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Chapter 5: The Mighty Text: Worthy, Compelling, and Complex

Chapter 5A: What Makes a Text Worthy and Compelling?

 u Chapter 5B: How Will the Curriculum Support My Students to Read Complex Texts?

Chapter 5C: What Does Close Reading/Read-Aloud Look Like in Action?

Instructional Leadership

Frequently Asked Questions

Chapter 5B: 
How Will the Curriculum Support 
My Students to Read Complex Texts?

Regular practice with complex text and its academic language is a big—and important—instruc-
tional shift of the new standards. We want to acknowledge from the outset, however, that reading 
complex text through close reading (or close read-alouds in the primary grades) is not a univer-
sally loved practice. Many teachers complain that it is tedious or boring for their students. Others 
feel that it is rigid and doesn’t account for students’ individual needs. 

We hear you, and we agree that close reading/read-aloud can be all of those things, but it doesn’t 
have to be and certainly shouldn’t be! Close reading/read-aloud should be about helping students 
read texts that are stimulating and exciting because they are challenging and sometimes myste-
rious (think about the lobster text in Chapter 1, Figure 1.1) and because the texts contain infor-
mation that students really want to understand. It should be about building students’ skill to read 
with greater independence. Often students need help unlocking complex text because it is too 
complex for them to read on their own. 

The purpose of close reading/read-aloud is not to march students through a tedious set of steps, 
but to hand over the keys so that they can unlock the texts on their own. That is the ultimate goal. 

 u Why Is Close Reading/Read-Aloud So Important 
for My Students?

Giving students the opportunity and the strategies to tackle complex text builds their indepen-
dent reading skills and their belief in themselves as readers. And, importantly, it gives them 
access to the curriculum. It is difficult to build knowledge of the world—whether in first grade, 
twelfth grade, or college—if the ability to read and make meaning from text is a barrier. 

Becoming a capable and confident reader opens many doors for students. A special educator 
supporting teachers using our curriculum in Cabell County, West Virginia, summed up the power 
of giving students the tools they need to read complex text: “They would go to their general ed. 
classroom, and they started participating and raising their hands. I had students actually say, ‘I 
feel like a real fifth-grader. I’m doing grade-level work.’” 

Whether students are listening to complex text read aloud or learning strategies to read com-
plex texts on their own, we’re committed to close reading because it’s an effective practice that 
accelerates skill- and knowledge-building. As we emphasized in Chapter 5A, we certainly don’t 
want close reading to be the only kind of reading students experience. We still want to see them 
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nestled in beanbag chairs devouring books like Diary of a Wimpy Kid, and our curriculum makes 
plenty of room for independent reading of that nature. We also make plenty of time for research 
reading so that they can dig into a variety of engaging texts on their own on the topic being stud-
ied in the modules (e.g., toys in kindergarten or frogs in Grade 3). 

But we also need to carve out space for students to push into new territory and build up their 
reading muscles. If Diary of a Wimpy Kid is the fifth-grade equivalent of a leisurely stroll through 
the park, let’s be sure to vary the workout with occasional vigorous hikes with more challenging 
texts, such as selected articles from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Just like a varied 
physical workout is good for the body, a varied reading workout is good for the mind. 

 w Just like a varied physical workout is good for 
the body, a varied reading workout is good for 
the mind.

Although students don’t read (or hear read aloud) complex texts every day in our curriculum, 
they do it frequently enough that they are able to develop a rhythm of close, attentive reading 
and get the “regular practice” they need. Students learn to internalize many of the strategies used 
while reading closely, which usually takes them back into the text over and over across multiple 
days. We refer to close reading “sessions” rather than close reading lessons because close reading 
makes up only a portion of the time over an arc of lessons (e.g., 20 minutes of a 60-minute lesson 
each day for five days). These “exposures” to complex text are often paired with other kinds of 
texts; for example, students may toggle back and forth between close reading of a complex in-
formational text and independent reading of a related literary text that helps them make greater 
meaning of the complex text. 

Close Reading Is an Equity Issue
Students should experience a “staircase of complexity” in the texts they read Grades K–12 so that 
they are prepared for college- and career-level reading by the time they leave high school. If we 
deny students the opportunity to learn the skills they need to read complex texts, they’ll never 
catch up. They’ll stay behind, caught in a vicious cycle. In the pages that follow, we hope you’ll 
see that, yes, they can do it, and yes, you can help them. 

We often hear a concern from teachers that the close reading of complex texts is too difficult for 
their students. Many find themselves “rescuing” students who struggle. This is a natural instinct, 
but keeping in mind our commitment to equity and excellence for all students, as well as the val-
ue of productive struggle, we encourage you to let the practice take hold and give your students a 
chance to surprise you.

The first key to success with close reading, for teachers, is to check in with yourself about your 
mindset. Do you harbor doubts that your students can read complex texts? Or, for Grades K–2, do 
you harbor doubts that they can do rigorous thinking about complex text that you read aloud to 
them (even if they can’t yet read it on their own)? Do you find the prospect intimidating? Do you 
worry that close reading will take the joy out of reading for your students? 

These are all legitimate questions, and we take them seriously. We are committed to making close 
reading collaborative, purposeful, and engaging for students and to helping you feel empowered 
with this critical literacy practice.

And, by showing you how we made decisions about the texts students read in our curriculum in 
Chapter 5A, we hope we have counteracted your fears that close reading means boring reading. 
Rest assured that we don’t ask students to read dry texts about nothing just for the sake of read-
ing complex texts. We chose the texts we did because they help students explore compelling top-
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ics and characters, which motivates them to persevere when the going gets tough. All students 
deserve this opportunity, not just those who already have strong reading skills.  

 u  What Exactly Is Close Reading/Read-Aloud?
Close reading is a process of careful, analytical reading. It involves repeated reading, text-based 
discussion, and (often) written analysis of complex text. In Grades K–2, this process usually 
means a close read-aloud by the teacher; students draw or write simple words in response to the 
text, leading to full sentences and paragraphs as they move toward third grade. 

At all levels, the purposes remain the same: to gain a deeper understanding and appreciation 
of the specifi c text, to build world knowledge, to learn academic vocabulary, to build analytical 
reading skills, and to foster perseverance and passion for deep reading of worthy texts. The close 
reading/read-aloud you’ll fi nd in our Module Lessons (and in one component of the 3–5 Addi-
tional Language and Literacy [ALL] Block) helps students build these skills through collabora-
tive (and we think joyful) interaction with rich and compelling texts that help instill a spirit of 
courageous exploration. 

 Ä Video Spotlight

In the accompanying video, see a close reading 
session in action. This video is from our first-edition 
curriculum, so there are some elements that we 
have updated for our new K–5 curriculum. You will 
still see that teacher Kerry Meehan-Richardson, 
from World of Inquiry School in Rochester, New 
York, and her students understand that multiple 
reads with strategic text-dependent questions help 
them “conquer complex text.” Meehan-Richardson 
is clear that she doesn’t want to feed students 

her understanding; she wants them to construct their own (in this instance, about 
the scientific concept of adaptation). You will also see a nice example of how a simple 
protocol engages students in creating collaborative understanding of the text.

But, in hindsight, there is a bit too much focus in this lesson on “reading over and over” 
so students “won’t forget the key details.” What you will see more of in our new K–5 
curriculum is an emphasis on questions driving toward a deepened understanding, with 
clear synthesis at the end. Look for the video on close read-alouds later in this chapter for 
an example that shows those details.

https://vimeo.com/89001348

 What Isn’t Close Reading/Read-aloud?
It’s important to note at the outset that close reading isn’t only one thing—it’s not a protocol to be 
followed exactly every time students read complex texts. Sometimes students will need to reread 
(or hear read aloud) an entire text three times to unpack all of the layers of meaning. Other times, 
one time through the whole text is enough, with short passages chosen for further rereading. It 
is really the text and the task that dictate the approach in a particular close reading/read-aloud—
not every text needs the same treatment. To further demystify close reading, Table 5.5 summariz-
es what close reading/read-aloud is and what it isn’t.
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Table 5.5: What Close Reading/Read-aloud Is and What It Isn’t

What Close Reading/Read-aloud Is What Close Reading/Read-aloud Isn’t

A way to level the playing field by making 
complex text accessible to all students through 
carefully planned instruction

An unfair practice that forces struggling readers 
to read text they can’t possibly understand

Exciting and enlightening, as students unlock the 
mystery of complex and often beautiful stories 
and poems, as well as rich informational text

Boring, dry, and dull

Crucial in a time when so much information is 
available through text and reading complex text is 
a prerequisite for success in college and careers

Unnecessary

A way to introduce developmentally appropriate 
strategies that support students in developing the 
kind of deep understanding of text that may have 
previously been available only to older students 
and excellent readers

A watered-down version of high school reading 
for younger students

A way to help students do the cognitive work of 
the Common Core reading standards that focus 
on deep comprehension (Reading: Literary Text 
and Reading: Informational Text)

A way to teach comprehension strategies (e.g., 
“asking questions” or “drawing inferences”)

 u How Is Close Reading Different with Primary 
Students?

Before we go on any further to describe the design of close reading/read-alouds in the curric-
ulum, we need to pause and talk about how close reading works with students in the primary 
grades. Students who are still learning to crack the alphabetic code clearly won’t be able to 
read complex texts independently. But that doesn’t mean they can’t think and talk about text in 
sophisticated ways. Many parents and kindergarten teachers, for example, read Charlotte’s Web 
aloud to 5- and 6-year-olds. Children this age are unlikely to be able to read this classic on their 
own, but they can still do great thinking about the text. 

In the curriculum, most close reading in the K–2 grade band happens through close read-alouds, 
which allow students to listen to and discuss more complex texts than they can read inde-
pendently. This exposes them to more sophisticated concepts, content, academic vocabulary, 
and complex language than they would otherwise be able to access. As we referenced in Chapter 
1B, the research tells us that, particularly for students who enter school behind in terms of their 
vocabulary, syntax, and world knowledge, this exposure is vital. This is why close read-alouds 
are an important component of Module Lessons in our K–2 curriculum. (Keep in mind that the 
K–2 Reading Foundations Skills Block is when K–2 students learn to crack the alphabetic code 
through a structured phonics program.) 

Close read-alouds typically unfold over a series of short sessions (20 to 25 minutes each) that are 
part of the longer 60-minute Module Lesson, which includes other learning activities. Students 
may return to the text over the course of as many as five lessons, each time listening to parts of 
the text for a particular purpose. The sequence starts with students listening to the entire text 
read aloud without interruption, which helps them get immersed in the content and language 
while also modeling fluency and expression. In subsequent sessions, a focus question sets the 
stage for analysis of smaller chunks of text. This focus question drives inquiry across the entire 
series of sessions and helps students understand “why are we reading this?” 
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In each session, students are lifted to greater understanding of the text through purposeful 
text-dependent questions and activities. Keeping in mind the characteristics of primary learn-
ers, students engage with the text using a variety of modalities throughout the close read-aloud, 
including drama, art, movement, discussion, and writing. Students also use a variety of note-tak-
ing strategies to help them collect evidence that will enable them to answer the focus question, 
which may include drawing pictures or writing words to fi ll in sentence frames. In the fi nal 
session, students synthesize their learning through a culminating writing or speaking task. 

Just as with close reading in Grades 3–5, each close read-aloud in the curriculum is accompanied 
by a Close Read-aloud Guide. In Chapter 5C, we will walk you through a sample kindergarten 
close read-aloud and annotate the key components for you. 

 Ä Video Spotlight

This two-part video series features Sara Metz and her 
kindergarten class at Explore Elementary in Denver. Using 
a Close Read-aloud Guide, Metz and her students engage 
in analysis of the text, Come On, Rain!, as part of a module 
on the topic of weather. Sara strikes a balance of rigor and 
joy as she guides her students through a carefully crafted 
sequence of text-dependent questions that drive toward a 
focus question, total participation techniques to engage all 
learners, and a culminating task. 

https://vimeo.com/213202773

https://vimeo.com/213193741

“Close read-aloud is really diff erent from how I did 
read-alouds in the past because I rarely used to read 
a text more than once unless it was a class favorite. 
[I love] ... diving deep into one or two high-quality, 
complex texts like we do now with close read-
alouds. The benefi t I’ve seen for my students is a 
more thorough understanding and a deeper level of 
text comprehension (and therefore content), which 
enhances their ability to ask and answer questions 
and engage in substantive conversations, especially 
my English language learners. As a result, they are 
better equipped to demonstrate their learning through 
drawing, writing, and oral language.”

Sara Metz
K–1 Teacher, Denver

joy as she guides her students through a carefully crafted 
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 u How Are Close Reading/Read-Alouds Designed to 
Help My Students Build Deep Understanding and 
Literacy Skills? 

As we have done in other parts of this book, we want to spend some time “looking under the 
hood” at what goes into the design of close reading/read-aloud sessions. Understanding the 
important decisions that go into creating these sessions will help you teach close reading/read-
alouds with greater nimbleness and authority. As we stated in Chapter 1, we hope that teaching 
our curriculum will be its own form of professional development for you. Learning the ins and 
outs of these practices may positively impact the way you and your students approach reading 
across all subjects.

Three main ingredients contribute to the design of close reading/read-aloud sessions: 

1. The first ingredient is the text, which must be carefully chosen so that it is at the right level 
of complexity for students. The close reading/read-alouds in our curriculum were designed 
to support students in navigating the complexities of a text, which we identified using the 
Four Quadrants of Qualitative Text Complexity analysis (see Table 5.1). Not every text is 
complex in the same ways. Once the specific complexities of a text are identified, close 
reading/read-alouds can be designed to address some of those specific complexities with 
students. The challenge for curriculum designers is to first identify how a particular text is 
complex, and then to determine which of those complexities to focus on, given the larger 
purpose of the module. 

2. The second ingredient is the purpose. Why are students reading this text closely, given the 
larger context of the module? How will understanding this text help them understand the 
module topic more deeply? 

3. The third ingredient is the process by which students read the text. “Rather than reading 
to merely learn ‘about’ the text, students must be able to read texts analytically, gathering 
information for a particular purpose and synthesizing it to create deeper understanding” 
(Berger, Woodfin, Plaut, and Dobbertin, 2014, p. 180). Along the way, students should be 
interacting with the text and each other to help deepen their understanding. 

Close reading/read-aloud as an instructional strategy for tackling complex text will represent a 
shift in reading instruction for many teachers (see Table 5.6). 

Table 5.6: What’s In and What’s Out for Teaching Complex Texts

In Out

Regular encounters with complex texts Leveled texts (only)

Texts worthy of close attention Reading any old text

Mostly text-dependent questions Mostly text-to-self questions

Mainly evidence-based analysis Mainly opinion-based analysis

Accent on academic vocabulary Accent on literary terminology

Emphasis on reading and rereading Emphasis on pre-reading

Reading strategies (as a means) Reading strategies (as an end)

The Planning behind a Close Reading/Read-aloud
Close reading sessions are like an iceberg; what the student experiences above the waterline is 
built on careful planning below the waterline. And, just like an iceberg, the planning and founda-
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tional work is actually much larger than the series of sessions themselves. Before students begin 
reading a complex text, there are many decisions to make (and remember that if you are a primary 
teacher, these decisions are made in the context of a close read-aloud, with your beginning 
readers likely acting as close listeners, who will often read silently in their heads as you read). As 
curriculum designers, the following steps were a part of our planning process:

Step 1: Evaluate the Context

 » Determine the purpose for reading. What will students understand or do with the informa-
tion they acquire?

 » Look ahead. Where is this heading? Why do students need this information?

 » What is the assessment? How will students write about what they read? What is the perfor-
mance task?

 » Choose compelling texts and be able to explain why a particular text was chosen.

• What makes it worth reading?

Step 2: Analyze the Text

 » What excerpts are particularly critical (in terms of the content students need to learn or make 
sense of )? Of those, which will need to be read slowly, deeply, more than once, and with sup-
port? (See Table 5.2 in Chapter 5A for an example of an analysis of the book Come On, Rain!)

 » Specifically, what challenges will students need to overcome in terms of the text’s meaning, 
requisite background knowledge, structure, and language?

 » Attend to syntax and vocabulary. Determine what vocabulary students might be able to learn 
in context and what words will need to be defined for them. 

 » Should students first hear a particularly critical or difficult passage read aloud? (If so, stu-
dents need to follow along.) Or can students first have a go on their own and then hear the 
text read aloud after?

Step 3: Prepare Questions, Engagement Strategies, and Scaffolding

 » Which text-dependent questions will lead students through the text to the big ideas? The 
questions are really the heart of the lesson. See the “Lifting Students to Greater Understand-
ing of the Text through a Carefully Crafted Series of Text-Dependent Questions” section later 
in Chapter 5B for more on text-dependent questions. 

 » How will students engage with the questions, the text, and each other during the close 
reading/read-aloud? See the “Engaging Students in Discourse about the Text” section later in 
Chapter 5B for more on engagement strategies.

 » Are there students who will need a differentiated approach? What scaffolds can be put in 
place that will lift them to the text and not take away their opportunity to read and make 
meaning independently? See the “Supporting English Language Learners and Others Who 
May Need Additional Scaffolding” section later in Chapter 5B for more on scaffolding and 
differentiated instruction.

What Happens during a Close Reading/Read-aloud Session?
In our curriculum, we include Close Reading/Read-aloud Guides that walk you through the 
sequence of sessions on a particular complex text from beginning to end. These guides are back-
ward-designed from a clear understanding of what knowledge and skills students should build 
as a result of reading the text and of the challenges the text presents. The primary goal of close 
reading/read-aloud is deep understanding of the text (or a particular part of the text) and how it 
relates to the module topic as a whole. Remember, we don’t ask students to read closely just for 
the sake of reading closely; we do it to give them access to knowledge. 
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Close reading/read-alouds include certain elements that are the same, no matter the text: 

 » Setting purpose for the close reading/read-aloud (often through a focus question that drives 
students’ thinking as they read/listen)

 » Giving students an initial sense of the text through a “first read” (or read-aloud)

 » Lifting students to greater understanding of the text through a carefully crafted series of 
text-dependent questions

 » Working with vocabulary in context during close reading/read-alouds

 » Engaging students in discourse about the text 

 » Supporting English language learners and others who may need additional scaffolding

 » Synthesizing understanding of the text 

Let’s take a closer look at each of these elements of a close reading/read-aloud.

Setting Purpose for the Close Reading/Read-aloud
It is important for students to know why they are going to read a complex text before they 
begin reading it. One common misconception about close reading/read-aloud is that it is merely 
close reading for the sake of close reading (which implies that the purpose is only to develop a 
reading skill, such as annotating a text). Yet that is far from the case. Setting a greater purpose 
for students will engage their curiosity and their motivation. In our content-based curriculum, 
doing the hard work of reading a complex text is in service of building knowledge of the world. 
Students also learn skills (e.g., annotating), but comprehension and knowledge-building is para-
mount. 

With their curiosity motors in high gear, we want students to be ready and willing to dig into the 
text. Connecting it to their desire to learn about the world is key. Think back to how the teacher 
introduced the lobster text (Figure 1.1) to her students in Chapter 1: “This is a great scientific 
paper by one of the world experts on lobsters. It has important information that will inform our 
study of Boston Harbor. But almost no one in the world has read it, and few people can under-
stand it. Even your parents may not be able to understand it. Some of the teachers here may not 
understand it. At least not right away. But together, we can make sense of it.” This teacher made 
an extremely complex text something these students suddenly couldn’t live without reading. 

In the kindergarten close read-aloud that we unpack in Chapter 5C, students begin their close 
read-aloud of Come On, Rain! with a reminder of how they have been studying weather from 
around the world and its impact on people. The story they are about to hear will help them 
learn more deeply about how the weather is affecting one place and one group of people. Two 
focus questions orient students to their purpose before the close read-aloud and then guide the 
progression of text-dependent questions and the culminating task for the whole sequence of five 
close read-aloud sessions with this one rich text:

 » How does the heat/lack of rain affect the characters?

 » How does the rain coming affect the characters?

In the fifth-grade close reading that we unpack in Chapter 5C, students pull out their copies of 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights for a close reading session that helps them answer 
some of the central questions in the novel Esperanza Rising. The reason for reading the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights is to know more about how the characters who they have come to 
care about through the novel have had their human rights threatened and how they responded to 
those challenges. They read to more deeply understand a complex social issue.
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Giving Students an Initial Sense of the Text through a “First Read”
The first read of a complex text is almost always a read-aloud, even with older students (although 
sometimes in Grades 3–5, students may first read the text silently and then hear the teacher read 
it aloud). For this first read, teachers read the text all the way through without stopping. Despite 
its simplicity, the first read of a complex text is challenging for many teachers. It may require 
some unlearning of the way you have always done things. In the past, read-alouds have often 
involved frequent pauses to ask students questions about the text, to think aloud about the text, 
or to explain things to students: “Why do you think she said that? What do you think will happen 
next? How does this idea connect to what we learned yesterday? So in this part of the text, the 
author is really saying such-and-such.” During the first read in a close read-aloud, we want you to 
resist this urge and to keep reading the whole piece. 

There will be plenty of time for students to answer questions about the text. But the first read 
is not that time. It is important for students to hear the text read fluently and with expression. 
Hearing the text read as the author intended it to be read helps students enjoy the text, connect 
to its message, and get a sense of the flow and meaning of the whole piece. It’s totally fine if 
students don’t understand everything; we wouldn’t expect them to. Think about the first time 
you read a dense poem, a contract, or an explanation of new science discoveries in a magazine 
or newspaper. You get something, but you know you’ll need to keep digging in. The same is true 
with close reading/read-alouds. After the first read, subsequent close reading/read-aloud ses-
sions devote time to helping students drill down into certain words, sentences, and paragraphs to 
make sense of the deeper meaning of the piece. 

In the curriculum, certain texts have compelling audio files available that give students an even 
richer experience of the first read. Hearing Jackie Robinson read his “This I Believe” essay for 
NPR; or a Haitian poet read his reflection on the earthquake that destroyed his home deepens the 
experience for students. 

Lifting Students to Greater Understanding of the Text through a 
Carefully Crafted Series of Text-Dependent Questions
Strong text-dependent questions are the foundation of close reading/read-alouds. The questions 
are not just for assessment of understanding; they ground the purpose of the reading for you and 
your students, they are the basis of class discussion and inquiry, and they shape how the text will 
be used in the lesson, including what parts of the text will be unpacked, individually and togeth-
er, and to what depth. Unlike questions we often ask, this carefully crafted set of text-dependent 
questions is not designed to assess students’ understanding of text. Instead, the questions draw 
attention to key ideas in the text and model strategies for unlocking meaning in complex text. 
The questions act as a scaffold to lift students to greater understanding of the text.

Any worthy complex text, by nature, invites many rich questions. When reading closely, it is 
important to ensure that the questions serve the larger purpose. When creating the text-depen-
dent questions in close reading/read-alouds, we ruthlessly prioritized; we sought not to distract 
students (or teachers) with questions that would send them on tangents. Where is it crucial to 
slow down and take more time with a sentence? What concepts, themes, and issues are most 
important? What vocabulary and language learning is best served by the piece? 

It is important to help students move through the text in a logical sequence; the series of ques-
tions should help students build a holistic understanding of the text, rather than creating a 
fragmented experience (another reason it is important that students read/hear the entire text 
first). (Note, however, that sometimes the lesson focuses students on just selected passages, not 
an entire text.) The best questions span a range of complexity, including concrete questions of 
recall and basic understanding, as well as questions that require critical thinking: inference, 
analysis, application, and transference. In practice, the questions are generally not planned in a 
simple sequence of increasing complexity; instead, purpose and understanding shape the order of 
questions used for discussion or written prompts. The challenges of making meaning within the 
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text itself, rather than the specific standards to “cover,” drive the sequence of questions, though 
typically a strong sequence of text-dependent questions will inherently hit many of the reading 
standards.

QUESTIONS AS A TOOL FOR ANALYSIS OF TEXT

As the name suggests, text-dependent questions must drive students back to the text, requiring 
them to read and often reread the specific text closely to answer them. Although questions must 
require analysis of the text and compel students to focus sharply on the language of the text itself, 
students may inevitably connect the text to their own experience, background knowledge, and 
other texts they have read. Indeed, this is how readers integrate new texts into what they already 
know to expand their schema for understanding the world. 

Text-dependent questions should require students to look sharply and analytically at the text 
itself—not just the general ideas in the text, but the specific structure, language, and meaning 
of the text and the decisions that the author made to use particular words, phrases, and images. 
The questions can require students to make connections to broader themes, current issues, and 
even personal experiences but are always strongly grounded in the text itself. One simple test 
for whether a question is text-dependent: Would students need the text in hand, and eyes on the 
text, to answer it? If not, the question may be “about” the text but not “dependent on” the text. 
Typical text-dependent questions ask students to perform one or more tasks, which are high-
lighted with examples in Table 5.7.

Table 5.7: What Is the Work Text-Dependent Questions Ask Students to Do?

Task Example

Paraphrase to convey basic 
understanding

In Grade 4, Module 3, as students read a text about the American 
Revolution: “How would you say the sentence ‘Boston was the cen-
ter of opposition to Britain’s tax policies’ in your own words?”

Analyze paragraphs sentence by 
sentence and analyze sentenc-
es word by word to determine 
the role played by individual 
paragraphs, sentences, phrases, 
or words

In Grade 5, Module 3, as students read Jackie Robinson’s “This I 
Believe: Free Minds and Hearts at Work” essay: “In Paragraph 7, 
what two words repeat throughout this paragraph?” (I believe.) Stu-
dents are invited to underline the things the author says he believes 
in, clarifying word meanings as needed (human race, warm heart, 
man’s integrity, goodness of a free society, that society can remain 
good only as long as we are willing to fight for it.)

Probe each argument in an 
opinion/argument text, each 
idea in informational text, and 
each key detail in literary text, 
and observe how these build to 
a whole

In Grade 1, Module 2, students explore why authors write about the 
sun, moon, and stars. They engage in a close read-aloud of Summer 
Sun Risin’. In the final session, they review what happened in the 
beginning, middle, and end of this narrative. Then they consider 
two big questions:

1. “What is this story mostly about?” (the boy and his day and 
what he and his family do; the sun and how it moves across the 
sky during the day) 

2. “What are the big ideas we learned from reading this story?” 
(The boy and his family did certain things when the sun was in 
certain places in the sky.)

Cont.
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Task Example

Note and assess patterns and 
structures in a text and what 
they mean; to illuminate these 
patterns, close reading/read-
alouds often incorporate anchor 
charts

In kindergarten, Module 1, students consider what toys others 
prefer and why. They participate in a close read-aloud of Have Fun, 
Molly Lou Melon, in which Molly Lou’s grandma talks about toys 
from long ago, and then Molly Lou creates her own versions of 
those toys. During each session of the close read-aloud, students are 
encouraged to notice this pattern in the structure of the text, con-
sidering: “What did grandma say?” “What does Molly Lou Melon 
do?” (see an example of this anchor chart on the next page). This 
leads to an understanding of the central message of the book, that 
fancy toys aren’t needed to have fun.

Question why authors choose to 
begin and end when they do

In the same kindergarten close read-aloud of Have Fun, Molly Lou 
Melon, students notice that Molly Lou and her friend Gertie are 
looking up at the sky and imagining various shapes. Early in this 
session, the teacher asks some basic comprehension questions about 
this chunk of the text: “What do Molly Lou and Gertie see in the 
sky? Use pictures and words to help you.” (a butterfly, penguin, and 
refrigerator) Then the teacher probes: 

• “Do Molly Lou and Gertie see a real butterfly, penguin, and re-
frigerator? Share your idea with a partner.” (Molly Lou and Gertie 
used their imaginations.)

• “How does this part of the text show you how Gertie has 
changed?” (Gertie is not watching TV this time. She is using her 
imagination to watch the clouds.)

The teacher then reads the last two sentences aloud and defines the 
word wink. Then she shifts to a more challenging question about 
author’s purpose (implied) and about text structure: “Why does 
Molly Lou wink at the Grandma-shaped cloud?” (to show their spe-
cial secret about using imagination to play). This series of questions 
helps students notice that the author chose to end the story in a way 
that shows that Molly has learned the power of imagination from 
her grandma. 

Consider what the text leaves 
uncertain or unstated

In Grade 4, Module 1, students closely read Robert Frost’s poem 
“Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening.” They consider what they 
know about the narrator in the poem (the narrator has a horse and 
has stopped between the woods and a frozen lake) and what is not as 
clear (why the narrator has stopped) and discuss the impact this has 
on the reader.

Working with Vocabulary in Context during 
Close Reading/Read-alouds
As we have emphasized, teaching vocabulary extends far beyond close reading/read-alouds; we 
take every opportunity to build students’ vocabulary banks (see Chapter 5A for a fuller descrip-
tion of the various ways vocabulary is taught). Specifically during close reading/read-alouds, we 
focus on key vocabulary, often toggling between instances when we need to define a word for stu-
dents, if it can’t be figured out in context, and instances when we ask students to grapple with the 
meaning, based on context, morphology, or past learning. This toggling also supports the pacing 
requirements of the curriculum. In the annotated lessons in Chapter 5C, you will see plenty of 
examples of this dance, back and forth, between helping students figure out vocabulary on their 
own and providing definitions when necessary. 
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Vocabulary is often the subject of text-de-
pendent questions. Exploring the meaning 
of words is one way to help students be 
evidence-based readers—by understanding 
the meaning of a word and how it aff ects the 
meaning of a piece overall or by exploring an 
author’s choice to use a particular word, stu-
dents are pushed to comprehend a text based 
on what the text actually says. In a progres-
sion of text-dependent questions, vocabulary 
is often a low-stakes place to start, to warm 
students up to looking closely at the text be-
fore they move on to syntax and structure and 
toward the big questions of the themes and 
central ideas of a text. 

E ngaging Students in Discourse about the Text
Text-dependent questions are not necessarily answered by students putting pencil to paper in or-
der to independently answer each question or by teachers asking the class and calling on students 
ready to answer. You will fi nd that at all grade levels, all close reading/read-alouds are designed 
so that students engage in some kind of discourse about the questions in each session. Often brief 
protocols, like Back-to-Back and Face-to-Face, are used as the structure for that discourse. 

Brief protocols that have the same purpose as total participation techniques (i.e., to get all stu-
dents thinking and talking) are used frequently to engage all students in responding to text-de-
pendent questions. What follows are a few common brief protocols used during close reads/read-
alouds in the curriculum:

 » Think-Pair-Share: This protocol promotes productive and equitable conversations in which 
all students are given the time and space to think, share, and consider the ideas of others. It 
ensures that all students simultaneously engage with the same text or topic, while promoting 
synthesis and the social construction of knowledge.

 » Back-to-Back and Face-to-Face: This protocol provides a method for sharing information 
and gaining multiple perspectives on a topic through partner interaction. It can be used for 
reviewing and sharing academic material, as a personal “ice breaker,” or as a means of engag-
ing in critical thinking about a topic of debate.

 » Pinky Partners: This protocol is a fun way for students to fi nd a partner to engage with con-
cerning a question. They raise their pinky in the air and fi nd another student to link pinkies 
with. 

 Ä Video Spotlight

In the accompanying video, primary students learn 
and practice the Think-Pair-Share protocol, which 
is a simple way for all students to get a chance to 
think, talk, and learn from others. Students first 
practice with an easy question from personal 
experience, and then move on to one that is text-
based. This video is narrated by students and can 
be shown to students to help them learn this simple 
routine for productive conversations.

https://vimeo.com/164455361

Anchor charts like this one from kindergarten, Module 
1 are almost always structured to help students notice 
patterns in a text.
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Brief protocols like these promote greater engagement from students. They are also highly 
supportive for English language learners (ELLs) or for those who might struggle with complex 
text. Close reading/read-aloud is by design highly scaffolded and supportive, as students move 
slowly and deliberately through text. And the use of brief discussion protocols gives them plenty 
of opportunities to talk about the text with their peers, which helps students to solidify their 
understanding of vocabulary, syntax, and meaning and to articulate their ideas. 

Note that more in-depth protocols, such as Science Talks or Socratic Seminars, may be used to 
bring students deeper and deeper into a text; however, these protocols are not frequently used 
during close reading/read-alouds. This is because protocols are designed so that teachers can 
use them with any text. And because close reading/read-alouds are text-specific, asking students 
to look closely at words and sentences in the text itself, protocols may be a useful early step but 
overall have more limited use. (Note: More in-depth protocols will be explored in Chapter 6 
when we explore the read-think-talk-write cycle.) 

In addition to brief protocols and total participation techniques, there are myriad other ways 
to increase students’ engagement with complex text. Many of these are suggested in the Close 
Reading/Read-aloud Guides. Others you may choose to add based on the needs of your students.

 » Movement: Physically “showing” understanding of vocabulary words (e.g., “show me slith-
er”), circulating to analyze text excerpts or images, standing in groups to chart their analysis 
of the text

 » Drama or role-play: Acting out events or ideas in a text in small groups or as a class

 » Physical manipulation of text: Manipulating excerpts of the text (e.g. mystery quotes, sorting 
evidence into more or less relevant)

 » Sketching: Making a quick drawing to show a key idea in the text or communicate ideas 

 » Annotating text: Writing in the margins or placing a sticky note with a note or visual to an-
swer a question or explain the gist of a section of text

 » Text-coding: Using symbols to indicate reactions to the text (e.g., a question mark for ques-
tions, a check mark for connections)

 » Color-coding: Using various colors to indicate different aspects of a text’s structure (e.g., 
highlighting key details in yellow or painting the focus statement in a model essay green)

Close reading/read-aloud will be a challenge for many students. It is rigorous cognitive work. 
There are a few things about the design of our close reading/read-aloud sessions that will help 
make these important literacy-building experiences effective and engaging for all of your stu-
dents:

 » Students are reading compelling and worthy texts that they will want to dig into.

 » The sessions are short (20 minutes), and they don’t happen every day.

 » Students are not just reading independently, they are talking to each other and, especially 
with primary-age students, they are drawing, role-playing, and otherwise creatively and 
actively interacting with the text.

 » The questions and activities in the close reading/read-aloud represent a line of inquiry that 
leads students to an understanding of the text most would not have come to on their own. 
Close reading offers all students access to the kind of experience those of us who love to read 
often take for granted. For many, this will be the first time they know the excitement and 
satisfaction of unlocking the deeper meaning and beauty of the words on a page.
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Supporting English Language Learners and Others Who May Need 
Additional Scaffolding
Although close reading/read-alouds can seem intimidating to students because of the complexity 
of the text, the design of close reading/read-aloud sessions in our curriculum is actually quite 
supportive of ELLs and students who may struggle with reading. Because students are walked 
carefully through text, slowly and deliberately parsing words and unpacking layers of meaning, 
they learn essential reading strategies and have opportunities to build knowledge of the world.

Though the texts are challenging, the process of close reading/read-alouds, which happen regu-
larly at all grade levels in the curriculum, gives students who may need additional support with 
reading new skills and strategies for tackling complex text. For ELLs in particular, this practice 
also honors the fact that though they may be learning a new language, ELLs deserve access to 
challenging texts and sophisticated ideas.

 w Close reading offers all students access to the 
kind of experience those of us who love to read 
often take for granted. For many, this will be 
the first time they know the excitement and 
satisfaction of unlocking the deeper meaning 
and beauty of the words on a page.

PLANNING APPROPRIATE SCAFFOLDS

Like everything you do in the classroom, close reading/read-aloud sessions, which typically span 
three to five lessons, will require planning and forethought to meet the needs of your diverse 
group of learners. Because these sessions are designed to challenge students with complex texts, 
it is important that all students read the same challenging text. With that in mind, scaffolding 
strategies can then be applied to lift all students to the text, though we offer a word of caution 
when applying them: It is important not to over-scaffold the reading experience for students. Too 
much front-loading will take away their opportunity to figure things out on their own. 

The curriculum already offers you many specific scaffolds, which you can find in the following 
sections of Module Lessons: Teaching Notes; Supporting English Language Learners; Universal 
Design for Learning; and Meeting Students’ Needs. Taking the time to read and understand the 
lesson well ahead of time so that you can see how scaffolds are intentionally woven into the close 
reading/read-aloud will help you avoid too much front-loading. Among the suggested scaffolds, 
you will find some that should happen before the lesson and some that should happen during the 
lesson. The list of options in Table 5.8 should help you understand the types of supports you’ll 
find in close reading/read-aloud sessions, as well as additional strategies you might consider to 
meet your particular students’ needs.
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Table 5.8: Scaffolding Options for Close Reading/Read-alouds

Scaffolding Options

Lesson calls 
for reading 
chunks of the 
text inde-
pendently 

 » For students who might get overwhelmed by seeing the whole text on a page, 
format the text in “bite size” pieces (e.g., one paragraph at a time on index cards 
or one page as a separate handout).

 » Have students read with a buddy.

 » Have small groups read with you or another teacher (or via technology).

 » Provide structured overviews for some sections of text.

 » Reformat texts to include more embedded definitions or even picture cues.

 » Provide the text to students in a clear format, either on a handout or displayed 
clearly via technology.

 » Though Grades K–2 students will not be reading the text independently during 
close read-alouds, it is still important to chunk the text for them to follow along 
with as you read. These chunks of text should be displayed for all to see or stu-
dents should have their own copies.

Lesson calls 
for answering 
questions

 » Start with concrete text-dependent questions before moving to the abstract.

 » Tackle small sections at a time.

 » Once students have tried the task, provide additional modeling for those who 
need it.

 » Provide sentence stems or frames.

 » Highlight key ideas/details in the text.

 » Modify graphic organizers to include picture cues or additional step-by-step 
directions.

 » Post directions and anchor charts.

 » Provide “hint cards” that give students more support with text-dependent ques-
tions (students access these only when they get stuck).

 » Indicate where students may find key information in the text or on an anchor 
chart by marking with sticky notes or highlights.

 » Give options for responding to questions with drawing, drama, or discussion 
before writing.

 » Make time for guided work with the teacher.

Lesson calls 
for writing

 » Modify graphic organizers to include picture cues or additional step-by-step 
directions.

 » Provide sentence starters and sentence frames.

 » Use discussion, including Conversation Cues, to help students orally rehearse 
their answers before responding in writing.

 » Model writing using a similar prompt or a different section of the text. 

 » Make time for small group guided work with the teacher.

 » Make time for more frequent conferring.

Cont.
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Scaffolding Options

Lesson calls 
for collabora-
tive work

 » Review norms for collaboration in advance and after group work.

 » Have small groups work with a teacher.

 » Form heterogeneous pairs (strategic partnerships).

 » Monitor specific students more strategically (e.g., seat them closer to a teacher).

 » Provide (and model) structured roles for group members.

Other literacy 
or interven-
tion time

 » Offer additional practice with fluency (e.g., oral reading, speaking with expres-
sion) and grammar rules.

 » Offer additional writing practice. 

 » Offer additional work with structured phonics.

 » Pre-read with students the text used in the Module Lesson.

 » Have students read additional (easier) texts on the same topic or theme.

 » Have students reread texts used in Module Lessons.

 » Provide additional quality read-alouds, including via technology.

 » Pre-teach critical vocabulary.

 » Engage students in word study (e.g., structural analysis of specific words from 
the text).

Homework  » Provide students with read-alouds via technology (e.g., audiobooks).

 » Provide picture cues or additional directions.

 » Provide sentence starters or sentence frames.

 » Provide video or slides of class examples on a website.

 » Modify expectations of quantity.

Synthesizing Understanding of the Text 
As a bookend to setting purpose at the start of the close reading/read-aloud, students also need 
an opportunity to synthesize their understanding of the text once they are done. Often a short 
writing task or, in Grades K–2, a “culminating task” gives students a chance to step back to think 
about what they understand about the text. 

In the kindergarten close read-aloud example we unpack in Chapter 5C, the culminating task is 
directly related to the focus questions that set purpose for the five close read-aloud sessions:

 » How does the heat/lack of rain affect the characters?

 » How does the rain coming affect the characters?

Students complete an independent writing task in which they draw a picture and write a word 
in a box about how a character feels before and after the rain. In the fifth-grade close reading 
we unpack in Chapter 5C, students synthesize their understanding of the text by writing on 
their note-catcher what nickname they would give to the article of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights they read to help them remember its main idea.

Synthesizing their understanding of a text at the conclusion of a close reading/read-aloud is a 
form of debrief that not only builds students’ understanding of the module topic, but also builds 
their capacity to track and take ownership of their learning. And, connecting the synthesis to 
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the purpose for reading set out at the beginning of the close reading/read-aloud deepens stu-
dents’ motivation to dig into challenging texts. 
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