
Principles Informing Close Reading 
 

 
Close Reading Defined 
 
Close reading is the methodical investigation of a complex text through answering text dependent 
questions geared to demystify its meaning.  This approach levels the playing field for all students as it 
does not privilege background knowledge in determining content while simultaneously preparing them 
for the kinds of questions posed in college and careers.  Close reading directs students to examine the 
text itself through a series of activities that focus student learning on the meanings of individual words 
and sentences as well as the development of events and ideas.  The choice of complex texts ensures that 
students will be able to extract evidence as well as make inferences that logically follow in response to 
text dependent questions that they can then assemble into written analyses and oral presentations.  
Ultimately, close reading motivates students to read inquisitively and discover the beauty and insight 
within the text they are considering that makes it worthy of reading carefully. 
 

 
Key Elements of Close Reading Instruction 
 
Close reading stresses the following essential instructional priorities: 
 

 Focuses on those portions of a text that pose the biggest challenge to comprehension so as to 

build student capacity, confidence, and stamina.  

 Asks text dependent questions and assigns tasks that are neither overly general or schematic, 

but rather direct students to carefully analyze the text in front of them for evidence.   

 Offers sequenced questions that build on each other to ensure that students follow the line of 

argument in the text while remaining actively engaged with what they read.   

 Poses not only questions about specific ideas within the text but also asks students to make 

inferences based on evidence beyond what is explicitly stated. 

 Helps students become aware of nuances in word meaning as well as acquire knowledge of 

general academic vocabulary to aid in understanding a wide range of complex texts. 

 Requires that students synthesize and present both orally and in writing ideas and information 

drawn from the text in an organized fashion to demonstrate understanding. 
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Essential Elements of Close Reading Exemplars 

 

Text exemplars that prioritize close reading can be designed in a variety of formats but have a few 

essential features:  

 The text of the exemplar is the focal point of the exemplar, with the text itself only lightly 

glossed, explaining those words that cannot be determined from context. 

 Exemplars begin with independent reading of the day’s text passage as well as reading the 

passage aloud.   

 Smaller sections of the text are singled out for rereading and investigation via text dependent 

questions. 

 Academic (Tier 2) vocabulary is emphasized in conjunction with text dependent questions. 

 Writing about the text to elicit active engagement and greater depth of comprehension. 

 
Other than the elements noted above, close reading exemplars can take on a variety of shapes and sizes.  
Close reading does not require teachers to follow a rigid lesson format.  It values teachers and prioritizes 
their creativity and expertise at unpacking texts by de-emphasizing the role of activities that merely 
impart background knowledge.  Close reading also stresses the importance of engaging with the text on 
its own merits rather than as a prompt for eliciting the personal experiences and feelings of students. 
 

 

The Role of Text Dependent Questions 

 
An effective set of text dependent questions typically begins with inquiries requiring attention to 
specific words, details, and arguments and then moves on to explore the impact of those specifics on 
the text as a whole.  Good questions will often linger over specific phrases and sentences to ensure 
careful comprehension of the text.  Typical text dependent questions include:  
 

 Looking at the role played by individual words, phrases, sentences and paragraphs 

 Asking how meaning can be altered by changing key words and why an author may have chosen 

one word over another 

 Examining how changes in the direction of an argument or explanation are achieved and 

possible reasons for the change 

 Analyzing paragraphs on a sentence by sentence basis and sentences on a word by word basis 

 Considering what the text leaves uncertain  

 Questioning why authors choose to begin and end when they do 

 Noting and assessing patterns of writing 

 Evaluating each argument in persuasive text, each detail in informational text, and observing 

how these build to a whole 

 Determining characters’ motivations, traits, behavior, thoughts and the interaction among them 

 
  



Close Reading and Background Knowledge 
 
The close reading approach gives priority to the role of the text in constructing an understanding of it.  
When done well, close reading uncovers the text as a rich source of knowledge; providing background 
knowledge before students read denies them the opportunity to develop this essential skill.  While close 
reading does not rule out the use of background knowledge, it raises the crucial questions of when to 
access information outside of the text and what information to utilize.  On a close reading model 
students should first grapple with the text itself, and only if students need additional information for the 
purpose of explicitly understanding the text itself should it be accessed.    
 
On the close reading model students should begin with a manageable portion of the text so as not to 
overwhelm them.  They should be guided in determining what is confusing or unclear, and taught how 
to use the text to answer as many of those questions as they can.  Once the text has been read and 
examined carefully, students can direct their attention to integrating relevant prior knowledge to assess 
how the text expands or challenges what they know.  If questions still remain after a full discussion of 
the text, additional knowledge can be provided that is specifically directed at clarifying the meaning of 
the text so as to keep it as the central focus.  Background knowledge therefore does not replace or 
supersede the text, but buttresses student understanding after they have examined the text itself.   
 

 
How Close Reading Supports English Language Learners 
 
The close reading model provides instructional support to ELL students in a variety of ways: 
 

 Offers scaffolding in an ongoing way by asking text dependent questions throughout the text. 

 Provides opportunities for students to develop fluency through rereading and following along 

when text is read aloud. 

 Targets a key element in strengthening reading comprehension through its focus on vocabulary  

 Supports weaker readers and encourages participation by privileging the text itself instead of 

prior knowledge. 

 Informs students of the text characteristics that challenge comprehension and provides text-

based contextual strategies for grappling with these. 

 Equips students with the skills need to understand unscaffolded text encountered on 

assessments and in college and career environments. 

 

Effective ELL support results in the reader encountering the text on its own terms.  When students 
encounter difficulty comprehending the text, support should explicitly direct students to re-read 
challenging portions of the text and address answer additional questions that help focus the student’s 
attention on key phrases and statements in the text or on the organization of ideas in the paragraph.  
Scaffolding and support should not become a simpler source of information for students either by 
translating the text contents or preemptively announcing what will be learned—thereby diminishing the 
need to read the text itself carefully.  Instead, scaffolding that directly and consistently solicits 
understanding and addresses confusion through close reading has been shown to be the most direct 
path to developing proficient independent readers. 




