tasks and being 

strategic.   

Becky Lewis:  Good point. In the state we have a larger percentage of students who come from 

poverty so teachers out there listening might find this type of self-talk very helpful to support 

those students who get overwhelmed with multi-step directions and task. 

Maggie Luma:  

3. Strategy Implementation – A student might be working on the self-regulatory strategy 

of reflection; their strategy implementation strategy might be something like “My goals 

for this paragraph are….”  Or “I know how to do this because my teacher taught me that 

strategy.  I’ll write it at the top of my paper, so I don’t forget.” 

4. Self-evaluation – Ss can use self-instructions to evaluate themselves while they write.  

“Did I include all the parts? Oh no, I missed one, let me go back and revise.” 

5. Coping and self-control – “I can handle this. I know the steps.”  “This is hard right now 

but it’s not the worst thing in the world…”[trauma] 

6. Self-reinforcement – positive, reinforcing statements like “Hey, I’m getting better at 

this!” or Wait until my teacher reads this! The tricky thing about this is that students 

must be able to accurately know when self-reinforcement is warranted.  You’re always 

going to have that one student who takes it too far and just says they’re awesome 

whenever they’re writing anything….so it’s important to teach how to match criteria to 

the self-evaluation.   

Becky Lewis: Self-talk is a life-skill that many adults still have trouble with. I am even guilty of 

letting my doubts make me nervous in certain situations and forgetting to boost myself up with 

self-talk. So, it is very important that even our youngest students begin learning how to reframe 

their thoughts when encountering a challenging assignment or situation. How do teachers 

introduce students to self-talk and help it become part of the SRSD framework in the 

classroom? 

Maggie Luma: Great question.  A lot of teachers and schools kick off the year with talk about 

growth mindset and positive self-talk in a very general manner.  This is great.  When I visit 

schools, I’m usually not surprised to see a growth-mindset bulletin board in the main hallway or 

a poster with positive self-statements posted in the office.  However, our explicit teaching of 

self-talk needs to be more intentional than the general “Go you! You’re the best!”  The way 

self-talk works within SRSD is when it is specific to the task at hand.  So, it’s still a good idea to 

introduce self-talk as early as possible to try to make it a habit.  However, I would introduce it in 

cooperation with a specific lesson.  For example, your what type of self-statement do your 

students need to get through a challenging task, let’s say writing an informative paragraph.  

Observe your students when they are given that task.  What do you notice? What do these 

students need to hear?  



Becky Lewis: Can you give us an example of how this might be accomplished? 

Maggie Luma: Thinking back to 6th graders I used to work with…. when I would say ok get out 

your writer’s notebook, we’re going to answer this prompt about the text we just read, I would 

hear a lot of groans, heads would hit the desk, and there was always that one student you could 

count on to ask to go to the bathroom.  This should have been my first clue that this task is so 

challenging to these students that they are using any type of task-avoidance strategy they know 

to get out of it.  When I go to teach a lesson about paragraph writing for these students, I 

should say something like, I understand it sometimes feels challenging to write an entire 

paragraph in complete sentences, especially when you don’t feel passionate about the topic.  

Do you know what I do when I have to do something I don’t like?  I have to kind of talk myself 

through it.  You might not notice it, but I do this all the time when I’m given a task I don’t like to 

do.  Like folding laundry.  It would be easy for me to leave my clothes in the dryer until I need to 

wear them, but I try to say things like this to myself: “This isn’t the hardest part of my day, 

there are things way harder than folding some clothes.  If I start now, I’ll be finished in 10 

minutes and then I will have time to do something else.  Ok, take a deep breath and get 

started.”   

Becky Lewis: I feel like that little pep talk that we as adults have to give ourselves is too critical 

for our students to realize. We all struggle and by teaching them these skills that many of us 

adults have had to figure out for ourselves will only help them achieve more than we have. Are 

there any other ways a teacher could introduce self-talk to students? 

Maggie Luma:  Another way to introduce self-talk is by sharing examples from their favorite 

athletes.  There are a lot of videos on YouTube of people like Michael Jordan using positive self-

talk or even football teams running through the tunnel before a game, and you can hear what 

they say to themselves to get motivated.  Depending on the age and interests of your students, 

you might find something like this to be helpful when introducing self-talk. 

Becky Lewis: I can really see the athlete videos appealing to older students, especially boys who 

may view this in the beginning as corny.  

Maggie Luma: The key though, is to make sure whatever example you give, to then go and 

translate it to the task at hand.  So, to bring us back to the paragraph writing example, I would 

say – let’s make a list of things we currently say when we don’t like to do a task.  Then, besides 

that, we’ll turn those negative statements into positive statements that can help us when we 

write.  So instead of “this is going to take so long, I’m bored.” Let’s try thinking…. “If I use all my 

strategies and take my time, this won’t be so hard.  I’ll be proud of myself when I’m finished.”   

Becky Lewis: I love that idea of turning those negative self-talk comments into positives! This 

will definitely help students by into the strategy because of the direct connection to 

themselves. 



Maggie Luma:  Be careful not to overgeneralize – if you model saying, “I’m awesome!” you’ll 

have some students who take that to the extreme, and when you ask them to work on another 

draft, revise, or change something to make it better, they might use your self-talk against you 

and say “I’m Awesome, Ms. Lewis.  I don’t need to change anything. I’m awesome.”   

Becky Lewis: How would you change the language to try to make sure that doesn’t happen? 

Maggie Luma: On my self-talk chart, I would probably model saying, “I’m becoming an 

awesome writer because I know this strategy for organizing my writing.”  Or “If I use my 

checklist, I’ll know if I included everything I need for an effective piece of writing.”   

Becky Lewis:  Is there anything else you’d like to add about using self-talk? 

Maggie Luma: A couple things actually.  Number 1 is that teachers should know there have 

actually been studies on the benefits of self-talk to student performance.  Many educators are 

familiar with Hattie’s effect size research – Professor John Hattie is known for his meta-analyses 

of meta-analyses where he ranked over 250 influences that are related to learning outcomes 

from very positive effects to very negative effects.  Influences related to self-talk such as self-

efficacy, evaluation and reflection, help seeking, self-verbalization and self-questioning, all are 

ranked well above the average effect size or “hinge point” that Hattie recognizes as above 

average in influencing learning outcomes.    

Becky Lewis: That is amazing that there is so much research available in self-talk! 

Maggie Luma: The final thing I want teachers to recognize is that like with everything we teach, 

self-talk lessons are most effective when they are tailored to the needs of the children in the 

room.  What works for one class might not work for the next.  Some children are going to need 

A LOT of adult modeling, they’ll need to hear you use self-talk in a variety of setting and 

situations before they catch on themselves.  Some older students are going to think it’s cheesy 

the first time you introduce the concept.  That’s OK!! Keep modeling anyway and remember to 

make it useful for your audience.   

Becky Lewis: I love that! So, as we are winding down, I want to ask you one final question. 

What is one tip or piece of advice that you can give our listeners about self-talk that can help 

them develop further as leaders of literacy? 

Maggie Luma:  Students today face many challenges, a lot of adversity, and we see their 

responses to those challenges in the work they do or don’t do, and the way they behave in 

school.  You may think that you’ve tried every trick in the book to get that one student to 

complete a task or to reach a goal, but you may be forgetting this one simple strategy. Self-talk 

is something we as self-regulated adults do naturally, and the more you model it for your 

students, the more they will catch on and translate it not just to writing or the task you apply it 

to, but to their lives as a whole.  So, my advice is to use self-talk yourself, and model it in front 

of your students as much as you can.   



 


