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! Reading Without Limits !
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a question, another student should build, revise, and
critique their answer. There should be a back and forth
between students before you are holding the ball again.
Teach students to ‘‘talk into the silence.’’ After asking a
question, instead of replying to a student’s answer right
away, remain silent. This is a cue to the other students
in the classroom that it’s time for them to continue the
thread of conversation as shown in Figure 4.3.

It is also important to allow students to do a really
close inspection of the text, by pushing them to go back to
the text. After asking questions, give students ample time
to think about the questions. Avoid a back in forth with
the kids, where you ask a question, a kid replies, you reply,
a kid replies, et cetera. Instead, build in opportunities for
students to build off of each other’s answers.

The Elements of a Good Close
Reading Session
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Figure 4.4 Criteria for Close Reading

Most close reading involves a process of
movingfromliteral to impliedmeaning.
First, students must figure out the text
in order to paraphrase it. They might
need to paraphrase to help figure out
the text. Those two strategies are inter-
twined. After they are accurately able
to paraphrase, then they canmove onto
inferential thinking (see Figure 4.4).

In the following short close read-
ingexampleusingTangerinebyEdward
Bloor, the teacher starts by asking stu-
dents tofigureoutwhat they are reading
as they simultaneously paraphrase the
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Shared Reading to Teach, Reinforce, and Challenge

Take Your Close Reading Work to a Higher Level

I’ve just described an example of close reading. Here are suggestions that
will improve the close reading you do with students.

‘‘Change It’’ Questions
Take what students are now able to comprehend, and ask them to apply
their knowledge by making an imaginary or hypothetical change to the text.
For instance, let’s use one of the Common Core Standards as an example:
analyze how particular lines of dialogue or incidents in a story or drama
propel the action. If you were teaching students this standard through close
reading, after going through the steps outlined above, take it to an even
higher level by asking students to imagine a change to the story.

‘‘What do you think would have happened next if that particular line of
dialogue was ____ (something different)?’’

‘‘How could the author have rewritten the line of dialogue to propel the action
more?’’

Students must be prepared to defend and revise their answers. Keep
a mortarboard in your classroom. After asking one of these cognitively
demanding questions, students vote on the most insightful response. The
student who shared that response gets to wear the college cap!

Questioning Hierarchy
The following questioning strategy is excellent in that it slowly builds toward
higher levels of cognitive demand while students still feel like they can do
the task—both are necessary for engagement. George Hillocks developed
a questioning hierarchy, which is a great way to check for understanding
using a shared text. Similar to Bloom’s Taxonomy, it is a series of question
types that moves from literal to inferential.48

1. Basic Stated: Can students remember stated information
2. Key Details: Can students recall an important plot point mentioned

only once?
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3. Stated Relationships: Can students synthesize two pieces of informa-
tion?

4. Simple Implied Relationships: Can students make an inference that is
not directly in the text?

5. Complex Implied Relationships: Can students identify important
details and then make a conclusion?

6. Author’s Generalization: Can students figure out how the text connects
to real life or the world?

7. Structural Generalization: Can students determine how the structure
creates meaning?

Askaseriesofquestionsgoing throughtheabovehierarchyafter reading
a small section of text in order to do a close reading. Here are some examples
using an excerpt fromDr. Martin Luther King’s ‘‘Letter from a Birmingham
Jail.’’ In the following questioning hierarchy sequence, the teacher wants
students to see that the point of the paragraph is ultimately thatDr. King isn’t
happy because political leaders aren’t supporting his nonviolent campaign
in Birmingham, nor are they helping to find peace. The students read the
following short excerpt from ‘‘Letter from a Birmingham Jail’’:

In any nonviolent campaign there are four basic steps: collection of
the facts to determine whether injustices are alive, negotiation, self-
purification, and direct action. We have gone through all of these steps in
Birmingham. There can be no gainsaying of the fact that racial injustice
engulfs this community. Birmingham is probably the most thoroughly
segregated city in the United States. Its ugly record of police brutality is
known in every section of this country. Its unjust treatment of Negroes in
the courts is a notorious reality. There have been more unsolved bomb-
ings of Negro homes and churches in Birmingham than in any other city
in this nation. These are the hard, brutal, and unbelievable facts. On the
basis of them, Negro leaders sought to negotiate with the city fathers.
But the political leaders consistently refused to engage in good-faith
negotiation.49
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