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Synopsis:  For this unit, students will be using close reading to help improve their 

comprehension.  Students will begin with a pretest.  The students will not be read this aloud, they 

will complete this independently.  After the pretest is given, the teacher will need to score them 

and analyze the data to show the students their scores.  The teachers will then guide the next six 

close readings based on how much scaffolding the students need.   

 

The end result will be students mastering (80% or higher) the passage that they will complete at 

the end of the unit. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I plan to teach this unit during the coming year to 50 students in second grade language arts. 

I give permission for the Institute to publish my curriculum unit and synopsis in print and online. 

I understand that I will be credited as the author of my work. 



Taking a Closer Look at Comprehension 

Emily Steib 

 

Rationale 

It is well known that reading comprehension is one of the hardest skills to gain.  It is my hope 

that, with using this unit, students will gain one reading level in one month.  After that one 

month, they can then continue to use their close reading strategies to help them continue to gain 

reading levels.   

Background 

I teach at Hidden Valley Elementary, which is in the Northeast Learning Community in the 

Charlotte Mecklenburg school district.  As of October 12, 2016, Hidden Valley currently 

has  988 students in grades preK-5th.  441 students are African American, 2 are American Indian, 

13 are Asian, 512 are Hispanic, 12 are Caucasian, and 8 are other races.  276 students (28%) are 

currently receiving ESL services.  75 students (8%) are receiving services for disabilities.  99% 

of the students receive free and reduced lunch.  Hidden Valley employs 68 dedicated teachers 

and there are four languages spoken at the school: Spanish, English, French, and Mandarin.1 

Content Background 

At Hidden Valley we currently teach using the Columbia University Teacher’s College Reading 

Workshop framework.  Each day the students are given instruction in the following: Phonics, 

phonemic awareness, fluency, reading mini lesson, guided reading, and center based activities. 

During the 2015-2016 school year we implemented common assessments that are given at the 

end of each teaching unit.  Every two weeks the students are also given “pulse checks” that 

ensure the teachers the students are progressing in a way that they need to be in order to be 

successful.  The data from the pulse checks and common assessments are then used to guide 

instruction in small groups and an intervention block.  Reading mini lessons are taught from the 

common core state standards and text in hands are used by each student.   

     Beginning this school year, I give my students two close reads per week, based on the 

standards being taught.  On Monday we read the text one time, to get the gist of it.  The second 

time we read it, we mark any places where we would have a question (using a question mark and 

highlighting of that specific area).  After we come up with questions, we try and answer them 

that day (sometimes research is necessary and the questions are answered at a later date).  On day 

2, my students dig into the text even more.  We reread the text, but this time we read it to find 

connections to our lives, or something within the text (students highlight these and put an 

asterisk).  During day 3, read we read to find important information.  The students mark this with 

an exclamation point.  After the students have read the close read these five times, they are now 

ready to answer the questions that accompany them. 

 



Below is an example of a close read from one of my students:  

 

 

     This unit will be taught at the beginning of November and will be completed by the middle of 

December.   

This unit is made up of the following:  

 A month’s worth of engaging close reads. 

 Anchor chart ideas 

 Ideas for vocabulary to be pre taught, before the first close read 

     The first time I fell in love with close reading was when I attended the Teacher’s College 

Reading and Writing Project in the summer of 2013.  I then took the idea back to my classroom 

the following year and began seeing huge gains in my students.  In the Summer of 2014 I was 

lucky enough to, once again, attend The Teacher’s College Reading and Writing Project.  After 

that visit, I gained even more confidence with close reading and continued to use it in my 

classroom.  That year, the 2014-2015 school year, my students had the highest reading growth 

(on the TRC) in the whole school; they had averaged 4.5 reading levels!  I contribute a lot of 

their success to the close reading curriculum. 

     In my classroom I use close reading as a support to my reading lesson.  It is done with a 

standard in mind and as either a whole class or a strategy group/small group.  Students are given 

clear expectations of the outcome and reasoning for completing the task.  It is also done in center 

work, however, it must be at the point where students know exactly what to do before 

introducing it in this manner. 

     I also like to think about word choice when making my close reads.  What are the high 

frequency words for the grade/level of my students?  What are the tier of vocabulary words I 

should be using?2 

     When a student close reads, they are going more in depth in a text.  They are making 

observations and coming up with their own interpretations of the text.  In a classroom, close 

reading will often involve more than one read.  There are often three, four and five reads, each 

one looking for a new element in the text.3 



      During a close read, students are to be engaged, while becoming more independent with the 

text.  A close read is not to replace your reading instruction, rather support it.  It can be done 

whole group or in small groups.  Close reading does not need to be mastered in a day, it should 

be taught how to do correctly over many sessions.  Each piece you pick should be differentiated 

toward your students, not just for something to add into a lesson. 

      Think of something you enjoy.  For me it is cooking.  The more I cook a recipe, the more I 

am able to understand it and make it my own.  Take for instance spaghetti.  The first time I 

cooked it, I read the directions and did exactly as the recipe said.  The second time I read it I was 

able to find the patterns in the spices I was using; mostly Italian based spices.  The third time I 

read the directions I was able to cook the spaghetti with very little direction. 

     Close reading should take on the same routine for a student.  The first time they read a text it 

should be reading it to just get the gist; no highlighting, just reading.  The second time they read 

it, they should read it through a certain lens: are you requiring them to highlight words they don’t 

know?  Specific words that you want them to look for?  The third time they read it they are to 

use this lens to find patterns; what do they notice?  Anything important?  The fourth time they 

read the text, a student should read to develop an understanding of the text; are there any 

personal connections?4  The fifth read should be the time when students are answering the 

questions that are with the close read (at the end of this document there are bookmarks that the 

students can use to guide them in this process). 

     Before I have my students close read, I introduce the lens that they are to read through. 

Depending on the type of text, there are many different types of lenses, for different types of 

reading purposes.  Below are three tables that will help you with this process, if you want a 

student to read for text evidence, word choice, structure, points of view and argument, and 

reading across texts.5 

When Reading for Text Evidence 

 In narratives In informational texts 

Types of lenses  What characters/people: say/think/do 

 Characters’ expressions, gestures, and 

appearance 

 Relationships 

 Setting descriptions 

 Time period 

 Recurring objects 

A subject’s: 

 Facts 

 Phrases 

 Descriptions 

 

 Photos or graphics 

 Quotes from experts 

 Author’s stated 

opinions 

 Comparisons 

Types of 

patterns 

 Which details fit together? 

 How do they fit together? 

Types of 

understandings 

 Character’s/people’s: 

 Feelings 

 Traits 

 Relationships 

 Definitions of 

unknown concepts 

or terms 

 Main idea of a 



 Motivations 

 Comparisons to others 

 Whole Text: 

 Issues 

 Symbols/metaphors/motifs 

 Themes 

 Lessons 

section 

 Central idea of an 

entire text 

 Author’s bias or 

point of view 

 Comparisons 

 

When Reading for Word Choice 

 In narratives and informational texts 

Types of lenses Choose words that seem particularly selected by the author, such as: 

 Words that evoke: 

 Strong emotions 

 Strong images 

 A clear idea 

 Words that reveal style: 

 Informal tone 

 Formal tone 

 A clear voice 

 Particular kinds of words 

 Nouns 

 Verbs 

 Adjectives 

 Adverbs 

Types of Patterns  Which words fit together? 

 How do they fit together? 

Types of understandings An author’s: 

 Tone 

 Purpose 

 Relationship to the subject/theme 

 

Text’s: 

 Central ideas 

 Issues 

 Lessons 

 Symbols/metaphors/motifs 

 Themes 

 

When Reading Across Texts 

Types of lenses Lens #1: Choose a comparison: 

 Characters or subjects 

 Themes or central ideas 



 Settings 

 Authors (texts by the same author or different author) 

 Genres 

 Styles 

 Other ways (awards won, time period, social issues, etc.) 

 

Lens #2: Then choose your texts:  

 What other texts fits with this chosen comparison? 

 

*Some students may find it helpful to flip these steps. 

Types of patterns Decide how to compare:  

 Text evidence 

 Word choice 

Types of 

understandings 

Have new ideas about: 

 The lens you looked through 

 The authors’ choices 

 The messages these texts send 

 See characters or subjects as more complex 

 Analyze kinds of relationships between characters or ideas in 

texts 

 Theme or central idea 

 

When considering author’s purpose: 

 Analyze each author’s point of view 

 Understand more of an author’s style 

 See how genre choices affect story, topic, or readers 

 Examine what it takes to be an “award-winning” book 

 Analyze what texts from a time period show us about that 

period in history 

 

      When you give a student a lens to look through, you can then have them look for the types of 

patterns.  After that they will read for an understanding of the whole text.  Each “layer” is a 

different read. 

      When I am making close reads, I like to think about student engagement.  Think about what 

gets you interested in reading; doing it about something you enjoy.  Another thing to take into 

consideration when making a close read, or preparing questions for one, is the Common Core 

State Standards.  When I pick out a close read and use the standard as guidance, I am looking at 

the end result; what do I want my students to learn from this close read?  I then make grade 

appropriate questions that follow the specific standard that I am looking at. 

     When a child close reads, they are reading more than once.  Sometimes that read can last a 

whole week, depending on the difficulty of the read.  However, sometimes a close read can last 

two days.  This is where teacher judgement comes in; if you see your student really struggling on 

a read, then longer time may be needed. 



     In my classroom I use a checklist with the students.  It is shown below:  

 

     Although on the checklist is says read the passage five times, with some of my students that is 

extended and some of my students only read it two times.   

There are many questions to ask oneself when reading:

 6 



     Below is a picture of a test that my students took on September 23, 2016.  The purpose of the 

test was to see if students were referencing the text and pulling out the details for the answers. 

This particular student did exactly that (the questions/answers were on the back) using a 

highlighter. 

 

Close Reading Discussion 

In my classroom, my students and I use the close reading passages as a means of discussion.  On 

days one and two, we simply read the text to understand it and look at any confusing/troubling 

parts.  On days three and four we really dive into the text.   

     Each student in my classroom has a turn and talk partner with whom they work closely.  On 

day three, once we have reread the passage as a group, I give my students a purpose as to why 

they are reading it (content purpose) and they are to then work in pairs determining the 

answers.  In one of our Charlotte Teaching Institute Seminars: Literacies in Literacy, we read an 

article called Structuring the Talk: Ensuring Academic Conversations Matter.  This article gave a 

lot of information on how to really make these academic conversations in class matter. 

     Stated in the article, “establishing purpose is essential for learning because it provides an 

initial framework on which to build understanding (Fisher and Frey 2009).” One way you could 

do this is setting a purpose for reading the specific passage.  If the students are reading about 

deserts, you would explain that the purpose is to learn more about deserts and answer questions 

about them.  

     When using academic conversation in the classroom, language frames should also be 

used.   Using language frames not only helps your students that are new to the language, but your 

students who need to visually see what they will be saying.  Some examples of these frames are:  

 According to this close read, ______________________________ 



 I agree with you because _________________________________ 

 I disagree with you because _______________________________ 

     In one of our seminars, we read an article titled Opening Spaces for Critical Literacy.  Within 

this article, we discussed ways that students can share their work.  The article says that teachers 

should be asking open-ended questions such as: “What do you wonder about the passage you just 

read?”.7 

     After this seminar, I went back to my classroom and “revamped” the way that my students 

answer questions.  One thing that I did to my classroom was make an anchor chart with stems 

such as the above to aid my students.  The students also have a podium that they stand behind 

with a microphone to speak into.  At first my students are very hesitant, especially when 

someone disagrees with them.  However, if a classroom culture of empathy and support is built, 

then this can be done very smoothly.  I even have students share who do not speak English!  

How to Use the Close Reads in Your Classroom 

Each close read is designed to take two to three days, depending on the needs of your students.  I 

have included pages that are allocated for vocabulary work that should be completed before the 

read.  At the beginning of the unit you can give definitions of the words and near the end of the 

unit you can have the students use their context clues to figure out the unknown words.   

     These close reads can be done as a whole group activity or in small groups.  In my classroom 

I will be using these a small group activity, during center time.  If the time in your classroom is 

limited, you could use these close reads as homework.  

Activities 

Attached are:  

Six close reads (22 pages); pages 1 and 2 are the pretest, while pages 21 and 22 are the 

posttest.  Before each close read there is a page that can be used to pre-teach important 

vocabulary that might be included in the close read (made by myself and Stevie Roper, the MCL 

at Hidden Valley Elementary). 

Checklist for students to use as they read each passage (can be made into bookmarks). 

 

  



Checklist that can be made into bookmarks: 

 

 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 

 

 

 



 



 



 



 

 



 



 



 



Appendix 1: Implementing Teaching Standards 

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RI.2.1 

Students will be answering and asking questions about their readings, such as: who, what, where, 

when, why, and how.  They will be doing this to show their understanding of key details within a 

text. 
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