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Abstract 

Close reading is a practice that is gaining a larger share of instructional time in 

contemporary classrooms largely due to the Common Core State Standards.  Although it 

finds its roots in the New Criticism movement, only recently has it caught the attention of 

the primary and secondary education communities.  Close reading centers on in-depth 

analysis of complex texts through text-dependent questioning.  Traditional close reading 

assignments use teacher-selected texts, although a wide range of research supports 

offering students choice in the texts they read and study in school.  This study combined 

the two practices of close reading and student self-selection of text, in order to examine 

effects on student attitudes and achievement. 

 The study addressed the following research questions:  1. Will there be a 

statistically significant difference in achievement of seventh-grade advanced reading 

students between (a) those who are given a choice of texts in close reading assignments 

and (b) those who are assigned a single text for close reading assignments?  2.  Will there 

be a statistically significant difference in attitudes of seventh-grade advanced reading 

students between (a) those who are given a choice of texts in close reading 

assignments and (b) those who are assigned a single text for close reading assignments. 

The research questions were examined using a quasi-experimental non-

randomized pretest-posttest comparison group research design.  The independent variable 

was the text used in close reading assignments: (1) a single teacher-selected text, where 

students have no choice; or (2) a text that is student-selected from three choices. The 
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dependent variables were: (1) reading achievement as measured by the State of Texas 

Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR) seventh-grade reading test; and (2) student 

attitude toward close reading as measured in three domains by a researcher-developed 

attitude survey.   

The 130 participants for this study were drawn from a population of seventh-

grade students enrolled in advanced reading classes at an intermediate school in a 

suburban school district outside of Houston, Texas.  The two groups were taught by the 

same teacher, the researcher himself. 

Mixed design analysis of variance procedures were used to compare the two 

groups’ differences on pretest and posttest scores on the reading achievement tests and 

the three constructs measured in the attitude survey.   

 There was no statistically significant difference in the reading achievement scores 

of the two groups.  There were statistically significant differences for the Engagement 

and Educational Value constructs demonstrating that the group that had choice in the 

texts used for close reading had greater increases in these areas than the group using 

teacher-selected texts.  There were no statistically significant differences between the two 

groups in the Empowerment construct on the survey.  Overall, the results of this study 

suggest that for the purposes of teaching close reading to seventh-grade advanced reading 

students, offering them choice in reading material is preferable to offering only teacher-

selected texts. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Introduction 

A new emphasis on close reading has accompanied the wide adoption of the 

Common Core State Standards (CCSS).  Close reading is an instructional technique that 

emphasizes looking carefully at a short piece of text, then analyzing and digging into it to 

create deeper levels of understanding.  Close reading is not a new phenomenon as it has 

been talked about in some form or fashion since I. A. Richards in the 1920s (Richards, 

1926; Richards, 1929), and continuing on through the New Criticism movement of the 

1940s.  At that time literary critics argued that meaning should be created from the text 

alone, not through the context of when and where it was written, not through the lens of 

the author and his or her experience, and not through the personal perspective and 

experience of the reader (Ransom, 1941; Wimsatt & Beardsley, 1946). Others like Adler 

were also pushing toward a more deliberate and structured form of reading in the 1940s 

(Adler, 1940); however, proponents of the New Criticism and their strategies faded over 

time.   

But the CCSS breathed new life into these old ideas of how reading should be 

taught.  The authors of the standards were explicit in their expectations for curriculum 

calling for “shorter, challenging texts that elicit close reading and re-reading…regularly” 

(Coleman & Pimentel, 2012, p. 4).  They also went back to the ideas espoused by the 

New Critics in their interpretation of close reading as they asked educators to pursue 

close reading that “focuses on what lies within the four corners of the text” (Coleman & 
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Pimentel, 2012, p. 4).  The goal was to allow all readers to “fully understand 

informational texts as well as analyze works of literature effectively” (Coleman & 

Pimentel, 2012, p. 4).  Because of this, close reading has become more ubiquitous in 

contemporary reading instruction than at any point in history. 

While close reading is largely being accepted as standard practice in most 

educational institutions, the form that it takes has shown to be very disparate from place 

to place.  This is likely due, at least in part, to the lack of confidence that many teachers 

feel in their ability to guide students through the process (Gewertz, 2012).  Additionally, 

there is a wide range of definitions of close reading causing instructional practices to vary 

based on the accepted idea of what close reading is.  These factors, combined with the 

very recent reemphasis on teaching close reading have meant that the techniques of close 

reading instruction are very much in the process of development, and there is very little 

research that specifically looks at best practices for teaching close reading to students.   

 

Need for the Study 

There is a need for more research that informs about best practices in close 

reading, and the literacy community at large is generally in agreement with this.  Cassidy 

leads an annual study in which he surveys literacy leaders from institutions across the 

United States about what issues are “hot” in literacy (Cassidy & Grote-Garcia, 2014).  

The 25 respondents are given a list of 30 topics related to literacy, and they are asked to 

describe them as being “hot” or “not” for the upcoming year, as well as whether they 

should be “hot” or “not.”  The topic “close reading/deep reading” was tied with one other 
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topic as being the hottest current literacy focus, and it was also firmly in the “should be 

hot” category with over half of respondents in agreement that it deserved the attention.   

This, of course, is largely due to the pressures that many states around the country 

feel from the CCSS.  The standards were founded by a conglomerate of private and 

public interests as a tool to help all students become college and career ready (Common 

Core State Standards Initiative [CCSSI], n.d.).  The need for these new standards operates 

under the assumption that too many students were not graduating high school with the 

necessary skills to be successful in either college or the workforce.  Therefore, the 

development of a new set of standards could push educational institutions toward higher 

levels of challenge and rigor in order to benefit the students they had as their charges.  

One of the ways to push students to higher levels of learning was through a systematic 

reliance on close reading. 

But the push toward close reading was not met with absolute optimism and 

acceptance.  While most organizations and literacy leaders acknowledged that students 

should be challenged with close reading tasks to some extent, the amount and style of 

how this was to be conducted came under fire.  In a policy brief written for the 

International Reading Association (IRA), Snow and O’Connor (2013) shared some of 

their concerns with how close reading was being presented to educators.  They listed four 

major objections to a widespread reliance on close reading: (a) it didn’t eliminate 

differences in students’ background knowledge; (b) the tedium could be demotivating to 

students; (c) it overvalues text-evidence; and (d) it could push instruction away from 

classroom discussion and argument. 
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While defined differently by most sources, one near unanimously accepted 

element of close reading is the importance of re-reading the text multiple times to deepen 

understanding.  For struggling readers who often already come to classrooms with 

significant fluency challenges (Allington, 2011), the expectation that students re-read 

again and again is seen as a major discouraging force for some readers.  Close reading is 

largely associated with the re-reading of complex texts (Coleman & Pimentel, 2012), and 

it is not designed to be an easy activity for students.  The need to examine the 

motivational aspects of close reading therefore becomes an important area of research.  

Particularly, there is a need to consider the ways various types of close reading tasks 

affect students’ attitudes. 

Published literature on students’ reading attitudes consistently indicates that 

choice is an important motivating factor (e.g. Boltz, 2007; Cole, 2002; Gambrell, 1996; & 

Guthrie, 1996).  Trusting students to choose their own reading materials, even from a 

prescribed list, gives students ownership over the task, which increases buy-in.  While 

there is a significant amount of research that supports enabling students with choice in 

reading materials, none could be found which examined using choice with close reading 

assignments. 

Since a foundational element of close reading revolves around students reading 

texts that are challenging and complex (Brown & Kappes, 2012; Coleman & Pimentel, 

2012; Partnership for Assessments of Readiness for College and Careers [PARCC], 

2012), one barrier to offering students choice with close reading is the possibility that 

they will not choose to read at an adequate text complexity.  For this reason, in a study 

attempting to examine what happens when students are offered choice in close reading 
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materials, they needed to be given a list of texts that are all of similar text complexity, 

then enabled to choose from the provided list.  This gives the opportunity for choice 

while maintaining that all texts used will be comparable in difficulty. 

This study was designed to examine the impact of providing opportunities for 

choice to students when selecting texts for close reading.  The results help to inform 

educators about the best practices that can be used when developing close reading tasks.  

Because there are a variety of opinions about what close reading is and how it should take 

form, a need for a research base in making these decisions exists.  Under consideration 

will be two major aspects of instructional effectiveness: (a) how does offering choice in 

close reading affect students’ academic achievement, and (b) how does offering choice 

affect students’ attitudes towards close reading?  Both achievement and attitude play a 

role in students’ future success (Schiefele, Schaffner, Moller, & Wigfield, 2012), and 

significant differences in either area would be meaningful. 

 

Statement of the Problem 

Close reading has been designated as a practice that should begin early in 

elementary school and continue throughout students’ educational careers (Coleman & 

Pimentel, 2012; Fisher & Frey, 2012a).  While there are several instructional tools that 

are being developed to help aid educators in designing and implementing this practice 

(e.g. Beers & Probst, 2012; Lehman & Roberts, 2014), a lack of empirical research exists 

that specifically supports the various practices espoused in these guides.  Most of the 

techniques and strategies that are promoted are based on classroom observation, informal 

assessments, and research focused on more general literacy instruction as opposed to 
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specifically close reading.  More research is needed to support specific close reading 

practices and the impact they have on students’ achievement and attitudes. 

 

Research Questions 

Inasmuch as the purpose of the study was to describe the effects of providing 

opportunities for text choice in close reading assignments on seventh-grade advanced 

reading students’ academic achievement and attitudes, the study addressed the following 

research questions: 

Research Question One.  Will there be a statistically significant difference in 

achievement of seventh-grade advanced reading students between (a) those who are 

given a choice of texts in close reading assignments and (b) those who are assigned a 

single text for close reading assignments?  

Research Question Two.  Will there be a statistically significant difference in 

attitudes of seventh-grade advanced reading students between (a) those who are given a 

choice of texts in close reading assignments and (b) those who are assigned a single text 

for close reading assignments? 

 

Definitions of Terms 

For the purposes of this study, the following operational definitions were used: 

Close Reading.  The term “close reading” refers to analysis of complex, short 

texts with multiple re-readings and a focus on using textual evidence to support 

conclusions and comprehension, including annotation of the text. 
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Reading Academic Achievement.  The term “reading academic achievement” 

refers to student reading skill as demonstrated by scores on the STAAR reading test (a 

state mandated reading comprehension test), and a pretest created from a shortened 

released version of a previous year’s STAAR reading test. 

Attitudes.  The term “attitudes” refers to student impressions of close reading as 

represented by scores on a researcher-created survey looking at three constructs: (a) 

Engagement, (b) Educational Value, and (c) Empowerment. 

Text-Choice.  The term “text-choice” refers to students being given a brief 

preview of three texts of similar complexity, with students being able to pick one of the 

three for closer study after the preview. 

Complex Texts.  The term “complex texts” refers to texts that satisfy the 

standards laid out in the CCSS.  ATOS scores for the reading passages determined the 

quantitative dimension, while evaluation of the qualitative and reader and task 

dimensions were at the discretion of the researcher. 

Short Texts.  The term “short texts” refers to passages under two pages in length. 

Engagement.  The term “engagement” refers to student engagement toward close 

reading assignments as measured in the researcher-created survey. 

Educational Value.  The term “educational value” refers to student perceptions 

of the importance and benefit of close reading assignments to them academically as 

measured in the researcher-created survey. 

Empowerment.  The term “empowerment” refers to student perceptions of the 

impact of close reading assignments on their reading ability and skill as measured in the 

researcher-created survey. 
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Significance of the Study 

This study sought to determine if data supports the implementation of providing 

students with opportunities for choice in close reading assignments.  Instructional 

practice should be research-based, but due to the burgeoning nature of close reading in 

the United States, and the emphasis that has been placed on this technique with the 

CCSS, it is still a new enough concept that there are gaps in the literature.  Research 

needs to be conducted to help define the practices that are most effective with students in 

order to ensure that the close reading that is being done is not being done in vain.  The 

results from this study can be used to affect future instructional decisions in the field of 

literacy and close reading as it continues to develop over time. 

 

Overview of the Study 

Traditionally, close reading assignments use teacher-selected texts, although a 

wide range of research supports offering students choice in the texts they read and study 

in school.  This study attempted to combine the two practices of close reading and student 

self-selection of text in order to examine effects on student attitudes and achievement. 

The research questions were examined using a quasi-experimental non-

randomized pretest-posttest comparison group research design.  The independent variable 

was the text used in close reading assignments: (a) a single teacher-selected text, where 

students have no choice; or (b) a text that is student-selected from three choices. The 

dependent variables were: (a) reading achievement as measured by the State of Texas 

Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR) seventh-grade reading test; and (b) student 
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attitude toward close reading in three domains as measured by a researcher-developed 

attitude survey.  The participants for this study were 130 students drawn from a 

population of seventh-graders enrolled in advanced reading classes at the school the 

researcher taught at. 

The pretest and posttest results for the academic reading achievement tests and the 

three domains of the attitude surveys were analyzed using mixed design analysis of 

variances techniques.  Statistically significant differences were found in the Engagement 

and Educational Value constructs on the survey, but not in the Empowerment construct, 

nor the reading academic achievement results.  The results of the study showing the 

attitude gains of the Choice group suggest that for the purposes of teaching close reading 

to seventh-grade advanced reading students, offering them choice in reading material is 

preferable to offering only teacher-selected texts. 

  



 

CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to describe the effects of providing opportunities 

for text choice in close reading assignments on seventh-grade advanced reading students’ 

reading academic achievement and attitudes.  The study addressed the following research 

questions:  1. Will there be a statistically significant difference in achievement of 

seventh-grade advanced reading students between (a) those who are given a choice of 

texts in close reading assignments and (b) those who are assigned a single text for close 

reading assignments?  2. Will there be a statistically significant difference in attitudes of 

seventh-grade advanced reading students between (a) those who are given a choice of 

texts in close reading assignments and (b) those who are assigned a single text for close 

reading assignments. 

Chapter two includes these main topics: (1) close reading, (2) text complexity, 

and (3) student-choice in reading and motivation.  The subsections of the close reading 

section are: (1) definitions: historical and contemporary, (2) instructional strategies for 

close reading lessons, and (3) research on close reading.  The subsections of the text 

complexity section are: (1) the quantitative dimension, (2) the qualitative dimension, (3) 

the reader and task dimension, and (4) potential challenges of text complexity.  The 

subsections of the student-choice in reading and motivation are: (1) foundations of 

motivation, and (2) offering students choice. 
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Close Reading 

Reading instruction in America is moving in a new direction.  The Common Core 

State Standards (CCSS) ushered in a focus on two concepts that, while not new, never 

had the spotlight that they share now: text complexity and close reading.  Text 

complexity is often understood as the challenge level and intricacy of a text.  But close 

reading has the potential to mean different things to different people, leading to possible 

confusion. 

Definitions: Historical and Contemporary 

Traditional close reading finds roots in the New Criticism movement with 

advocates like Richards (1929), Adler (1940), and Ciardi (1959) laying out systematic 

ways to read and analyze text and poetry by focusing exclusively on the messages 

contained within the text, all while attempting to ignore the personal and historical 

contexts that have effects on that text.  Thus, literary theory has said, “To read closely is 

to investigate the specific strengths of a literary work in as many details as possible.  It 

also means understanding how a text works, how it creates its effects on the most minute 

level” (Mikics, 2007, p. 61).   

This form of close reading became a focus of many college English classes and 

English scholars.  Thousands of dissertations and published articles have been done on 

close readings of specific texts, focusing on texts that range from the Bible (e.g. Evans, 

2008), to Shakespeare (e.g. Rodrigues, 2011), to even wordless picture books (Ramos & 

Ramos, 2011).  They generally focus on this intense, minute attention to textual detail 

advocated by the New Critics. 
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However, some college English instructors disagreed with some of the New 

Critics and their contemporaries’ principles.  One such issue surrounded a distinction 

between close reading and closed reading (Beehler, 1988).  Closed reading assumes a 

single “correct” meaning of a text, making the goal during reading uncovering that one 

acceptable answer.  Beehler saw that closed reading was becoming more of a focus with 

college faculty, and it was having a negative effect on college students who felt like they 

were not capable of finding the “truth” in a text, or had ideas that disagreed and ran 

counter to the instructor.  This form of intensive reading was demotivating and caused 

students to reject textual analysis rather than appreciate it. 

More recently Bialotosky (2006) made a critical examination of close reading at 

the college level, again based on the New Critical definition of the term.  Bialotosky 

agreed with Beehler that college English students were becoming “convinced that they 

can’t understand poetry” (p.112) due to the expectation that they uncover right answers or 

truths from their deep, close reading.  The author posited that this pedagogy was still in 

practice because it “is teachable, testable, and perhaps even functional under certain 

conditions” (p. 112).  But Bialotosky’s concern was that this practice once again closed 

off reading to students as opposed to opening it to students, in spite of the fact that it was 

easier for college English instructors to assess.   

The closed idea that meaning was contained by the words on the page alone, and 

that a reader was trying to extract a specific, singular message was contradicted by 

Rosenblatt (1978), whose Transactional Theory of Reading explained that a text and a 

reader co-created meaning.  Essentially, a text was read through the lens of a reader and 

their experiences, and those contexts could not be ignored.  With schools largely adopting 
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Rosenblatt’s ideas, the form of close reading that had been advocated by the New Critics 

was primarily relegated to college and advanced level English classes. 

Despite the fact that close reading had largely disappeared from K-12 curriculum, 

when the CCSS were released their English language arts standards placed a huge 

emphasis on using text-evidence in reading (National Governors Association Center for 

Best Practices, Council of Chief State School Officers [NGACBP & CCSSO], 2010c).  

Supporting documents called for close reading of complex texts as the primary vehicle 

for pursuing this goal of making students more proficient users of text-evidence, leading 

to a new era of literacy professionals exploring what close reading is and how it should 

work (Coleman & Pimentel, 2012).  Furthermore, the assessments designed by the two 

groups charged with developing CCSS assessments, the Partnership for Assessment of 

Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) and the SMARTER Balanced Assessment 

Consortium (S-BAC), focused their reading assessments almost exclusively on text-

dependent evidence, and the close reading of complex texts (PARCC, 2011; Hess, 2012). 

This new form of close reading, which is advocated by the CCSS is almost always 

defined slightly differently, but the definition put out by Brown and Kappes (2012) 

captures most of the elements that are typically mentioned, particularly for narrative text: 

Close reading of text involves an investigation of a short piece of text, with 

multiple readings done over multiple instructional lessons.  Through text-based 

questions and discussion, students are guided to deeply analyze and appreciate 

various aspects of the text, such as key vocabulary and how its meaning is shaped 

by context; attention to form, tone, imagery and/or rhetorical devices; the 
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significance of word choice and syntax; and the discovery of different levels of 

meaning as passages are read multiple times. (Brown & Kappes, 2012, p. 2) 

Simplified, close reading is a type of deep analysis of a short, complex text that 

requires rereading for students to be able to answer the text-dependent questions that 

accompany it.   

With this goal in mind, two of the lead authors of the CCSS wrote a list of criteria 

for publishers who were developing materials for instruction meant to align with the 

standards (Coleman & Pimentel, 2012).  This document became one of the most 

important pieces describing the expectations that the CCSS have for close reading.  It 

states that literacy instruction should “center on careful examination of the text itself” (p. 

1), because “the standards focus on students reading closely” (p. 1).  Furthermore, all 

students should have “extensive opportunities to encounter grade-level complex texts” (p. 

2), even those who are behind.  The CCSS expect this reading to focus “on what lies 

within the four corners of the text” (p. 4), moving away from personal interpretation and 

toward text-evidence based interpretation.  The texts used “should be worthy of close 

attention and careful re-reading” (p.5).  Additionally, the majority of questions that 

accompany these texts should “not require information or evidence from outside the text” 

(p. 6), because eighty to ninety percent of the standards in each grade require text-

dependent analysis.  Much of this push toward independence and close reading is made to 

avoid teacher scaffolding, which “should not preempt or replace the text” (p. 8) for 

students’ understanding.  Therefore, the focus on close reading is at least partially a 

response to a perceived overreliance on teacher clarification; a response to a fear that 

students have a need to be guided in a new direction. 
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Thus, many of these criteria were laid out as a response to concerns that students 

were failing to develop the independent capacities needed to make meaning from 

challenging college-level text.  Citing studies that showed wide gaps between the levels 

of texts that were studied at the end of high school compared to those studied at the 

beginning of college (see Adams, 2009), this challenging form of text-dependent close 

reading was inserted as a remedy to help ensure that students would leave secondary 

schools college-ready.  But this intense focus the CCSS have placed on close reading was 

not met with unanimous acceptance. 

While most critics of the CCSS’s version of close reading accept that it has a role 

in a curriculum, many fear that it is being pushed too strongly, and that it should only be 

a part of a more balanced literacy plan.  The National Council of Teachers of English 

(NCTE) says that close reading can be useful especially “alongside other approaches” 

(NCTE, 2012, p. 2).  They go on to clarify that meaning can be created from a text in two 

different ways: text-based and situation-based.  Text-based meaning is what the CCSS’s 

focus on text-evidence advocates, but situation-based meaning is derived from the 

integration of the text with a reader’s prior knowledge and goals.  If situation-based 

meaning is ignored, deeper understandings of texts are lost as the reader cannot apply the 

ideas of the text to other situations.  Therefore, if close reading becomes the exclusive 

form of reading instruction in a classroom, students are losing the chance to develop the 

essential critical thinking skill of synthesizing what they learn from reading with what 

they know about the world around them. 

With the CCSS reaching across public lines to the private domain in its 

development, there are a plethora of organizations that have become involved in creating 
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recommendations, policy briefs, implementation suggestions, and even grants for 

educators willing to meet their expectations.  One of the many is the Aspen Institute, a 

non-profit that has published several guides for teachers looking to implement the CCSS.   

Brown and Kappes (2012) wrote their primer on close reading of text for the 

Aspen Institute, and in many ways it is similar to much of the other published literature 

surrounding close reading.  They defined close reading activities as those using short and 

complex texts, with multiple re-readings over multiple lessons, with students guided to 

deep analysis of the text through text-dependent questions and discussion.  Similar to 

many other sources, they feared that instructors previewing a text could undermine the 

value of close reading because it doesn’t allow readers to create meaning independently, 

as the readers may become overly reliant on the information given to them by the 

instructor rather than what is in the text alone.  They also recognized that close reading 

should be an integrated part of a balanced literacy curriculum.   

Brown and Kappes’ (2012) final claim, however, while likely representative of 

many CCSS advocates, was not supported by any empirical evidence.  They stated that, 

“close reading builds skill and motivation in the reader” (p. 5).  It is certainly possible 

that this growth could prove true for many readers, but close reading with adolescents is 

currently an understudied practice.  These types of claims create misconceptions that 

assertions made have been found in research, when in actuality most of that research has 

not yet been conducted.  This supports this study’s purpose in developing a research base 

for close reading practice: a research base that is currently lacking. 

In order to share its organization’s thoughts on close reading and the rest of the 

CCSS, the International Literacy Association (formerly the International Reading 
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Association) published an electronic series of resources about adolescent literacy 

instruction (Fisher & Frey, 2013).  Most of the recommendations that Fisher and Frey 

make for close reading in their chapter about text complexity and close reading are 

similar to what they say in other places (as will be discussed later in detail).   

They advise that teachers: (1) select short, worthy passages; (2) design the lesson 

so students re-read; (3) ask students to “read with a pencil;” (4) remind students to note 

confusions; (5) model the text through a think-aloud; (6) discuss the text; and (7) ask 

text-dependent questions (Fisher & Frey, 2013).  Their fifth recommendation, that 

teachers model the text, is one that does not always come up in discussions of close 

reading.  Despite the fact that close reading seeks to turn responsibility to students for 

text comprehension, the process of grappling with complex text still needs to be modeled 

for students.  Particularly since this is such a challenging activity, students cannot be 

expected to understand a challenging text just because they read it over and over again, 

rather, they need to be taught explicit strategies for creating meaning in these difficult 

situations, and that is best taught through teacher modeling.  The modeling needs to be 

done at the initial stages of instruction so that later close reading that students engage in 

will be accessible and productive once the lessons become a part of the literacy program. 

Still, there are a wide range of fears and worries about close reading becoming 

common practice, typically related to how it will be implemented.  Gewertz (2012) shares 

some of the worries that administrators at the school and district level have regarding 

their teachers’ preparedness.  Since many teachers have not been using close reading, nor 

have they been explicitly trained in close reading teaching strategies, Gewertz found 
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significant anxiety about teachers’ abilities to implement close reading into their 

instruction.   

Since many teachers are used to providing quick answers to students with 

questions, it will take significant training to prepare teachers to respond to those queries 

with other questions that turn the student back to the text for answers.  Since all questions 

should be accessible through the content of the reading material, according to close 

reading pedagogy, teachers need to understand that their role has changed somewhat.  

Although instructors may find the implementation of close reading to be a challenge, the 

goal of the teacher is to empower students by pushing them to do the tasks independently.  

However, this level of challenge needs to be balanced against possible frustration that 

students may feel if the task is too challenging and they are unable to accomplish it with 

their current knowledge.  Gewertz (2012) found that many school administrators feared 

that their teachers were not yet ready for this new challenge. 

One prominent literacy researcher and leader weighed in on close reading on their 

blog, “Shanahan on Literacy” (Shanahan, 2013).  Shanahan’s blog entry seeks to clarify 

some misconceptions the author believes have developed as close reading has become 

more of a focal point.   

The first misconception the blog post addresses is that close reading is not a 

teaching technique.  The implication is that close reading is more of an outcome that 

students should be doing as opposed to a style of lesson (despite the fact that many close 

reading lessons share common features).  In Shanahan’s (2013) opinion, close reading 

should be a goal for students instead of just a technique that teachers are using.   
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Related to technique, the second misconception Shanahan (2013) brings up is that 

there is not a single form that close reading should take.  For example, some texts 

demand only a few readings, while others may call for several more, and some texts do 

not deserve close reading at all.  Shanahan says, “close reading is not one thing; there are 

many versions of it” (para. 6).   

The third misconception mentioned is that close reading should not be focused on 

literal questions.  While questions that are asked during close reading do need to be text 

dependent, that doesn’t mean instructors should avoid complex questions that require 

interpretation of the text.  Shanahan’s (2013) stance is that questions should take the 

information that is in the text, and ask students to use that information to build an 

interpretation that goes beyond literal comprehension.   

Finally, Shanahan (2013) points out that close reading will look very different in 

different subject areas.  For example, English scholars have been engaging in a form of 

close reading for years, but it is very different than the type of close examination that a 

mathematician or biologist would do with a text.  It is thus valuable for close reading to 

take place across the curricula of different subject areas so that these specialized types of 

close reading can be explicitly taught. 

One of the most well thought out and research-based criticisms of close reading’s 

focus in the CCSS was published as a policy brief from the Literacy Research Panel of 

the International Reading Association (Snow & O’Connor, 2013).  The authors make it 

clear from the beginning that they are not fighting the idea that close reading can have a 

valuable role in literacy instruction.  Rather, they address some concerns they have based 

on claims that have been made about close reading, and the way schools are applying 
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close reading instruction into their programs.  The brief supported the notion shared by 

many of the advocates of increasing close reading who claimed that it turns teacher and 

student attention back into the text, rather than some common literacy practices which 

allowed text to be avoided through an overreliance on previewing or teacher support.  But 

the claim that close reading helped level the playing field for students who came from 

language or literacy-poor backgrounds was carefully opposed. 

Since close reading relies on text-dependent questions while limiting frontloading 

of information, a common assertion claims it will limit the influence of some students’ 

richer background knowledge and experiences.  While Snow and O’Connor (2013) state 

that if this were true they would “certainly embrace it” (p.3), they fear that the claim is 

not justified.  In regards to this, they share four objections to an overreliance on close 

reading: (1) close reading’s claim to level the playing field by eliminating differences in 

background knowledge contradicts research about reading comprehension; (2) close 

reading’s painstaking and tedious nature can be demotivating to readers, particularly 

those who are already struggling; (3) close reading overvalues text-based evidence over 

other sources of evidence that are equally justifiable; and (4) close reading can work 

against another important CCSS goal, that of classroom discussion and argumentation. 

Snow and O’Connor’s (2013) first objection, that close reading’s claim of 

leveling the playing field by eliminating differences in background knowledge was false, 

was based on the notion that struggling readers were most in need of additional 

background knowledge and vocabulary development, as opposed to the avoidance of it.  

All readers access background knowledge in everything they read, as it is an automatic 

process to rely on previously existing schema to make sense of new information.  They 
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argue that it may be impossible to suppress background knowledge during reading even if 

a reader was trying to.  The authors also point out that this background knowledge has a 

huge impact on a reader’s ability to make sense of their reading (their example was of 

Americans reading about cricket games and Brits reading about baseball).  So while 

background knowledge and vocabulary knowledge are critical for comprehending text, 

the close reading pedagogy that is being advocated in some places is trying to eliminate 

almost all of its development.  Snow and O’Connor (2013) state that while close reading 

is a great technique for analysis, “it is not a technique for building background 

knowledge, which is a major bottleneck for struggling readers” (p. 4).   

Snow and O’Connor’s (2013) second objection to close reading was that it could 

lead to shrinking engagement and motivation, particularly for readers who are already 

struggling.  Close reading is designed to be a challenging task.  Yet it is a task that is 

often being performed for the first time in the middle grades, a period when motivation to 

read and self-efficacy plummet (McKenna, Conradi, Lawrence, Jang, & Meyer, 2012).  

The claim made in the policy brief is that if students are constantly struggling to have 

deeper understanding, they are unable to fully engage with text, and if students are unable 

to engage with texts, they will also be unmotivated as readers. 

The third objection to close reading made by Snow and O’Connor (2013), was 

that close reading valued text-based evidence over other sources that were also 

justifiable.  Specifically, the authors mentioned prior knowledge, moral judgment, logic, 

and social norms as being some of the lenses readers use to experience text which help to 

create meaning.  Most would agree that these other ways to think about text are valuable, 

but with the assessments that are being designed for the CCSS focusing on text evidence 



 

  

22 

almost exclusively, it is posited that these other lenses will largely be neglected and 

ignored in instruction.  While this may be helpful for testing purposes, it will not help 

develop well-rounded critical thinkers. 

The final objection brought up by Snow and O’Connor (2013) to close reading in 

the policy brief was that it might serve to undermine classroom discussion.  With close 

reading putting a focus on students productively struggling with complex texts, the 

authors conclude that many teachers will be hesitant to assign these close reading tasks as 

anything besides individual work.  This again relates to the challenges inherent in using 

multiple-choice testing to assess student knowledge.  It is much easier to assess 

individual student responses to text-dependent questions than it is to assess discussion 

and interaction.  Since discussion will not be a part of CCSS assessment, despite its 

inclusion in the CCSS, the authors again presume that it will likely become a casualty of 

the heavily tested standards and skills, primarily close reading and using text-evidence 

individually. 

As stated earlier, Snow and O’Connor’s (2013) policy brief does not state that all 

close reading is negative, having no place in instruction.  Instead, they state that close 

reading serves a valuable role in preparing students for the CCSS’s expectations, but it 

cannot be put into practice without balance and an awareness of the possible 

shortcomings that accompany it.  The authors close by stating that close reading serves 

certain purposes, but that it cannot become a substitute for a much more diverse reading 

curriculum.  While it can be emphasized with students, it cannot become the only 

emphasis. 



 

  

23 

Hinchman and Moore (2013) wrote an essay looking at many of the 

circumstances surrounding the rise of close reading with the CCSS, sharing some of the 

history of close reading as well as their concerns about implementation.  Recognizing the 

value that the instructional practice could possibly have, they also posited “the pendulum 

might swing too far in a direction that undercuts what is known about adolescents’ 

literacies” (p. 441).  They fear this intensive close reading instruction could begin to 

overshadow other research based best practices.  Particularly, they were highly concerned 

that they were unable to find any individual empirical studies supporting the use of close 

reading with youths as of the time of their writing.  That said, they did have some 

recommendations for close reading based on other research that had already been done.   

First, Hinchman and Moore (2013) suggested that students be instructed with 

texts of varying complexities.  They felt it would not make sense to disregard what was 

known about teaching students with texts in their instructional levels.  Instead, students 

should be exposed to a wide range of different texts.  Hinchman and Moore also felt like 

it was important for curriculum to include texts that go beyond the selected sample texts 

that made up the CCSS Appendix B exemplars (NGACBP & CCSSO, 2010b), 

particularly by including more contemporary and relatable texts.  By using texts that 

young people could more easily connect to, the students would be more likely to be 

engaged and motivated in their reading.   

Hinchman and Moore (2013) also recommended a few instructional practices to 

apply to close reading: (1) prereading instruction, (2) discussion, and (3) strategy 

instruction.  Prereading instruction is often neglected in close reading, because close 

reading focuses on text-dependent questions, which remove personal interpretation from 
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comprehension.  Prereading is then left out because it focuses on activating the 

background knowledge and experiences that close reading avoids.  They recommend 

including discussion, which allows readers to co-create meaning with their peers.  

Strategy instruction as well equips readers with tools that can help them to navigate the 

complex and challenging texts they encounter.  They recommended that these three 

instructional practices be embedded into close reading assignments in order to further 

support students.  They finished their essay by reminding teachers and curriculum 

specialists that the CCSS encouraged professional judgment in planning instruction.  

This, above all else, is of utmost importance to educators who have years of experience in 

making decisions that will best serve their students.  In close reading, like all other forms 

or strategies for teaching, the onus of how to fit the instruction to individual students still 

falls on the professional educators who are working directly with them. 

Instructional Strategies for Close Reading Lessons 

In the midst of educators’ scramble to implement more close reading, several 

instructional guides have been developed to help teachers and schools that are attempting 

to meet the new expectations laid out in the CCSS.  Characteristics and suggested 

teaching techniques of many of these have been compiled for comparison in Table 1.  

One of the instructional strategies mentioned sought to find a way to make close reading 

an accessible part of instruction for students experiencing difficulty with textual analysis.  

Beers and Probst (2012) designed their close reading activities around six identified 

“signposts” for students to search for in their reading.   

The authors began by determining the most commonly studied books in the 

middle grades and searching through them for common features.  These common, 



 

  

Table 1 

Researcher 
Beers & Probst, 

2012 

Lehman & 

Roberts, 2014 

Wong Fillmore 

& Fillmore, 

2012 

Fang & 

Schleppegrell, 

2010 

Boyles, 2012 Ambrosini, 2014 

Key 

Characteristics 

Defines six 

"signposts" in 

literary texts that 

should grab a 

reader's attention.  

When one of the 

signposts is 

identified, the 

reader is to stop 

and ask 

themselves a 

question that 

should lead to 

deeper 

understanding. 

Attempts to make 

close reading an 

enjoyable process 

for students by 

teaching them to 

find patterns not 

only in text, but in 

life and other 

forms of media as 

well. 

In order to expose 

these groups to 

texts of higher 

complexity than 

they traditionally 

are instructed 

with, this close 

reading strategy 

has been 

developed 

primarily for 

English learners 

and language-

minority students. 

Advocates for a 

close reading 

focus on the way 

that individual 

language parts are 

used to create 

meaning in 

complex texts 

(e.g. phrases, 

clauses, parts of 

speech, etc.). 

Wants students to 

develop control 

over close reading 

by teaching them 

to answer the 

same four 

questions with any 

text they read 

closely, literary or 

informational. 

Saw a place for 

close reading in a 

workshop 

classroom 

environment by 

teaching students 

three different 

things to focus on 

over the course of 

three readings of a 

text. 

Teaching 

Techniques 

Scripted model 

lessons help 

teachers to teach 

the six signposts 

so that students 

will be able to 

recognize them 

when reading 

other texts.  The 

signposts are tools 

to apply to all 

fiction reading. 

Scripted model 

lessons 

demonstrate their 

three-step process 

of 1) collecting 

details, 2) looking 

for patterns in 

these details, and 

3) using these 

patterns to gain 

deeper 

understanding. 

Close reading 

sessions are 

shorter (10-15 

minutes) and 

focus on only a 

single sentence.  

Through regular 

deep evaluation of 

a single complex 

sentence, 

language is 

developed. 

Attempts to use 

this tedious 

strategy to answer 

three questions 

when reading: 1) 

what is the text 

about, 2) how is 

the text organized, 

and 3) what is the 

author’s 

perspective? 

The four questions 

applicable to any 

text are: 1) What 

is the author 

telling me here, 2) 

are there any hard 

or important 

words, 3) what 

does the author 

want me to 

understand, and 4) 

how does the 

author play with 

language to add 

meaning? 

The first reading 

should focus on 

what a text is 

trying to say, a 

second reading 

focuses on how an 

author is trying to 

get their thoughts 

across, and the 

third reading asks 

students to make a 

critical evaluation 

of the text. 
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important characteristics were then pared down to a list of six that they felt were things 

worth noticing while reading.  They called these moments worth noticing signposts, 

comparing them to street signs.  Just like a driver needs to take notice of street signs, and 

then take note or take action based on their information, the same phenomenon is true in 

reading.  Readers should be looking for the signposts as they go through text, and when 

they find them they should take action, or in this case ask a question.  Each signpost has a 

particular question that accompanies it, which is designed to help lead the reader to a 

deeper understanding of the text. 

The six signposts that they identified were: (1) contrasts and contradictions, (2) 

aha moments, (3) tough questions, (4) words of the wiser, (5) again and again, and (6) 

memory moments.  They explain in their text exactly what students need to look for with 

each signpost, and they include model lessons to exemplify them.  These model lessons 

serve a role as a potential format for other close reading lessons since the structure they 

use is very repeatable. 

Each model lesson begins with a question introducing a topic found in the text.  

The text is distributed to each reader, and then the teacher reads the first section aloud, 

typically less than a page.  The teacher then thinks aloud to identify the signpost in the 

text in order to model their thinking in response to the associated question that goes with 

it.  The second part of the passage is read next, and the teacher leads a class-wide 

discussion of the signpost and the question.  The student then explores the third section of 

the passage independently as they search for the signpost, and try to answer the question 

on their own.  It is a classic gradual release of responsibility model applied to this close 

reading technique.  Since the technique is being modeled through think alouds and group 
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discussion, students are more prepared to identify the signposts in their own reading.  

This is an effective way to empower students with tools they can use as they confront 

close reading independently later on. 

Another instructional guide that attempts to put a structure to close reading 

assignments was developed by Lehman and Roberts (2014).  Putting an emphasis on 

making close reading a joyful experience, and making it only a part of a balanced 

curriculum, they developed several field-tested close reading lessons all using a 

consistent structure.  Additionally, they emphasized and included ways to apply their 

lessons to other types of media (like songs and video), as well as students’ personal lives.  

They break their lessons up into five different types of studies: (1) text evidence, (2) word 

choice, (3) structure, (4) point of view and argument, and (5) reading across texts.  All of 

their lessons have one thing in common: they are teaching students to be very responsive 

to the content of the individual text or media that they are examining.   

The first step in one of Lehman and Robert’s lessons is to pay close attention to, 

and record and collect, the details that the reader notices in their first read.  Once these 

details are collected, the second step is to search through those details for any patterns 

that emerge.  The third step is to use these patterns to develop deeper understandings of 

the text.  This three-step process is good in theory, but it is not as clear-cut for students as 

some other lessons that are available.  There are heavy demands on the student to be able 

to determine importance in a complex text, then to take those identified pieces and form 

them into a coherent whole.  The book includes model lessons that lead students to this 

type of analysis, and though challenging, it provides another resource for teachers 

looking to improve the close reading techniques they are using with their students. 
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Historically, the close reading of complex text that traditionally has taken place in 

schools has been with advanced students, and those with great proficiency in the English 

language.  But the CCSS expect that all students be confronted with challenging texts in 

an attempt to provide all with exposure to higher quality, demanding instructional 

material.  With this in mind, Wong Fillmore and Fillmore (2012) conducted their work 

with English learners and language minority students, and they recognize the worries that 

many teachers of these students have about the new demands of the CCSS.  But they feel 

that this challenge will help teachers to go beyond basic vocabulary instruction and 

reliance on simpler and less complex texts when working with these students, which are 

sometimes used as a safeguard against failure.   

Since complex texts have very high “informational density,” Wong Fillmore and 

Fillmore’s (2012) work with English learners and language minority students has focused 

close reading to analyses of single sentences.  They look at grammatical structures, word 

usages, layers of meaning, and other text features as they spend 10-15 minutes of deep 

examination with a single sentence.  Although they have yet to conduct research on this 

technique, participating schools are so convinced of its effectiveness that they are 

implementing the practice with all of their learners, not just those who are newer to the 

English language.  It is an interesting take on close reading, and it supports the idea that 

learners can feel empowered as they develop skills and capacities for language analysis 

that they did not think they were able to. 

In their analysis of close reading practice, Fang and Pace (2013) discussed some 

of their concerns.  Primarily, they fear that simply re-reading texts that are complex and 

challenging will not be enough to help a struggling reader create meaning.  Rather, they 
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express a need for an intentional and explicit focus on the language choices that the 

author uses so that students can begin to see the complexity of language usage, 

particularly in content area reading.   

Thus, their article refers to a process outlined by Fang and Schleppegrell (2010), 

which calls for students to breakdown passages in order to answer three questions: (1) 

what is the text about; (2) how is the text organized; and (3) what is the author’s 

perspective?  They claim analyzing the individual clauses of the passage, and searching 

for the nouns, verbs, phrases, and other language parts is the best method to answer these 

questions.  This exemplifies the type of activity that is going on in many places around 

the country, and it represents a very tedious and in-depth look into the details of a text.  

Students are certainly capable of making meaning from a text by digging into the 

minutiae of the language structure, but it is a very intellectually challenging activity that 

demands significant patience.  While it is likely to have academic value, it may come at 

the cost of student motivation and engagement. 

Boyles (2012) echoes the sentiment of many others when she advocates close 

reading as a remedy to an overreliance on reading instruction emphasizing personal 

connections with text as opposed to the messages in the text itself.  Boyles’ fear is that 

personal connections with text fail to lead to deeper understanding, while analysis of the 

text through text-dependent questions will increase students’ reading comprehension.  

The author’s recommendations are largely echoes of what others say (use short texts, 

high level questioning, and deeper analysis), but the recommendations for questioning do 

provide some useful guidelines to teachers designing close reading assignments.   



 

  

30 

In an effort to turn control over to students instead of relying on teachers for 

guidance, Boyles (2012) recommends they be taught to ask themselves four questions 

with any text that they encounter in a close read: (1) what is the author telling me here; 

(2) are there any hard or important words; (3) what does the author want me to 

understand; and (4) how does the author play with language to add meaning?  These 

questions can be applied to any text, literary or informational, and help guide a student to 

deeper understanding of their reading while relying on text-dependent information rather 

than personal connections and background knowledge.  This recommended method of 

instruction supports this study’s use of broad questions that can be applied to multiple 

texts as opposed to specific questions that only apply to a single text. 

In a practitioner’s article, one seventh-grade English language-arts teacher also 

shared their initial reactions to, and later implementation of close reading instruction 

(Ambrosini, 2014).  Ambrosini saw a place for close reading in the workshop 

environment of the classroom, and had a few interesting ideas about training students to 

be close readers.   

Seeing a connection between close reading and writing, Ambrosini (2014) 

directed students’ attention to the “what” and the “how” of the texts they explored.  

Specifically, the three close readings of each text that were studied by the students each 

had a separate purpose.  The first read was focused on the “what” of the text, or figuring 

out what the text actually says.  For fiction this would be an analysis of the plot, while for 

nonfiction it would be the identification of key ideas.  The second read looked at “how” a 

text worked, or what the author did to craft it for a particular purpose.  This directed 

attention to things like word choice, organization, tone, and patterns.  The third read 
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asked students to make judgments about the text’s meaning, and to look at how it 

connects to life and other texts.  This final read is meant to direct the students to read 

with more of a critical and evaluative eye.  The author found that students were 

successful with this process as it helped them to peel back the layers of the texts they read 

for a deeper understanding. 

Research on Close Reading 

Fisher and Frey (2012a), prominent researchers in the literacy field, are the 

investigators who are most closely examining close reading, looking for ways to improve 

classroom practice.  One exploratory study they conducted pulled a group of 14 

elementary teachers who were seen as instructional leaders at their campuses to observe 

10 secondary teachers in different subject areas who were implementing close reading in 

their classrooms.  Their purpose was to look at the secondary teachers’ practices for 

elements that would transfer down to the elementary school level, and many of their 

observations were pertinent to close reading at any level.  After observations were 

conducted, the teachers used their field notes to participate in discussions about 

implementing close reading into their own practice.   

The observations led to identification of five features of close reading that were 

common to almost all lessons: (1) short passages, (2) complex texts, (3) limited 

frontloading, (4) repeated reading, and (5) text-dependent questions.  The passages were 

typically from three paragraphs to two pages in length.  These texts seemed to the 

elementary teachers like they were challenging, and students were told very little about 

the passages before they read.  The passages were reread with different purposes and 

goals during each individual reading, and the questions that the students were asked were 
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all answerable and supportable with information that could be found directly in the 

passages.   

Of these five features, the usage of short passages, complex texts, and repeated 

readings were all agreed to be good fits for elementary students, but the limitations on 

frontloading and the development of text-dependent questions gave the elementary 

teachers some pause.  The teachers felt like younger students were in need of more 

frontloading, particularly at the younger grades, but admitted they did sometimes 

probably do too much.  They agreed that frontloading should still be done with 

elementary readers, but it should not remove the need to read the text, and it should not 

take students away from the text and toward their own personal experiences too fast. 

Fisher and Frey (2012a) found that the development of text-dependent questions 

made the elementary teachers particularly nervous.  It wasn’t so much that they felt like 

they shouldn’t be asking them, rather they felt somewhat unqualified to develop effective 

questions.  With this in mind, the elementary teachers identified six categories of text-

dependent questions to help teachers when they are developing curriculum: (1) general 

understanding questions, (2) key detail questions, (3) vocabulary and text structure 

questions, (4) author’s purpose questions, (5) inferential questions, and (6) opinion and 

intertextual questions.  They concluded that these categories could be very helpful to 

teachers at any level who were designing close reading activities for their class.  Fisher 

and Frey (2012a) recognized close reading as only a part of a well-balanced reading 

curriculum, but claimed it may be the practice best suited for developing readers who 

have already formed the necessary habits of stamina and persistence in reading. 
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Another one of the very few studies that has been published examining the 

practice of close reading in secondary schools was also conducted by Fisher and Frey 

(2014b) to “investigate both student and teacher perceptions about the implementation of 

close reading in their classrooms” (p. 29).  This qualitative, phenomenological study 

included teacher interviews and student focus groups to answer three research questions: 

(1) how have teachers implemented close reading in their classrooms, (2) what are 

teachers’ perspectives of the challenges and benefits of this instructional practice, and (3) 

what are students’ perspectives of this instructional practice?   

Random selection from a pool of 400 teachers who had undergone close reading 

professional development was used to select 45 teachers, five each from grade-level four 

through twelve, to participate in the study.  These teachers represented 17 schools in four 

different school districts.  Principals from these 17 schools were then contacted with the 

request to identify students who would be willing to talk in a small group setting, average 

size of six students, for three focus groups on each campus.  The interviews and focus 

groups were recorded and transcribed for data analysis. 

One of the aspects that came up in almost every teacher interview conducted by 

Fisher and Frey (2014b), and every single student focus group, was that of the texts being 

more interesting than normal instructional materials.  But while there was near 

unanimous agreement that the texts were more interesting, 57.8% of the teachers stated 

that finding the texts to use was very challenging.  Particularly, it was difficult to find 

texts that met expectations for text complexity while still containing content that would 

be both interesting and engaging for students.  The search for appropriate texts for close 
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reading can be a process that teachers find exhausting, and there is a need for more of 

these resources to be developed. 

While students did remark that the texts were often enjoyable, 72.5% of the 

student groups remarked that close reading left them feeling mentally exhausted and 

drained.  They expressed that this was a much more cognitively demanding activity than 

other types of assignments, and that longer close reading lessons were particularly 

tiresome.  One student shared that, “When you gotta do this like twice in the same day, 

it’s not good” (Fisher & Frey, 2014b, p. 37).  So even though there are some aspects of 

close reading that students find engaging, feedback from students suggests that too much 

of it can be damaging to motivation. 

There were other observations that stood out.  Teachers (82.2%) felt like 

developing questions was much harder and time consuming than they thought it would 

be.  Many teachers (38.8%) and students (21.5%) shared concerns and frustrations over a 

lack of a single “right” answer for the questions that were being tackled.  Also, a large 

percentage of teachers (86.7%) expressed doubts about their teaching ability based on the 

struggles that they had with using close reading in their classrooms.  Finally, over half 

(55.6%) of teachers felt like close reading raised concerns over a lack of support for all 

students, particularly those with disabilities and language learners. 

These observations all led Fisher and Frey (2014b) to three implications of the 

data they gathered.  First, curriculum developers and publishers need to do a better job of 

making engaging close reading texts and passages available and accessible.  Second, 

more professional development and resources need to be developed to aid teachers in 

text-dependent question development.  Both of these first two implications are 
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interrelated, and are representative of the shift that is taking place as curricula moves 

away from old patterns and toward the CCSS.  The third implication was that the 

definition of a “good teacher” needed to be redefined.  Many of the teachers who were 

struggling with a lack of confidence in their ability to teach using a close reading 

pedagogy were in need of more encouragement and affirmation to support their attempts.  

Positive reinforcement plays a large role in self-image, and can make a big difference in 

teachers’ confidence levels. 

There was one final statement in Fisher and Frey’s (2014b) piece that pertained to 

this study.  They said, “Another positive factor associated with motivation and 

engagement, student choice, was not present as teachers selected the texts” (p. 42).  This 

idea of embedding student choice into close reading is a new one, and is not currently 

being practiced by reading practitioners.  With student choice an oft-cited aspect of 

student motivation and engagement in reading, it has been demonstrated to be worth 

investigation as a possible variable that could improve close reading practice. 

Finally, it is not surprising to once again find Fisher and Frey (2014a) at the helm 

of another of the rare studies looking at close reading.  This time they turn their attention 

to the use of close reading as an intervention for struggling middle school readers.  For 

this investigation they used a convenience sample of three middle schools (sixth through 

eighth grade) with which they already had an established relationship.   

These three middle schools had an after school intervention program already in 

place for students who had scored Far Below Basic or Below Basic (the bottom 40% of 

scores; at least two grade levels below) on state reading assessments.  There were a total 

of 438 seventh- and eighth-grade students at the three schools who met this qualification.  
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The researchers then randomly assigned 100 of these students into an experimental group 

that would receive the close reading intervention, while the other 338 students would 

serve as the control group by receiving the intervention curriculum that had been used the 

previous three years.   

The intervention curriculum that was already in place divided each class of 

students (20 or fewer per teacher) into three rotating groups.  They spent their 90-minute 

after school intervention period with 30 minutes of computer-based individualized 

instruction, 30 minutes of independent reading, and 30 minutes of small group guided 

reading.  Alternatively, the close reading group spent 40-55 minutes in a whole group 

close reading lesson, followed by independent reading for the remainder of the time.  

Like other work conducted by Fisher and Frey, these close reading lessons included 

short, complex texts, repeated readings, annotation, text-dependent questions, and 

discussion of the text.   

The students’ reading abilities were measured by Fisher and Frey (2014a) at the 

beginning of the study with the Gates-MacGinitie Reading Test (MacGinitie, MacGinitie, 

Maria, & Dreyer, 2000), and a t-test was used to determine that there were not significant 

differences between the two groups (t=1.66, p<.10).  Additionally, students’ self-

perceptions were measured at the beginning of the study with the Reader Self-Perception 

Scale-2 (RSPS2) (Melnick, Henk, & Marinak, 2009), and no significant differences were 

observed between the two groups on any of the four factors the assessment measures 

(progress, observational comparisons, social feedback, and physiological states).  The 

study lasted from the beginning of October through May (a period of approximately eight 
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months), with students meeting for intervention classes three times a week for 90 minutes 

each. 

The outcomes of the intervention were classifiable in two ways: (1) those related 

to student attitude and (2) those related to student achievement.  Specifically, there were 

two significant results that demonstrated a difference in attitude between the 

experimental group and the control group.  First, attendance rates for the close reading 

group averaged 94%, while attendance rates for the control group averaged 81%, a 

statistically significant difference.  Second, at the end of the study the students were again 

administered the RSPS2.  The close reading students averaged a score of 186 on the 47 

Likert-style items, while the control group averaged a score of 99, again a statistically 

significant difference.  The attendance rates suggest that students in the close reading 

intervention groups were having a more positive experience than those in the control 

groups.  The RSPS2 results showed the largest disparity between the two groups in the 

factor of progress (which measures student perceptions of their current progress 

compared to their past progress), suggesting that students’ positive attitudes were at least 

partially attributable to growth that they observed in their reading competency. 

To compare academic results between the two groups in the study, Fisher and 

Frey (2014a) analyzed the students’ scores on their state-administered annual assessment.  

In the close reading group 64% made at least one level increase from the year before (e.g. 

Below Basic to Basic), 35% achieved the same level, and 1% performed worse than the 

previous year.  In the control group 12% improved at least one level, 73% achieved the 

same level, and 15% achieved worse.  Additionally, 24% of students in the close reading 

group made a gain of more than one level, while only 4% of the control group students 
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increased by more than one level.  These results demonstrate that the close reading group 

far outperformed the control group in academic gains. 

Fisher and Frey (2014a) pointed to several things in their conclusions to which 

they attribute these significant differences.  First, the close reading sessions slowed down 

the readers.  This helped them to build knowledge and develop strategies to help them 

create meaning even when they were met with a challenging text.  Second, the students 

found this practice motivating.  They were given opportunities to experience success with 

difficult tasks, which built their confidence and improved their attitudes.  Third, students 

were still given opportunities for wide, independent, self-selected reading.  Their reading 

instruction was not limited to only these rigorous lessons.  Instead, they had the 

opportunity to enjoy less challenging text with very little adult interference, which 

provided balance in their literacy work for the day.  Fisher and Frey’s (2014a) study helps 

to build a research base supporting the use of close reading with students as both an 

effective and motivating classroom practice. 

In sum, though close reading is an activity that has been taking place for quite a 

long time, there is still a relatively small amount of research to accompany its practice.  

While it has been studied more actively in recent years, the majority of the discussion on 

the topic is based on ideas and opinions that are largely not empirically founded.  The 

need for more research to support best practices is evident. 

 

Text Complexity 

The CCSS define text complexity as, “the inherent difficulty of reading and 

comprehending a text” (NGACBP & CCSSO, 2010a, p. 43).  While not new, the notion 
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of text complexity has taken on a focus in reading instruction previously unheard of due 

to the CCSS.  The tenth and final Reading Anchor Standard in the CCSS requires 

students to, “read and comprehend complex literary and informational texts 

independently and proficiently” (NGACBP & CCSSO, 2010c, p. 10).  The underlying 

notion is that students who can read complex texts will be prepared for, and thus 

successful in college and beyond. 

The inclusion of text complexity in educational reading standards is a new and 

unique feature exclusive to the CCSS (Moore & Zancanella, 2014).  The state standards 

that existed prior to the widespread adoption of the CCSS often included descriptions of 

what a student should be capable of doing, but without mention of the level that they 

should be capable of performing these tasks (although some standards would refer to 

students working with grade-level text).  Shanahan (2013) likened the old standards to 

weightlifting requirements.  Shanahan said that the old standards were like telling a 

student that they had to do a bench press, but not requiring a weight; the new standards 

that included the element of text complexity were like being told to bench press 100 

pounds.  By adding text complexity to the equation, all parties involved could have 

greater clarity on expectations and goals. 

A large part of the inclusion of text complexity in the CCSS can be traced to a 

2006 ACT study on students’ college reading readiness (ACT, 2006).  Primary among the 

claims of the study was that only 57% of the 2005 high school graduates who took the 

ACT test were ready for college level reading.  This was based on their reading scores on 

the ACT test, and it represented the lowest percentage in a decade.  In their analysis of 

the different factors that may have contributed to the low scores, the authors of the report 
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identified student scores on complex reading passages as the best predictor of scores and 

college readiness.  The ACT graded their reading passages as being uncomplicated, more 

challenging, or complex, and showed “that degree of text complexity differentiates 

student performance better” (p. 16) than any of the other factors that they measured.  

Observing that states were not addressing text complexity in their standards, this led the 

ACT to the recommendation that standards needed to “explicitly…incorporate 

increasingly complex texts” (p. 24) as a part of their requirements for student study, 

particularly in high school. 

Referencing this ACT study, the CCSS proceeded to define three dimensions of a 

text that contributed to its complexity: (1) the quantitative dimension, (2) the qualitative 

dimension, and (3) the reader and task dimension (NGACBP & CCSSO, 2010a).  The 

three dimensions of text complexity are designed to represent a model in which all three 

elements are equal considerations when teachers or curriculum designers select texts to 

use with students.  The three dimensions are commonly represented in CCSS documents 

as a triangle, with each representing an equivalent side and section (NGACBP & CCSSO, 

2010c).   

The Quantitative Dimension 

Quantitative text complexity involves the use of one of a variety of formulas to 

determine the readability, or approximate reading level, of a text.  The majority of 

quantitative readability formulas are now performed using computer software, but the 

statistical evaluation of text complexity has existed for at least the past 120 plus years 

(Sherman, 1893).  Early pioneers used a variety of methods for statistically measuring 

text complexity (i.e. Thorndike, 1921; Lively & Pressey, 1923), but many of the most 
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widely used and reliable formulas began to rely on calculations based on sentence length 

and word complexity (often defined by presence on word lists [e.g. Dale & Chall, 1948], 

or the average number of syllables per word [e.g. Flesch, 1948]).  For example, the Fry 

readability formula (Fry, 1968) became one of the most popular readability formulas due 

to its relative simplicity of use.  In order to level a text using Fry’s formula, three 100-

word passages needed to be collected from a text, the total number of sentences in each 

passage had to be counted, the total number of syllables in each passage had to be 

determined, and those results were plotted onto a graph.  The resulting plot point fell into 

a grade-level area designated by the graph, and the complexity of the text was assessed. 

Most contemporary formulas remain variations of these classical approaches to 

measuring readability.  For instance, the ATOS measure developed by Renaissance 

Learning in 2000 (Milone, 2014), which was the quantitative measure used for this study, 

uses word length, word grade level (as determined by a graded word list database), and 

sentence length as variables for calculating reading level.  ATOS was one of the six text 

difficulty metrics analyzed by Nelson, Perfetti, Liben, and Liben (2012) on behalf of the 

CCSS, which was demonstrated to be reliable and valid for use in determining the 

quantitative readability aspect of CCSS text complexity.  It was the measure selected for 

use in this study due to the relatively high correlation values it demonstrated with other 

measures (Nelson et al., 2012), as well as the ease of use of the freely accessible ATOS 

Analyzer online (Renaissance Learning, n.d.). 

While the quantitative aspect of text complexity is the most significantly 

represented in CCSS literature, it is important to remember that it is only one of the three 

elements of text complexity.  Some fear that the CCSS’s focus on discussing the 
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quantitative aspects of text difficulty will lead teachers to an overreliance on this 

dimension when selecting texts for instruction (Glaus, 2014; Sanden, 2014).  The CCSS 

make clear that all three aspects are important, and that one should not dictate the rest.  

This expectation of balance is evident even in the exemplar texts that the CCSS selected 

for the different grade bands (NGACBP & CCSSO, 2010b).  For example, the 6-8 Grade 

Band is represented by ATOS scores of 7.00-9.98, but exemplar selections The Dark is 

Rising by Cooper (ATOS level 6.5), The Tell-Tale Heart by Poe (ATOS level 6.7), and 

Cathedral: The Story of Its Construction by Macauley (ATOS level 10.7) are all 

examples of texts that do not fit this range.  Yet these were considered of appropriate text 

complexity by the CCSS (Nelson et al., 2012).  Even more extreme would be the 9-10 

Grade Band (ATOS range of 9.67-12.01) exemplar text The Gift of the Magi by Henry, 

which has an ATOS score of only 6.5 (Nelson et al., 2012). This is meant to simply 

demonstrate the fact that text complexity, even with texts selected by the CCSS, is not 

meant to be exclusively reliant on a number.  The other two elements, which both require 

human judgment, are equally important. 

The Qualitative Dimension 

The CCSS divides discussion of the qualitative dimension of text complexity into 

four factors: (1) levels of meaning, (2) structure, (3) language conventionality and clarity, 

and (4) knowledge demands (NGACBP & CCSSO, 2010a).  Levels of meaning examines 

whether a text has multiple layers of meaning, and if the meaning(s) is/are explicitly 

stated, implied, or hidden.  Structure focuses on how conventional the form of the text is 

based on traditional structures of various genres.  Language conventionality and clarity 

takes into consideration any archaic or domain-specific vocabulary necessary for 
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comprehension.  Finally, the knowledge demands factor deals with any necessary 

cultural, background, or intertextual knowledge needed for a reader to understand a text.   

Rubrics for assessing the qualitative dimensions of a text have been developed by 

many states as well as other individuals or organizations.  Fisher, Frey, and Lapp (2012) 

include one of the most complete rubrics, which is available in their book, but most 

others are variations of the same thing.  Since the evaluations of qualitative aspects of a 

text are somewhat subjective, Fisher and Frey (2014c) recommended that teams of 

teachers complete these rubrics collaboratively.  This allows multiple eyes and 

perspectives to provide input, perhaps drawing attention to elements of a text that others 

failed to notice.   

The Reader and Task Dimension 

The third aspect of CCSS text complexity, the reader and task dimension, 

provides for the most flexibility in determining complexity, but it can also be the most 

difficult to evaluate.  Some have noted that the reader and task component is not 

sufficiently fleshed out in the CCSS, and thus it is the most ambiguous of the three 

dimensions (Calkins, Ehrenworth, & Lehman, 2012).  The reader and task dimension 

provides “the expectation that educators will employ professional judgment to match 

texts to particular tasks or classes of students” (NGACBP & CCSSO, 2012, p. 6).  In 

essence, teachers are given some leeway to match texts to students, because it is 

recognized that those in the classroom who are working closest to them are most likely to 

know the individual needs and specific contexts that students experience.  Thus, what is 

complex and appropriate for one group of students may not be complex enough or 

appropriate for another.   
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The reader and task dimension can be seen as a way that the CCSS demonstrates 

trust in highly qualified educators, but it can also be seen as a complicating factor for less 

experienced teachers who are looking for ways of choosing books that don’t rely on their 

personal expertise and intuition (Shanahan, Fisher, & Frey, 2012).  And although 

personal needs of students are a factor, the CCSS still clearly designate quantitative levels 

of readability that students should be capable of comprehending as well.  This is why 

Shanahan, Fisher, and Frey (2012) recommend three things to teachers in order to prepare 

all students for encountering complex text.  First, students need to build the skills for 

success, including development of decoding, fluency, vocabulary, and an understanding 

of the connections among words.  Second, students need to be taught to identify and 

establish the purpose of the text they are reading.  Third, students need to develop the 

motivation and persistence requisite to face complex texts.  These three goals are 

challenging for students, but the authors suggest they can build a foundation for future 

student success with complex text. 

Potential Challenges of Text Complexity 

Many have commented on a variety of flaws, problems, or challenges that they 

see in how the CCSS have presented text complexity.  Consideration of these critical 

views is informative for examining possible areas that text complexity will need to be 

further examined or expanded.  The majority of the following authors make it clear in 

their work that they are not advocating that students avoid complex texts, merely that 

there are other issues that may need to be addressed. 

One study that preceded the CCSS, but is nonetheless pertinent to this discussion, 

was conducted over a five-month period with a group of 51 second-graders who were 
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considered poor readers (Morgan, Wilcox, & Eldredge, 2000).  These students were 

placed into three groups, and used a technique called dyad reading as a reading 

intervention.  The first group used texts at their current reading level for the intervention, 

the second group used texts two grade levels above their reading level, and the third 

group used texts four grade levels above their reading level.  All groups achieved gains 

over the course of the study, but the second group experienced the largest gains (group 

one gain was 1.55, group 2 was 2.73, group 3 was 2.06).  This led the authors to conclude 

that students received maximum benefits when text was complex and challenging, but not 

necessarily so challenging as to become frustrating for students.  Additionally, the 

authors noted that, although motivation wasn’t measured as a part of the study, they 

observed the students in group three to be less motivated due to the more difficult books 

they had to read.  This study suggests that in the pursuit of increasing text complexity, it 

is possible to become too complex, which may cause students to lose some of the 

academic gains that are desired, as well as suffer motivationally. 

Moore and Zancanella (2014) are some of the many who fear the texts in the 

CCSS Appendix B (NGACBP & CCSSO, 2010b) document that lists exemplar texts for 

each grade level will become a canon that schools are afraid to move away from.  

Similarly, others have noted that there is almost a complete absence of contemporary 

young adult literature in Appendix B, which could lead to it being minimized in 

curriculum (Glaus, 2014; Goering & Connors, 2014).  With students needing exposure to 

texts that are relatable, this exclusion of contemporary text of adequate complexity could 

cause students to suffer from shrinking motivation and engagement for reading (Tatum, 

2008).  Glaus (2014) notes that the CCSS claim to prepare students to “be a literate 
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person in the twenty-first century” (NGACBP & CCSSO, 2010c, p. 3), and that the CCSS 

encourage engagement with text that “broadens worldviews” (p. 3), but this rhetoric does 

not seem to align with their exclusion of contemporary text in Appendix B.  Additionally, 

it has been suggested that the CCSS and the focus on text complexity may lead to fewer 

longer pieces of fiction being studied in schools (Alsup, 2013), or possible neglect of 

digital reading skills (Drew, 2013), although linked text sets have been recommended as 

a way to supplement the CCSS expectations for reading by providing a wider array of 

types and levels of reading material to complement required texts (Elish-Piper, Wold, & 

Schwingendorf, 2014). 

Table 2 

  Grade Level Bands and Associated ATOS Ranges 

Common Core Grade Band ATOS Level 

2nd-3rd 2.75-5.14 

4th-5th 4.97-7.03 

6th-8th 7.00-9.98 

9th-10th 9.67-12.01 

11th-College/Career Ready 11.20-14.10 

 

Although Applebee (2013) comments that some of the CCSS grade level 

distinctions can be trivial, they do lay out a clear trajectory for an increase of text 

complexity over a student’s school years (see Table 2).  While that trajectory is clear, 

however, the path of that trajectory has drawn some criticism.  Particularly, in an analysis 

of the curve based on the expected reading complexity levels at the end of each grade 

band, it was demonstrated that there was a much quicker increase in complexity expected 

in the earlier grades than in the later grades (Williamson, Fitzgerald, & Stenner, 2013).  

In their study of the curve, the authors noted that the text complexity ranges were 
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presented without rationale in CCSS documents.  Based on their challenge of how much 

complexity was appropriate at each grade level, they suggested that local decisions for 

the pace of increase were made based on students’ needs, even if that meant not 

increasing as quickly in the lower grades.  Since the ranges offer some flexibility, it 

creates an opportunity to be more consistent with how fast the complexity is increased, 

flattening out the curve, if that is a better fit for a group of students.  Thus, beyond the 

CCSS recommendations, Williamson et al. (2013) suggested that student needs should 

take precedent over the ranges listed for the grade bands; that it was more important to 

determine how much complexity was appropriate for a student, rather than let the grade 

bands have the final say. 

Hiebert and Mesmer (2013) evaluated the research claims and assumptions made 

in the CCSS about text complexity, focusing their attention particularly on the younger 

grades.  They identified three assumptions that the CCSS made, examined the research 

used to support those claims, and drew their own conclusions about that research.  The 

first assumption they addressed was that high school graduates were not prepared for 

college and workplace level reading.  In their evaluation of the research, particularly the 

2006 ACT report previously discussed (ACT, 2006), they saw that there was evidence 

that students were not ready for college reading, but nothing that connected that lack of 

readiness to second- and third-grade text levels.  

The second assumption that Hiebert and Mesmer (2013) addressed was that K-12 

texts had decreased in complexity over time.  Their review of the research suggested that 

this claim appeared valid for the upper grades, but there was not support that primary-

grade texts had decreased in complexity over time.   
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The third assumption they addressed was that increasing the complexity in the 

primary grades onward could help close the complexity gaps seen in the upper grades.  

This claim was not supported by any research in the CCSS, and Hiebert and Mesmer 

(2013) were unable to locate any studies that could support the claim.  While they found 

some evidence that reading comprehension at the younger grades could predict future 

reading comprehension levels in students, this research had no explicit connection to text 

complexity.  While qualifying that they “claim neither clairvoyance in identifying 

unintended negative consequences of the third-grade acceleration nor can we bring 

research to bear at this point that ‘proves’ that these unintended, negative consequences 

will occur” (p. 48), they have clear trepidations about the acceleration of text complexity 

at lower grade levels.  This led them to make a few suggestions regarding future research 

that could be beneficial to the field, most of them regarding clarifying the role of text 

complexity with younger students.  Particularly, they suggest longitudinal studies 

examining the consequences of raising text complexity for lower grade students. 

Similarly, Gamson, Lu, and Eckert (2013) also felt it necessary to challenge the 

research cited by the CCSS regarding the downward trend of text complexity in student 

reading.  The researchers identified two particular studies (Chall, 1977; Hayes, Wolfer, & 

Wolfe, 1996), which formed the basis for the CCSS claims of diminishing text 

complexity.  They were both analyses of reading textbooks over the years, and both 

suggested that the readability levels had diminished over time.  Gamson et al. (2013), 

however, conducted their own review of textbooks from the last 100 years in order to 

examine the claims of the previously mentioned studies. 
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Gamson et al. (2013) designed their study to be more sophisticated than the two 

commonly cited studies regarding text complexity’s diminishing nature.  Comparing their 

study to the Hayes et al. (1996) study, they used a larger sample of texts (9.98 million 

words vs. 1.14 million), were more focused in their study (only third- and sixth-grade 

texts vs. first- through eighth-grade), used entire texts (Hayes et al. used 30 page samples 

only), and examined results in smaller chunks (examined each decade vs. dividing the 

period into only three broader time periods).  Additionally, they evaluated the readability 

level of each text within the context of its particular time period.  They used word lists 

particular to each decade when measuring the readability of each text, as opposed to 

using contemporary word lists even for the older textbooks.  This removed some of the 

increases of text complexity that were seen in older texts that were due to the use of 

language that, while now antiquated, at the time was common. 

Gamson et al. (2013) found that the claims of decreasing text complexity were not 

supported by their analysis.  Particularly in the past 70 years, sixth-grade textbook 

complexity had remained stable, and third-grade textbook complexity had actually 

increased.  The authors concluded that if the authors of the CCSS want to support 

increases in text complexity, particularly for younger students, they needed to “find 

justifications beyond assumed historical decline for doing so” (p. 388).  Their fear was 

that the increased focus on raising text complexity would overshadow other, more 

practical practices that had been routinely demonstrated to be effective and valuable 

methods of instruction. 

In sum, the examination of text complexity is a complicated issue.  While some 

feel like text challenge has been neglected in the past (Shanahan, 2013), many present the 
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criticism that the new focus on increasing text complexity is unfounded by research 

(Gamson et al., 2013).  Fears that making tasks too challenging will decrease motivation 

(Guthrie, Wigfield, & You, 2012; Morgan et al., 2000), need to be balanced with studies 

that suggest that the increased complexity can lead to real gains in student achievement 

(Fisher & Frey, 2014a; Morgan et al., 2000).  This makes understanding students’ reading 

motivation that much more critical. 

 

Student Choice in Reading and Motivation 

The construct of motivation can be defined differently in different contexts, but 

referring to student’s reading motivation, Malloy, Marinak, and Gambrell (2010) say that 

it “refers to the likelihood of choosing one activity over another, as well as the 

persistence and effort exerted when participating in the chosen activity” (p. 2).  In this 

definition, the close link between motivation and choice is displayed.  Motivation and 

choice are tightly bound, as are reading motivation and the availability of choice in 

reading material (Malloy & Gambrell, 2000).  But before specifically talking about 

student choice in reading, the question of why reading motivation matters needs to be 

addressed. 

Foundations of Motivation 

Not everyone agrees that reading motivation is a valuable goal.  Jago (2012) 

admonished teachers to, “Stop telling students that reading is fun” (p. 41).  It isn’t that 

critics want reading to be painful, but that they want it to be seen as important and 

valuable of its own accord, regardless of the pleasure of the experience.  But most agree 

and support the development of as many practices as possible to help readers become 
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more engaged.  In support of this goal, Spache (1970) would say, “Children’s interests 

are the most important single influence upon their attitudes toward reading” (p. 1). 

Spache’s goal was to help readers become intrinsically motivated to read based on 

the pursuit of their innate interests.  This idea of intrinsic motivation, and its counterpart 

extrinsic motivation, forms the foundation of the Self-Determination Theory (SDT) of 

motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000).  Simplified to its bare bones, SDT 

proposes that for an intrinsically motivated individual, the activity they are motivated to 

do is its own reward.  The activity needs no outside rewards, or extrinsic motivations, as 

incentives.  For example, an intrinsically motivated reader would want to read because 

the actual process of reading gave them some joy or pleasure.  They would not need to be 

offered outside rewards such as points or prizes to encourage them to read.   

Furthermore, Ryan and Deci (2000) claim that the presence of extrinsic 

motivators can actually hinder the development of intrinsic motivation.  They state that 

intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation exist on a continuum in which the increase 

of one leads to the decrease of the other.  They caution, therefore, the avoidance of 

extrinsic motivators, which can undermine the longer lasting and more powerful effects 

of intrinsic motivation.  They were not the first to observe the dangers of extrinsic 

motivators.  More than a century ago Dewey stated that these forms of extrinsic 

motivation (which he referred to as “excitations”) were, “not educative, but…worse than 

nothing” (Dewey, 1913, p. 91).   

Among the reasons for trying to increase intrinsic motivation to read is to create 

positive reading “Matthew effects” (Stanovich, 1986).  Stanovich observed that students 

went through cycles in their reading in which motivation, practice, and skill all increased 
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simultaneously, a phenomenon he referred to as a Matthew effect.  For example, a 

student who was intrinsically motivated to read would be likely to read more.  As this 

student read more they would increase their reading skill.  This increase in skill would 

then lead to the student having more positive feelings about reading, and the cycle would 

repeat.  As a student became more and more engaged and involved in reading, they may 

even reach the peak of intrinsic motivation, what Csikszentmihalyi (1993) refers to as 

“flow.”  When an individual is experiencing a flow activity, the delight of the activity 

itself leads to such absorption that the rewards or punishments, success or failure, or the 

amount of effort required are all removed from consideration.  This purely intrinsically 

motivated experience is done simply for the experience itself. 

Perhaps it is because of Matthew effects or flow that such a strong relationship 

between reading motivation and reading competence has been observed.  Supporting part 

of the Matthew effect cycle, Wigfield and Guthrie (1997) conducted a study over the 

course of a school year with 105 fourth-grade students.  They found that reading 

motivation (as measured by a survey) predicted the breadth and amount of reading that 

students did, even after controlling for previous reading breadth and amount.  

In a major review of literature, studies were gathered that looked at the 

relationship between reading motivation and reading behavior (as measured by reading 

amount), as well as the relationship between reading motivation and reading competence 

(Schiefele et al., 2012).  Both relationships were almost universally strong and supported 

by a wide body of studies.  Additionally, Morgan and Fuchs (2007) did their own 

literature review to determine the directionality of the relationship between reading 

motivation and reading skill.  They found that evidence of a bidirectional relationship 
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was present.  Reading motivation led to increases in reading skill, and reading skill led to 

increases in reading motivation.  Studies like these suggest strong relationships between 

reading motivation and reading competence that are hard to deny. 

With that in mind, it is particularly troubling that motivation to read decreases 

throughout the school years (McKenna, Kear, & Ellsworth, 1995).  In a very large 

national sample of elementary-grade students, reading motivation dropped progressively 

as students got older.  In a follow up sample of middle grade students, the trend mostly 

stopped, but only because motivation levels had shrunk so low that it would be hard for 

them to get much smaller (McKenna et al., 2012).  These motivation trends were true 

regardless of ethnicity, gender, region, competency level, or any other demographic 

measured.  Other studies have shown that reading motivation factors stay consistent with 

students with special needs (Rettig & Hendricks, 2000), and with students in different 

countries reading in different languages (Wang & Guthrie, 2004).  So if it has been 

known for some time, “that there is a vital relationship between children’s interest and 

their success in reading” (Witty & Kopel, 1939, p. 55), what can be done to increase 

intrinsic motivation in readers? 

Offering Students Choice 

One of the most universal recommendations for increasing reading motivation is 

offering students opportunities for choice (i.e. Gambrell, 1996; Edmunds & Bauserman, 

2006).  Malloy and Gambrell (2000) state, “The most basic goal of any comprehension 

program is the development of highly motivated readers who can read, and who choose 

to read for pleasure and information” (p. 227).  This goal can be met in a variety of ways, 
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but perhaps none better than through providing students with opportunities to choose 

their own reading material. 

In a survey of 1,765 sixth-graders asking what motivated them to read, the top 

response, shared by 42% of respondents, was “finding good materials to read and having 

choice in the selection of these materials” (Ivey & Broaddus, 2001, p. 361).  

Additionally, the highest rated reading school activity that they identified was free 

reading time, which was selected by 63% of the student respondents.  According to this 

study, at least from the students’ own perspectives, choice was the most important factor 

that could lead them to reading motivation.  The students expressed a desire for what 

Cambourne (1995) refers to as responsibility, a desire for some autonomy in their 

reading. 

It is unfortunate then, that middle grade students are provided with increasingly 

smaller amount of opportunities for choice (Eccles et al., 1993).  At the younger grades 

students are given autonomy to choose more often than when they get older.  Perhaps this 

is because teachers generally are responsible for fewer students at lower levels, making it 

easier to customize and personalize educational practices, but just because it is more 

challenging doesn’t make choice any less important when working with older students.  

When students get a chance to choose their tasks, they give more effort and achieve at 

higher levels (Schiefele, 1991). 

Even 50 years ago studies were being conducted about offering students choice in 

their reading materials.  One of the earliest studies was conducted by Healy (1963).  Two 

groups were tracked over the course of one school year: group A was given the 

opportunity to self-select text to study, while group B used teacher-selected texts based 
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on the students’ reading achievement the previous year.  At the end of the school year, 

students in group A reported that 29 liked reading, five were neutral, and zero disliked 

reading, while the students in group B reported that 22 liked reading, one was neutral, 

and 12 disliked reading.  In addition to finding that the students in group A were more 

likely to have positive attitudes toward reading, the students in group A also achieved at 

higher levels on their tests throughout the year.  Healy followed up the first study two 

years later by tracking the progress of those same students once they were in junior high 

(Healy, 1965).  She found that both achievement and attitude changes persisted for the 

students, and that the gains were not lost over time. 

Seeing so much evidence supporting offering students opportunities for choice, 

Flowerday, Schraw, and Stevens (2004) conducted an interesting study attempting to 

disentangle choice and interest.  They divided classes of college students (98 in 

experiment one, 106 in experiment two) into two groups for a reading and essay 

assignment.  Group A was given the choice of selecting assignment A or assignment B 

(which each contained a text and an essay prompt) without knowing the contents of 

either, while group B was given one of the two assignments without being offered a 

choice.  They found that when the choice was disconnected from the content as it was in 

their experiment, choice made no significant difference on the performance or attitudes of 

the two groups.  This suggests that students who are offered choice, but are not educated 

on these choices, may not receive any benefit.  Interest also appears to play a key role. 

This connects to the notion that Cole (2002) explored in a qualitative study of four 

young readers’ literacy personalities.  All four readers exhibited a vast range of 

differences in their reading interests, reading habits, reading self-perceptions, and reading 
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motivations.  Since students, like the ones in the Cole study, are unique, offering them 

choice in reading materials can allow them to customize what they read to themselves.  

Moss and Hendershot (2002) found the same thing when they interviewed students 

regarding their reasons for selecting particular books.  They found that different students 

selected books for different reasons, and that no two readers were alike.  Students want to 

make learning decisions that are personalized and relevant to their own lives, so they 

need curricula to be designed to enable that desire (Ryan, 2008). 

Turner and Paris (1995) describe the difference between open and closed tasks for 

students.  Open tasks are those in which students have control of both products and 

processes, and rarely is the teacher looking for one correct answer or outcome.  Closed 

tasks are more specific, and are typically teacher-directed toward a particular outcome or 

answer as a singular goal.  Turner (1995) found that open tasks led to higher performance 

by students as they were given autonomy to choose what to learn and how to learn it.  

This autonomy led to higher interest and commitment by the students.  When students 

feel like they are in control, they are willing to engage at higher levels because they feel 

ownership, and teachers can undermine instruction when they try to control too much. 

Despite this preponderance of evidence, choice in reading materials for 

instruction is very rarely being offered to students (Gilmore, 2011).  Classical school 

structures lend themselves to whole group study of the same texts, and many teachers are 

stuck making these flawed decisions out of tradition (Hastie & Sharplin, 2012).  

Particularly at the older grades, students are often exposed to a limited canon of texts that 

have been taught for generations (Gilmore, 2011).  Teachers often feel like they know 

what is best for students so that they can experience the personal growth and exposure to 
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classical material, which will help them later in life (Hastie & Sharplin, 2012).  But as 

Norvell noted, “Even dedicated teachers in the field of English are poor judges of the 

reading interests of students” (Norvell, 1973, p. v). 

After years in the classroom, one teacher decided to interview the students, and let 

them share why they were becoming reluctant readers (Bintz, 1993).  Bintz found a huge 

disconnect between in-school reading and out-of-school reading.  Students felt like the 

assigned reading they had chosen for them at school was boring.  They didn’t like being 

limited to reading only a few books a year that a teacher had selected for them.  When 

things were required of them, they naturally rebelled.  But what Bintz found most 

interesting and challenging was that these same reluctant school-readers were not 

disinterested in out-of-school reading at all.  They frequently and actively found reading 

materials that fit their interests.  These students, like many others, needed an opportunity 

to read something that they didn’t feel forced to read.  When students are forced to read, 

particularly difficult text, it can lead to resentment and self-doubt in their reading abilities 

(Manuel, 2012).  Students have individual needs that need to be considered. 

For a teacher, relinquishing control of whole-group materials, and adopting a 

curriculum that enables students to choose their reading materials can be a lot of work 

(Morgan & Wagner, 2013).  Atwell (1998) popularized and described a reading 

workshop classroom, which builds instruction around students’ chosen texts.  But 

Atwell’s reading workshop requires teachers to be knowledgeable about a huge amount 

of texts in order to discuss them with students, and can thus be intimidating to teachers 

trying to implement choice.  Krashen (2011) advocates for Free Voluntary Reading, but 

that is just a part of an instructional plan.  Guthrie and colleagues have developed 
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Concept-Oriented Reading Instruction (CORI) as a curriculum that provides students 

with some autonomy and choice (Guthrie et al., 1996; Guthrie et al., 2006), and although 

it limits the choice to a list of possibilities for study, it is also limited in the types of 

classrooms and age groups that it is designed for.  There currently are not many studies 

that provide students with an opportunity for limited choice from a reading list or text set. 

By using text sets, it enables a teacher to attempt to pick “literary selections which 

stand where the lines of student popularity and critical approval converge” (Norvell, 

1950, p. 3).  Even when students identify that they desire reading choice, they still rely on 

teacher introduction of text in order to determine what they should choose (Ivey & 

Johnston, 2013).  And while there are some studies that have been done which have 

offered students choice from limited lists (i.e. Fisher & Frey, 2012b; Lapp & Fisher, 

2009), no studies were found that compared two groups in which one had limited choice 

of text, and the other used a teacher-selected text.  If limited choice in text were shown to 

be valuable to student motivation or achievement, it could be an accessible tool for 

teachers to use to improve their curriculum. 

 

Summary 

While its roots run deep, close reading as a focal point for primary and secondary 

school instruction is a relatively new and lightly researched instructional practice.  The 

close reading strategy has recently been primarily developed as a method for teachers to 

meet the increased text complexity demands of the Common Core State Standards.  The 

text complexity movement focuses on preparing students for college and career readiness 

by ratcheting up the rigor of their reading.  While student-choice has not been a variable 
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researched in relationship to close reading, it has been demonstrated to be a motivating 

factor in other reading instruction.  The literature shows a need for research to be done 

that will demonstrate the effectiveness of offering students choice in the texts they study 

for close reading.  If offering choice can make this somewhat controversial instructional 

practice more engaging or effective for students, it would be a valuable addition to 

reading curricula. 

  



 

CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to describe the effects of providing opportunities 

for text choice in close reading assignments on seventh-grade advanced reading students’ 

reading academic achievement and attitudes.  The study addressed the following research 

questions:  1. Will there be a statistically significant difference in achievement of 

seventh-grade advanced reading students between (a) those who are given a choice of 

texts in close reading assignments and (b) those who are assigned a single text for close 

reading assignments?  2. Will there be a statistically significant difference in attitudes of 

seventh-grade advanced reading students between (a) those who are given a choice of 

texts in close reading assignments and (b) those who are assigned a single text for close 

reading assignments.  This section describes the methodology used to conduct this study.  

It is divided into the following subsections: (1) research design, (2) participants, (3) 

instrumentation, (4) data collection procedures, (5) data analysis procedures, and (6) 

limitations of the study. 

 

Research Design 

A quasi-experimental non-randomized pretest-posttest comparison group research 

design was used to answer the research questions in this study. This design was selected 

because: (1) the study intended to examine a cause-effect relationship; (2) the 

manipulation of a variable was possible; and (3) a comparison group was available.  A 
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pretest was used so that differences between the experimental group (Choice) and the 

comparison group (No Choice) could be attributed to the treatment as opposed to 

differences that were preexisting.  The same seventh-grade reading teacher instructed 

both the experimental and comparison groups to eliminate variances in teaching ability as 

an extraneous variable that could affect the results. A true experimental design could not 

be used because randomization in population selection was not feasible in a public school 

setting. The following is the research paradigm that was utilized in this study:  

0   X   0 

o         o 

In this study, the independent variable was the text used in close reading 

assignments: (1) a single teacher-selected text, where students have no choice; or (2) a 

text that was student-selected from three choices. The dependent variables were: (1) 

reading achievement as measured by the State of Texas Assessments of Academic 

Readiness (STAAR) seventh-grade reading test; and (2) student attitude toward close 

reading in three domains as measured by a researcher-developed attitude survey.  

 

Participants 

The participants for this study were drawn from a population of seventh-grade 

students enrolled in advanced reading classes at an intermediate school in a suburban 

school district outside Houston, Texas.  Student and parent choice determined which 

students were enrolled in the advanced reading class (as differentiated from the regular 

level reading class); no academic or achievement qualifications were factored in.  Student 

and parent choice were the sole determinants.  In the 2014-2015 school year the school 
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had student demographics of 62% Hispanic, 19% Black, 11% White, 7% Asian or Pacific 

Islander, and 1% two or more races.  The school served 973 seventh- and eighth-grade 

students in 2014-2015. 

The specific participants for this study were the students enrolled in the 

researcher’s seventh-grade advanced reading class.  There were 130 students included in 

the study with 78 in the Choice group and 52 in the No Choice group.  The students were 

divided into an odd number of class sections (five), making it impossible to divide the 

students into equal numbers for the two groups.  Three class sections were randomly 

assigned to the Choice group and two were randomly assigned to the No Choice group.  

The researcher was the regular daily teacher assigned to the students participating.  

Consent for participation was sought and granted from the university, the school district, 

the school’s principal, and the parents of the students. 

 

Instrumentation 

Measurement of student data from the study was twofold.  First, students’ reading 

academic achievement was measured with the STAAR reading tests.  Scores from a 

reading achievement pre-test taken from excerpted passages from the 2013 seventh-grade 

STAAR reading released test (pretest) were compared to their results from their seventh-

grade STAAR reading test score (posttest).  The instrument used for both the pretest and 

posttest to assess student attitudes toward close reading assignments was a pilot-tested 

researcher-developed attitude survey (included in Appendix B).   

The attitude survey and items were developed in several stages.  The first step in 

developing items involved combing through the literature regarding close reading and 
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picking out key terms.  Through this process approximately 50 different words were 

identified.  These words were then used as the basis for 15 items that were intended to 

measure an Engagement construct and 15 other items that were intended to measure a 

Self-Efficacy construct.   

Next, these 30 items were evaluated by a group of educational doctoral 

candidates.  After their evaluation, they recommended that several items be cut such as 

“Close reading assignments make me happy,” “Close reading assignments are fun,” and 

“Close reading assignments teach me to work hard.”  These items, as well as others that 

were cut, were removed for various reasons including some for a lack of clarity, and 

some which were not written at a level that would be comprehensible for an adolescent 

survey respondent.   

The pared down list now contained a total of 20 items with 10 in each of the two 

previously identified constructs.  A professor at a tier-one university with expertise in the 

reading and language arts field then assessed these lists.  This evaluation led to some 

further modification of items.  For example, one recommendation was to change “Close 

reading motivates me as a student” to “Close reading makes me want to read more.”  The 

feedback also led to the omission of five more items.  These final recommendations 

helped to clarify many of the items and focus them more on the desired constructs.     

The researcher-developed survey was then pilot-tested to determine if it was 

statistically reliable and valid.  Using an online platform, the survey was administered to 

a sample that consisted of 135 seventh-grade students from an intermediate school in an 

ethnically diverse suburban school district.  Of the 135 respondents, 57 were male and 78 
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were female.  All of the students who participated in the survey were enrolled in an 

advanced reading class. 

The primary finding of the pilot study was the emergence of three constructs as 

opposed to the two constructs that the instrument was designed to measure.  Initially, the 

items were designed to measure student engagement toward close reading and how close 

reading affects student self-efficacy.  After removing two of the items, the Engagement 

construct emerged with five items that correlated well into a single component.  

The Self-Efficacy construct, however, split into two separate components.  These 

two constructs stood largely on their own as distinct entities and thus necessitated 

redefinition as individuals.  Three of these items related to the respondent’s perception of 

the value of close reading in their education.  While these are related to the idea of self-

efficacy, they were better defined as a new construct to be labeled as Educational Value.  

The third component that was identified dealt with items demonstrating a student feeling 

empowered in their reading abilities, indicating that they felt an increased level of reading 

confidence that came from close reading.  That is why this third construct was renamed 

Empowerment. 

After the pilot study, the Educational Value and Empowerment constructs were 

both represented by only three items on the survey.  Thus, the researcher deemed it 

appropriate to develop two new items for each construct so that each of the three 

measured constructs would consist of five items for a total of 15.  The items on the 

original pilot tested instrument can be seen in Table 3 while the updated survey with the 

additional items can be seen in Table 4. 
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Table 3 

    
     Final Items Divided Into New Constructs from Pilot Study 

Item 

Statement (In my 

opinion, "close reading" 

activities…) 

Engagement 

Construct 

(Component 

A) 

Educational 

Value 

Construct 

(Component 

B) 

Empowerment 

Construct 

(Component 

C) 

Eng_1 Are enjoyable. X 
  

Eng_2_Rev 

Are one of my least 

favorite types of 

assignments. 

X 
  

Eng_4 
Are a type of activity 

that I would choose. 
X 

  

Eng_5_Rev Are boring. X 
  

Eng_6_Rev 
Are assignments that I do 

not prefer. 
X 

  

SE_1 Help me learn more. 
 

X 
 

SE_3_Rev 
Don't teach me anything 

valuable.  
X 

 

SE_4 
Make me more confident 

in my reading abilities.   
X 

SE_5_Rev 
Do not prepare me for 

the future.  
X 

 

SE_6 
Help me develop good 

reading habits.   
X 

SE_8_Rev 
Don't help me to become 

a better reader. 
    X 
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Table 4 

    

     Final Items With Additions 

Item 

Statement (In my 

opinion, "close reading" 

activities…) 

Engagement 

Construct 

(Component 

A) 

Educational 

Value 

Construct 

(Component 

B) 

Empowerment 

Construct 

(Component 

C) 

Eng_1 Are enjoyable. X 
  

Eng_2_Rev 

Are one of my least 

favorite types of 

assignments. 

X 
  

Eng_4 
Are a type of activity 

that I would choose. 
X 

  

Eng_5_Rev Are boring. X 
  

Eng_6_Rev 
Are assignments that I 

do not prefer. 
X 

  

SE_1 Help me learn more. 
 

X 
 

SE_3_Rev 
Don't teach me 

anything valuable.  
X 

 

SE_4 

Make me more 

confident in my reading 

abilities. 
  

X 

SE_5_Rev 
Do not prepare me for 

the future.  
X 

 

SE_6 
Help me develop good 

reading habits.   
X 

SE_8_Rev 
Don't help me to 

become a better reader.   
X 

New_1 

Teach me things I need 

to know to be 

successful. 
 

X 
 

New_2 
Positively contribute to 

my learning.  
X 

 

New_3 

Give me tools that help 

me when reading is 

difficult. 
  

X 

New_4_Rev 

Don't increase my 

confidence in my 

reading skill. 

    X 
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The modified version of the survey was used as an instrument to assess student 

attitudes toward close reading, while the STAAR reading test results were used to assess 

student achievement. 

 

Data Collection Procedures 

The study took place over a period of approximately two and a half months in the 

spring semester of the 2014-2015 school year.  This fit between the return of the school’s 

two-week long winter break and the administration of the STAAR reading test.  The close 

reading lessons were done one time per week for ten weeks.  There was one week that no 

lesson was done due to the school’s spring break. 

Both the achievement measurements and the attitude measurement were 

administered as pretests and posttests.  The reading achievement pretest used released 

passages from the 2013 seventh-grade STAAR reading released test and was taken in 

early February 2015 prior to the beginning of the close reading lessons.  The posttest was 

the scheduled administration of the STAAR seventh-grade reading test during late April 

2015.  The attitude survey was also administered to students as a pretest prior to the 

beginning of the lessons in early February 2015, then again as a posttest after the ten 

lessons were completed in April 2015. 

Prior to the beginning of the 2014-2015 school year, students who signed up for 

the advanced reading class were assigned by the school counselor to one of the five class 

periods of seventh-grade advanced reading that were taught by the researcher.  There 

were approximately 145 total students distributed throughout these five sections, of 

which 130 provided consent for participation.  The researcher used a random cluster 
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sampling method to assign three of the five sections to the Choice group, and two of the 

five sections to the No Choice group.  Since the students that made up the population 

were already accessible, this was a convenience sample, but by adding an aspect of 

random sampling it increased the external validity of the study. 

In the fall semester, prior to the study, students all received some close reading 

instruction.  Both the Choice group and the No Choice group had several close reading 

lessons that were primarily procedural in nature.  The fall semester close reading lessons 

taught students how to do close reading, what it is, and the way that close reading 

assignments looked in the class.  Since these lessons were not a part of the study, all 

students used the same texts, and all texts were teacher-selected with no student choice.   

Shortly after winter break, the ten-week lesson cycle began.  The No Choice 

group was assigned a single teacher-selected text to use for each close reading 

assignment.  The text that was used for the No Choice group was always one of the three 

texts the Choice group could choose from.  Since the traditional method of selecting texts 

for instructional purposes is based primarily on a teacher’s discretion, that teacher choice 

was emulated for the No Choice group in the study.  The Choice group was given brief 

previews of three texts, then allowed to self-select one of those three texts to use for their 

assignment (A sample script of a text set preview is included in Appendix C).   

Tasks in the assignments covered a wide range of reading skills (i.e. analyzing 

diction, genre features, characterization, poetic elements, author’s purpose, structure, 

organization, persuasive technique, etc.), and questions in the tasks were broad and 

transferrable to multiple texts as opposed to specific to an individual text.  For example, 

students were asked to complete tasks that lacked specificity such as, “Identify and 
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annotate areas of the passage in which the author developed the character’s personality,” 

as opposed to more specific tasks like, “In line 13, how does Twain show that Tom 

Sawyer is a clever young man?”  By asking students to perform broad, generalizable 

tasks, it made the experiences and expectations for both groups similar. 

The preview of the three texts for Group A took place the day before the lesson 

was scheduled each week.  Students turned in a card with their name on it and their 

chosen text so that the researcher could make the appropriate number of copies each 

week.  This allowed students to submit their text choices in a blinded and private manner 

so that they were not making their selections influenced by the selections of their peers.  

The previews that were shared were very brief so that students had only a very general 

idea of the passages, but they were not given an extensive amount of background 

knowledge and frontloading that could cause their comprehension to be given a head start 

over that of the No Choice group.   

Instruction during the close reading lessons was focused on transferrable reading 

skills that were being worked on as opposed to discussions about the individual texts.  

This allowed the conversations and teacher instruction to stay consistent in both the 

experimental and the comparison groups.  The lessons included opportunities for partner 

or group work, and students in the Choice group who were working with the same text 

were always matched together.  Although grading of the assignments was not a part of 

the study, all grading was based on the student’s understanding, identification of, and 

application of their knowledge of the transferrable reading skills, as opposed to their 

understanding and knowledge about the individual text.  This focused student 

expectations toward tasks and evaluation that was not reliant on a single specific text. 
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The text sets that were used can be found in Appendix C.  The sets of three are 

grouped based on similarities in genre, themes, characteristics, and complexity.  

Additionally, Appendix D has an example of a set of three texts as they were distributed 

to students.  Text selection was based on several factors.  First, texts were selected based 

on the Common Core State Standards’ (CCSS) text complexity formulas (NGACBP & 

CCSSO, 2012).  According to the CCSS, when selecting texts for instructional purposes, 

quantitative, qualitative, and reader and task features of the text need to be considered.  

First, the quantitative complexity of a text needed to be measured by one of several 

different leveling formulas.  One of the CCSS approved measures is the ATOS level, 

which was used in this study.  These quantitative measures divide texts into grade bands, 

which group together multiple grades.  The 6-8 grade band is designated by ATOS levels 

of 7.00 to 9.98, but quantitative measurements are not meant to be strict guidelines or the 

only standards that should be used in text selection.  Therefore, several texts that were 

selected did not fall directly into the grade band’s score range. 

After determining the quantitative text level of a passage, the qualitative and 

reader and task dimensions of that text were analyzed to determine if the text was 

appropriate for the particular group of students.  When looking at the qualitative features 

of a text, analysis of a text’s structure, language features, meaning/purpose, and 

knowledge demands all contribute to decisions about selection.  Therefore, some texts 

may be quantitatively complex enough for instructional purposes, but may not be 

qualitatively complex enough, and vice-versa.  Certain texts may also be bad fits or good 

fits for particular groups of students.  Texts that were included in the lessons used for this 

study were selected based on balancing all components of complexity so as to be 
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appropriate for the students involved, as determined by the researcher.  Additionally, 

some text forms (primarily poetry, drama, and graphic text) cannot be accurately 

measured through quantitative means, so complexity in texts of these genres was 

determined acceptable based on the researcher’s judgment with no accurate ATOS score 

available. 

Finally, the texts selected were meant to cover a broad cross-section of time 

periods, genres, cultural backgrounds, genders, and themes in order to provide important 

diversity in the instructional materials that students were being exposed to.  Since the 

texts were grouped based on similarities in their characteristics and themes, regardless of 

the texts that students in the Choice group ended up selecting, they still had a chance to 

experience a varied range of different texts and contexts. 

 

Data Analysis Procedures 

Mixed design analysis of variance procedures were used to compare the two 

groups’ differences on pretest and posttest scores on the reading achievement tests and 

the three constructs measured in the attitude survey.  This design was used because there 

were two independent groups and they were subjected to repeated measures. 

The independent variable in this study was whether students were using teacher-

selected texts for their close reading assignments, or if they were using student-selected 

texts for their close-reading assignments.  The dependent variables in this study were 

academic reading achievement, as measured by the STAAR reading test, and student 

attitude, as measured by the researcher-created attitude survey. 
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Limitations of the Study 

The study had the following limitations: (1) no true random sampling was 

possible due to the nature of student scheduling in the public school setting; (2) 

participants in the control group may have had discussions with participants in the 

treatment group in which they compared their experiences, possibly leading to threats to 

reliability; (3) the results were limited in generalizability to different populations; and (4) 

the researcher as teacher may have introduced potential bias. 

 

Summary 

This chapter describes the procedures that were used to achieve the purposes of 

this study.  Specifically, it describes the research design, participants, instrumentation, 

data collection procedures, data analysis procedures, and limitations of the study.  The 

study was conducted during the 2014-2015 school year, with data analysis taking place 

shortly thereafter. 

  



 

CHAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of the study was to describe the effects of providing opportunities for 

text choice in close reading assignments on seventh-grade advanced reading students’ 

academic achievement and attitudes.  Therefore the study addressed the following 

research questions: 

Research Question One.  Will there be a statistically significant difference in 

achievement of seventh-grade advanced reading students between (a) those who are 

given a choice of texts in close reading assignments and (b) those who are assigned a 

single text for close reading assignments?  

Research Question Two.  Will there be a statistically significant difference in 

attitudes of seventh-grade advanced reading students between (a) those who are given a 

choice of texts in close reading assignments and (b) those who are assigned a single text 

for close reading assignments? 

The remainder of this chapter explains the results acquired in the study, and is 

divided into the following sections:  (a) descriptive statistics, (b) quantitative results from 

the first research question using mixed design analysis of variance, (c) quantitative results 

from the second research question using mixed design of analysis of variance, and (d) 

summary. 

The descriptive statistics section is divided into the following subsections:  (a) 

quantitative results from the first research question, (b) quantitative results of the second 



 

  

74 

research question, (c) attitude survey, (d) engagement, (e) educational value, and (f) 

empowerment. 

The quantitative results from the second research question using mixed design 

analysis of variance is divided into the following subsections:  (a) engagement, (b) 

educational value, and (c) empowerment. 

 

Descriptive Statistics 

 A total of 130 students participated in all elements of the study with the lone 

exception being the academic pretest.  One student did not take the academic pretest, so 

their results were not included in the academic pretest or the academic posttest analyses.  

There were a total of 78 students in the “Choice” group (treatment group), and 52 

students in the “No Choice” group (comparison group).  The student who did not take the 

academic pretest was a member of the choice group, so that group totaled 77 in the 

analysis of research question one. 

Descriptive Results from the First Research Question 

 The academic pretest and posttest were both scored on a 100-point scale.  The 

score represents the percentage of questions that were correctly answered by the 

participants.  Table 5 shows the mean scores, standard deviations, and N of the groups on 

the academic pretest.  Table 6 shows the mean scores, standard deviations, and N of the 

groups on the academic posttest.   
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Table 5 

   

    Descriptive Statistics for the Academic Pretest 

Group Mean Std. Deviation N 

Choice 76.90 12.34 77 

No Choice 78.31 11.24 52 

Total 77.47 11.88 129 

 

Table 6 

   

    Descriptive Statistics for the Academic Posttest 

Group Mean Std. Deviation N 

Choice 82.26 9.22 77 

No Choice 82.54 9.80 52 

Total 82.37 9.42 129 

 

 The Choice group went from a mean score of 76.90 on the academic pretest to a 

mean score of 82.26 on the posttest for a mean gain of 5.36 points.  The No Choice group 

went from a mean score of 78.31 on the academic pretest to a mean score of 82.54 on the 

posttest for a mean gain of 4.23 points. 

Descriptive Results from the Second Research Question 

 Attitude Survey.  The attitude instrument measured student attitudes in three 

different constructs (Engagement, Educational Value, and Empowerment), using five 

Likert-style five-point responses to measure each construct.  Seven of the fifteen items on 

the survey were negatively worded, and were therefore reverse-coded for statistical 

analysis (4, 5, 8, 9, 10, 13, and 15).  Finally, the scores of the individual items for each 

construct were summated for analysis, leading to a minimum score of 5 and a maximum 

score of 25 for each construct.   
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 Table 7 includes the statements for each item on the attitude survey.  Table 8 and 

Table 9 include the mean scores and standard deviations for individual items of the 

pretest and posttest of the attitude survey with all respondents combined. 

Table 7 

 

   Attitude Survey with Specific Item Descriptions 

Item Statement ("In my opinion, close reading activities…") Construct 

1 Are enjoyable. Engagement 

2 Help me learn more. Educational Value 

3 Make me more confident in my reading abilities. Empowerment 

4 Are one of my least favorite types of assignments. Engagement 

5 Don't teach me anything valuable. Educational Value 

6 Help me develop good reading habits. Empowerment 

7 Are a type of activity that I would choose. Engagement 

8 Do not prepare me for the future. Educational Value 

9 Don't help me become a better reader. Empowerment 

10 Are boring. Engagement 

11 Teach me things I need to know to be successful. Educational Value 

12 Give me tools that help me when reading is difficult. Empowerment 

13 Are assignments that I do not prefer. Engagement 

14 Positively contribute to my learning. Educational Value 

15 Don't increase my confidence in my reading skill. Empowerment 
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Table 8  

     

      Descriptive Statistics of Attitude Survey Pretest by Item 

Item Construct 

Reverse-

Coded? N Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

1 Engagement N 130 3.12 0.895 

2 Educational Value N 130 3.88 0.784 

3 Empowerment N 130 3.62 0.884 

4 Engagement Y 130 3.02 1.168 

5 Educational Value Y 130 3.92 0.877 

6 Empowerment N 130 3.72 0.865 

7 Engagement N 130 2.65 1.009 

8 Educational Value Y 130 3.61 0.919 

9 Empowerment Y 130 3.88 0.973 

10 Engagement Y 130 2.89 1.215 

11 Educational Value N 130 3.58 1.025 

12 Empowerment N 130 3.82 0.870 

13 Engagement Y 130 2.74 1.075 

14 Educational Value N 130 3.78 0.777 

15 Empowerment Y 130 3.65 1.085 
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Table 9 

     

      Descriptive Statistics of Attitude Survey Posttest by Item 

Item Construct 

Reverse-

Coded? N Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

1 Engagement N 130 3.35 0.987 

2 Educational Value N 130 3.98 0.853 

3 Empowerment N 130 3.72 0.942 

4 Engagement Y 130 3.08 1.107 

5 Educational Value Y 130 4.00 0.889 

6 Empowerment N 130 3.87 0.935 

7 Engagement N 130 2.83 0.997 

8 Educational Value Y 130 3.78 1.021 

9 Empowerment Y 130 4.02 0.968 

10 Engagement Y 130 3.00 1.239 

11 Educational Value N 130 3.63 0.890 

12 Empowerment N 130 3.94 0.887 

13 Engagement Y 130 2.88 1.141 

14 Educational Value N 130 3.88 0.817 

15 Empowerment Y 130 3.84 1.077 

 

 Engagement.  Table 10 shows the mean scores, standard deviations, and N of the 

groups on the Engagement construct from the pretest with the attitude instrument.  Table 

11 shows the mean scores, standard deviations, and N of the groups on the Engagement 

construct from the posttest with the attitude instrument.   

Table 10  

   

    Descriptive Statistics for the Engagement Construct (Summated) Pretest 

Group Mean Std. Deviation N 

Choice 14.15 4.55 78 

No Choice 14.81 3.82 52 

Total 14.42 4.27 130 
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Table 11 

   

    Descriptive Statistics for the Engagement Construct (Summated) Posttest 

Group Mean Std. Deviation N 

Choice 16.40 4.02 78 

No Choice 13.27 4.39 52 

Total 15.15 4.43 130 

 

 The Choice group went from a mean summated score of 14.15 on the Engagement 

construct of the attitude pretest to a mean score of 16.40 on the posttest for a mean gain 

of 2.25 points.  The No Choice group went from a mean summated score of 14.81 on the 

Engagement construct of the attitude pretest to a mean score of 13.27 on the posttest for a 

mean loss of 1.54 points. 

Educational Value.  Table 12 shows the mean scores, standard deviations, and N 

of the groups on the Educational Value construct from the pretest with the attitude 

instrument.  Table 13 shows the mean scores, standard deviations, and N of the groups on 

the Educational Value construct from the posttest with the attitude instrument.   

Table 12 

   

    Descriptive Statistics for the Educational Value Construct (Summated) 

Pretest 

Group Mean Std. Deviation N 

Choice 19.12 2.97 78 

No Choice 18.29 3.27 52 

Total 18.78 3.11 130 
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Table 13 

   

    Descriptive Statistics for the Educational Value Construct (Summated) 

Posttest 

Group Mean Std. Deviation N 

Choice 20.24 2.80 78 

No Choice 17.81 3.82 52 

Total 19.27 3.45 130 

 

 The Choice group went from a mean summated score of 19.12 on the Educational 

Value construct of the attitude pretest to a mean score of 20.24 on the posttest for a mean 

gain of 1.12 points.  The No Choice group went from a mean summated score of 18.29 on 

the Educational Value construct of the attitude pretest to a mean score of 17.81 on the 

posttest for a mean loss of 0.48 points. 

Empowerment.  Table 14 shows the mean scores, standard deviations, and N of 

the groups on the Empowerment construct from the pretest with the attitude instrument.  

Table 15 shows the mean scores, standard deviations, and N of the groups on the 

Empowerment construct from the posttest with the attitude instrument.   

Table 14 

   

    Descriptive Statistics for the Empowerment Construct (Summated) Pretest 

Group Mean Std. Deviation N 

Choice 19.01 3.34 78 

No Choice 18.15 3.52 52 

Total 18.67 3.43 130 
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Table 15 

   

    Descriptive Statistics for the Empowerment Construct (Summated) 

Posttest 

Group Mean Std. Deviation N 

Choice 19.92 3.34 78 

No Choice 18.58 4.05 52 

Total 19.38 3.69 130 

 

 The Choice group went from a mean summated score of 19.01 on the 

Empowerment construct of the attitude pretest to a mean score of 19.92 on the posttest 

for a mean gain of 0.91 points.  The No Choice group went from a mean summated score 

of 18.15 on the Empowerment construct of the attitude pretest to a mean score of 18.58 

on the posttest for a mean gain of 0.43 points. 

 

Quantitative Results for the First Research Question Using Mixed Design Analysis 

of Variance 

 The first research question asked:  Will there be a statistically significant 

difference in achievement of seventh-grade advanced reading students between (a) those 

who are given a choice of texts in close reading assignments and (b) those who are 

assigned a single text for close reading assignments? 

 Achievement was assessed with the previously described academic pretest and 

academic posttest.  To analyze the results from those tests, a mixed design analysis of 

variance was conducted using time for the within-subjects factor as measured by the 

difference from pretest to posttest scores, and choice as the between-subjects factor as 

differentiated by the two treatment groups in the study.  Both pretest and posttest results 

met the equality of error variances based on the Levene’s Test (respectively, p=.114, 
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p=.682) as their significance values were greater than .05.  The result of Box’s M Test 

was not statistically significant (p=.255) indicating that the assumption of the equality of 

the covariance matrices cannot be rejected.  There is only one correlation, and it cannot 

be compared to any other, therefore the sphericity assumption cannot be tested using 

Mauchly’s Test. 

The main effect for Time, F (1, 127) = 24.405, p < .001, was significant, while the 

main effect for Choice, F (1, 127) = .258, p = .612, did not have a statistically significant 

result.  The significant main effect of Time represents that when both the Choice and No 

Choice groups are analyzed as a combined group, there is a statistically significant 

difference between pretest and posttest scores on the academic achievement tests.  The 

main effect of Time had a large effect size (𝜂𝑝
2 = .159).   

For the reading academic achievement tests, there was not a significant Time * 

Choice interaction, F (1, 127) = 0.335, p = .564.  This lack of effect demonstrates that the 

difference in the pretest and posttest scores on the academic achievement tests did not 

significantly differ between the Choice group and the No Choice group.  The Time * 

Choice interaction comparison of pretest to posttest change in scores is represented in 

Figure 1.  Results of the mixed design analysis of variance are reported in Table 16. 
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Table 16 

       

        Results Obtained for Mixed Design Analysis of Variance of Academic Achievement 

Within-Subjects Factor: Time (Pretest to Posttest) 

Between-Subjects Factor: Choice 

Multivariate Test 

Effect Test Value F 

Hypothesis 

df 

Error 

df Sig. 

Partial 

Eta 

Squared 

Time 

Wilks' 

Lambda 0.841 24.045 1 127 0.000 0.159 

Time * 

Choice 

Wilks' 

Lambda 0.997 0.335 1 127 0.564 0.003 

Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 

Source 

Type III 

Sum of 

Squares df 

Mean 

Square F Sig. 

Partial 

Eta 

Squared   

Intercept 1589204 1 1589204 9249.532 0.000 0.986 

 Choice 44.341 1 44.341 0.258 0.612 0.002 

 

Error 

21820.4

50 127 171.815         

 

 

Figure 1.  Academic Scores Change Over Time by Group 
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Quantitative Results for the Second Research Question Using Mixed Design 

Analysis of Variance 

 The second research question asked:  Will there be a statistically significant 

difference in attitudes of seventh-grade advanced reading students between (a) those who 

are given a choice of texts in close reading assignments and (b) those who are assigned a 

single text for close reading assignments? 

Engagement 

 Student attitudes toward close reading were assessed in three different constructs, 

the first of which was labeled Engagement.  The Engagement construct was measured 

with five items on the researcher-developed attitude survey (items 1, 4, 7, 10, and 13), 

three of which were negatively worded and needed to be reverse-coded for analysis (4, 

10, and 13).  The Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient for the Engagement construct was .851 

on the pretest and .866 on the posttest, demonstrating relatively high internal consistency 

on both administrations.   

 A mixed design analysis of variance was conducted using time for the within-

subjects factor as measured by the difference from pretest to posttest scores, and choice 

as the between-subjects factor as differentiated by the two treatment groups in the study.  

Both pretest and posttest results met the equality of error variances assumptions based on 

the Levene’s Test (respectively, p=.362, p=.393) as their significance values were greater 

than .05.  The result of Box’s M Test was not statistically significant (p=.348) indicating 

that the assumption of the equality of the covariance matrices cannot be rejected.  There 

is only one correlation, and it cannot be compared to any other, therefore the sphericity 

assumption cannot be tested using Mauchly’s Test. 
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 The main effects for Time, F (1, 128) = .805, p = .371, and Choice, F (1, 128) = 

3.672, p = .058 were not statistically significant.  However, for the Engagement construct 

of the attitude survey, there was a significant Time * Choice interaction, F (1, 128) = 

23.153, p < .001.  This effect demonstrates that the difference in the pretest and posttest 

scores on the Engagement construct of the survey significantly differed between the 

Choice group and the No Choice group.  The Time * Choice interaction had a large effect 

size (𝜂𝑝
2 = .153).  The Time * Choice interaction comparison of pretest to posttest change 

in scores is represented in Figure 2.  Results from the mixed design analysis of variance 

are included in Table 17. 

Table 17 

       

        Results Obtained for Mixed Design Analysis of Variance of Engagement 

Within-Subjects Factor: Time (Pretest to Posttest) 

Between-Subjects Factor: Choice 

Multivariate Test 

Effect Test Value F 

Hypothesis 

df 

Error 

df Sig. 

Partial 

Eta 

Squared 

Time 

Wilks' 

Lambda 0.994 0.805 1 128 0.371 0.006 

Time * 

Choice 

Wilks' 

Lambda 0.847 23.153 1 128 0.000 0.153 

Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 

Source 

Type III 

Sum of 

Squares df 

Mean 

Square F Sig. 

Partial 

Eta 

Squared   

Intercept 53621.356 1 53621.356 2061.435 0.000 0.942 

 Choice 95.510 1 95.510 3.672 0.058 0.028 

 Error 3329.494 128 26.012         
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Figure 2.  Engagement Scores Change Over Time by Group 

Educational Value 

 The second construct assessed on the attitude survey was labeled Educational 

Value.  The Educational Value construct was measured with five items on the researcher-
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that the assumption of the equality of the covariance matrices cannot be rejected.  There 

is only one correlation, and it cannot be compared to any other, therefore the sphericity 

assumption cannot be tested using Mauchly’s Test. 

 The main effect for Time, F (1, 128) = 1.288, p=.259, was not significant, while 

the main effect for Choice, F (1, 128) = 11.053, p=.001, did show statistically significant 

results.  The main effect of Choice had a medium effect size (𝜂𝑝
2 = .079).  The significant 

main effect of Choice represents that when both the pretest and posttest scores are 

analyzed as a combined set, there is a statistically significant difference between the 

Choice and No Choice groups on the Educational Value results. 

 Furthermore, for the Educational Value construct of the attitude survey, there was 

a significant Time * Choice interaction, F (1, 128) = 7.955, p = .006.  This effect 

demonstrates that the difference in the pretest and posttest scores on the Educational 

Value construct of the survey significantly differed between the Choice group and the No 

Choice group.  The Time * Choice interaction had a medium effect size (𝜂𝑝
2 = .059).  The 

Time * Choice interaction comparison of pretest to posttest change in scores is 

represented in Figure 3.  Results from the mixed design analysis of variance are included 

in Table 18. 
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Table 18 

       

        Results Obtained for Mixed Design Analysis of Variance of Educational Value 

Within-Subjects Factor: Time (Pretest to Posttest) 

Between-Subjects Factor: Choice 

Multivariate Test 

Effect Test Value F 

Hypothesis 

df 

Error 

df Sig. 

Partial 

Eta 

Squared 

Time 

Wilks' 

Lambda 0.990 1.288 1 128 0.259 0.010 

Time * 

Choice 

Wilks' 

Lambda 0.941 7.955 1 128 0.006 0.059 

Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 

Source 

Type III 

Sum of 

Squares df 

Mean 

Square F Sig. 

Partial 

Eta 

Squared   

Intercept 88818.231 1 88818.231 5911.259 0.000 0.979 

 Choice 166.078 1 166.078 11.053 0.001 0.079 

 Error 1923.234 128 15.025         

 

 

Figure 3.  Educational Value Change Over Time by Group 
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Empowerment 

 The third construct assessed on the attitude survey was labeled Empowerment.  

The Empowerment construct was measured with five items on the researcher-developed 

attitude survey (items 3, 6, 9, 12, and 15), two of which were negatively worded and 

needed to be reverse-coded for analysis (9 and 15).  The Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient for 

the Empowerment construct was .781 on the pretest and .823 on the posttest, 

demonstrating relatively high internal consistency on both administrations.   

 A mixed design analysis of variance was conducted using time for the within-

subjects factor as measured by the difference from pretest to posttest scores, and choice 

as the between-subjects factor as differentiated by the two treatment groups in the study.  

Both pretest and posttest results met the equality of error variances assumptions based on 

the Levene’s Test (respectively, p=.436, p=.162) as their significance values were greater 

than .05.  The result of Box’s M Test was not statistically significant (p=.485) indicating 

that the assumption of the equality of the covariance matrices cannot be rejected.  There 

is only one correlation, and it cannot be compared to any other, therefore the sphericity 

assumption cannot be tested using Mauchly’s Test. 

 The main effects for Time, F (1, 128) = 4.364, p = .039, and Choice, F (1, 128) = 

4.086, p = .045 were both statistically significant.  The main effect of Time had a small 

effect size (𝜂𝑝
2 = .033), as did the main effect of Choice (𝜂𝑝

2 = .031).  The significant main 

effect of Time represents that when both the Choice and No Choice groups are analyzed 

as a combined group, there is a statistically significant difference between pretest and 

posttest scores on the Empowerment construct results.  The significant main effect of 

Choice represents that when both the pretest and posttest scores are analyzed as a 
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combined set, there is a statistically significant difference between the Choice and No 

Choice groups on the Empowerment results.   

 For the Empowerment construct of the attitude survey, there was not a significant 

Time * Choice interaction, F (1, 128) = 0.583, p = .447.  This lack of effect demonstrates 

that the difference in the pretest and posttest scores on the academic achievement tests 

did not significantly differ between the Choice group and the No Choice group.  The 

Time * Choice interaction comparison of pretest to posttest change in scores is 

represented in Figure 4.  Results from the mixed design analysis of variance are included 

in Table 19. 

Table 19 

       

        Results Obtained for Mixed Design Analysis of Variance of Empowerment 

Within-Subjects Factor: Time (Pretest to Posttest) 

Between-Subjects Factor: Choice 

Multivariate Test 

Effect Test Value F 

Hypothesis 

df 

Error 

df Sig. 

Partial 

Eta 

Squared 

Time 

Wilks' 

Lambda 0.967 4.364 1 128 0.039 0.033 

Time * 

Choice 

Wilks' 

Lambda 0.995 0.583 1 128 0.447 0.005 

Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 

Source 

Type III 

Sum of 

Squares df 

Mean 

Square F Sig. 

Partial 

Eta 

Squared   

Intercept 89316.933 1 89316.933 4810.765 0.000 0.974 

 Choice 75.856 1 75.856 4.086 0.045 0.031 

 Error 2376.455 128 18.566         
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Figure 4.  Empowerment Change Over Time by Group 

Summary 

 The purpose of the study was to describe the effects of providing opportunities for 

text choice in close reading assignments on seventh-grade advanced reading students’ 

academic achievement and attitudes. 

 The results obtained through quantitative analysis yielded no statistically 

significant difference between the two groups on their achievement as measured by their 

pretest and posttest scores on the academic achievement tests.   

 However, the results obtained through quantitative analysis did yield statistically 

significant differences between the treatment group and the comparison group on some of 

the constructs measured on the attitude survey.  The Engagement construct and the 

Educational Value construct both showed statistically significant differences between the 

groups, while the Empowerment construct did not show significant results. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

Introduction 

 This study was designed to examine the rapidly expanding practice of close 

reading in contemporary reading education.  Since the development of the Common Core 

State Standards a new focus has been placed on close reading, yet close reading is largely 

an under-researched educational technique.  The technique of choice, however, is 

thoroughly researched; many studies have established that offering students choice in 

their reading materials has a positive effect on their reading attitudes.  This study 

attempted to combine these two techniques by offering students choice in the reading 

materials that they used for close reading. 

 The purpose of the study was to describe the effects of providing opportunities for 

text choice in close reading assignments on seventh-grade advanced reading students’ 

academic achievement and attitudes.  With this in mind, the study addressed the 

following research questions: 

 Research Question One.  Will there be a statistically significant difference in 

achievement of seventh-grade advanced reading students between (a) those who are 

given a choice of texts in close reading assignments and (b) those who are assigned a 

single text for close reading assignments? 

 Research Question Two.  Will there be a statistically significant difference in 

attitudes of seventh-grade advanced reading students between (a) those who are given a 
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choice of texts in close reading assignments and (b) those who are assigned a single text 

for close reading assignments? 

 For the purposes of this study, “achievement” was defined as student scores on a 

pretest consisting of an excerpted portion of a released State of Texas Assessments of 

Academic Readiness (STAAR) seventh-grade reading test, and a posttest, which was the 

current school year’s STAAR seventh-grade reading test.  The term “attitudes” was 

defined as student scores on a pretest and posttest using a close reading attitude survey 

created by the researcher that divides attitude into three constructs (Engagement, 

Educational Value, and Empowerment) all of which are assessed with five Likert-style 

items each. 

 The study took place in the second semester of the school year in a suburban 

intermediate school in a school district located just outside of Houston, Texas.  After an 

academic and attitude pretest, the students were given the close reading lessons 

approximately once a week for ten consecutive weeks.  The five class sections were 

divided into two groups: one that worked with a single teacher-selected text, and one that 

had their choice of three texts all of similar complexity, theme, and genre.  Students were 

asked to complete the same tasks and respond to the same types of questions regardless 

of the text they were using.  After the ten weeks of lessons, the posttests were 

administered, and data was collected for analysis. 

 This chapter will discuss the results from this study, as well as any conclusions 

that can be drawn from said results.  It has been divided into the following sections:  (a) 

conclusions and interpretations for research question one, (b) conclusions and 
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interpretations for research question two, (c) implications for practice, (d) limitations of 

the study, (e) implications for future research, and (f) summary.   

 

Conclusions and Interpretations for Research Question One 

 Research question one attempted to determine whether offering students choice in 

close reading texts would affect their academic achievement on reading tests.  To answer 

this question, students took a pretest and posttest, and the results from those two tests 

were compared for the two groups using a mixed design analysis of variance.  As shown 

in Table 16, the mixed design analysis of variance reported no significant results.  In 

essence, there was no statistical difference in the achievement of the two groups on their 

academic performance and growth from the pretest to the posttest. 

 Despite the results not being scientifically significant, there was, however, a 

significant difference in the main effect of time in the analysis.  Student scores in both 

groups went up, with the Choice group increasing an average of 5.36 points, and the No 

Choice group increasing an average of 4.23 points.  This increase for the entire sample 

with both groups combined was statistically significant.   

 Although the variable of choice did not make a significant difference on the 

achievement scores of the students, both groups did experience a significant increase in 

achievement.  While there are other variables at play, as the students received other 

instruction in addition to the close reading lessons over the period of the experiment, the 

results suggest that the close reading lessons were valuable to all students academically.  

So regardless of the type of text they were using, the close reading activities did lead to 

gains, even though these gains were not differentiated in a statistically significant way 
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from the Choice group to the No Choice group.  These results support those found by 

Fisher and Frey (2014a), which suggest that close reading is an effective strategy for 

raising students’ academic reading achievement and scores.  

 

Conclusions and Interpretations for Research Question Two 

 Research question two attempted to determine whether offering students choice in 

close reading texts would affect their attitudes toward close reading assignments.  To 

answer this question, students took a pretest and posttest with a researcher-created survey 

designed to evaluate students’ close reading attitudes.  The survey divided questions into 

three constructs, each of which was assessed with five items.  The results from the pretest 

and posttest were evaluated using mixed design analysis of variance models for each of 

the three constructs separately.  Results from the analyses can be found Chapter Four in 

Table 17, Table 18, and Table 19. 

Engagement 

 The first construct analyzed was labeled Engagement.  The Engagement construct 

included items about how much students liked close reading, if they preferred it to 

alternative activities, and other items designed to measure student opinions toward their 

desire to engage in close reading activities.  Examples of items that were used to measure 

the Engagement construct include, “Close reading activities are enjoyable,” and, “Close 

reading activities are a type of activity that I would choose.”  The construct was meant to 

evaluate whether students had positive or negative feelings about undertaking close 

reading assignments. 
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 The results of the mixed design analysis of variance demonstrate that from the 

pretest to the posttest, the two groups were statistically significantly different from each 

other in the change in their scores.  Specifically, the Choice group increased 2.25 points 

(on a scale of 5 to 25), while the No Choice group decreased 1.54 points.  Overall, the net 

difference in the change of scores was 3.79 points between the two groups. 

 These results demonstrate that the Choice group had a positive experience with 

the close reading activities.  After completing ten of the intensive lessons for ten weeks in 

a row, their reaction to close reading improved.  They had increased positive feelings 

toward close reading assignments.  Meanwhile, the No Choice group had more of a 

negative experience with close reading, as their scores dropped after the ten-week study.  

By the end, they were less likely to want to do close reading, and their attitudes reflected 

such.  These results show that for the purpose of creating positive feelings about 

engaging with close reading, offering text choice to students is more effective than using 

teacher-selected texts.  

Educational Value 

 The survey’s second construct was Educational Value.  This construct measured 

student perceptions toward how much the skills associated with the close reading 

activities were educationally valuable to them.  Examples of items in this construct 

include, “Close reading activities help me learn more,” and, “Close reading activities 

teach me things I need to know to be successful.”  This construct was designed to 

measure how students either positively or negatively viewed close reading as a learning 

activity and opportunity. 
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 The mixed design analysis of variance revealed a statistically significant 

difference between groups.  Specifically, the Choice group increased a mean 1.12 points 

in their summated Educational Value scores, and the No Choice group decreased a mean 

0.48 points.  Overall, the net difference in the change of the scores was 1.60 points 

between the two groups. 

 These results demonstrate that on average the Choice group viewed close reading 

activities as being more educationally valuable to them than the No Choice group did.  

Over the course of the ten weeks, the choice group felt an increased sense of how 

valuable the close reading assignments were to them, while the No Choice group had 

their scores slightly decrease.  As a reflection of the students’ attitudes, the Educational 

Value construct scores suggest the possibility that the Choice group may be more likely 

to implement close reading strategies later on in their reading than the No Choice group.  

Since the Choice group showed increased Educational Value scores, and these items were 

related to the amount close reading leads to learning and success educationally, the 

Choice group sees an increased connection between close reading and their ability to be 

successful.  These results show that for the purpose of creating positive feelings about the 

feelings connecting close reading with being successful in school, offering text choice to 

students is more effective than using only teacher-selected texts. 

Empowerment 

 The survey’s final construct was Empowerment.  The Empowerment construct 

measured the degree to which respondents felt that close reading empowered them with 

habits, skills, and tools that they could apply to other areas of reading currently and later 

in life.  Examples of items in this construct include, “Close reading activities help me 
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develop good reading habits,” and, “Close reading activities give me tools that help me 

when reading is difficult.”  This construct was designed to examine how students either 

positively or negatively viewed close reading as a learning activity that empowered them 

for future reading success. 

 The mixed design analysis of variance revealed no statistically significant 

difference.  This suggests that the two groups did not differ in the way they felt close 

reading activities empowered them with reading skills that would help them as they 

continued their educational career.  These results suggest that for the purpose of creating 

a sense of empowerment in a student’s ability to use close reading as a tool and resource 

that can help them in their future reading endeavors, offering text choice to students is no 

more or less effective than using teacher-selected texts. 

 Overall, these results support those of Ivey and Broaddus (2001), which suggest 

that students have increased engagement and motivation when offered choice in reading 

materials. 

 

Implications for Practice 

 Close reading has demonstrated a “staying power” in educational practice ever 

since its firm foothold in the Common Core State Standards was established (NGACBP 

& CCSSO, 2010b).  As one of the promoted centerpieces of recommended reading 

instruction (Coleman & Pimentel, 2012), the educational community has been both eager 

and quick to develop resources for teachers on close reading strategies (i.e. Beers & 

Probst, 2012), text complexity (i.e. Fisher, Frey, & Lapp, 2012; Nelson et al., 2012), and 

text-dependent questioning (i.e. Fisher & Frey, 2014c), in order to equip teachers with the 
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tools they need to successfully implement stronger lessons in their classrooms.  And 

while this is not the first time that close reading has acted in a prominent way in 

education (i.e. Richards, 1929), the idea that close reading is something for all students 

across a wide range of grade levels is more contemporary.  Research examining the 

practices, processes, populations, and perceptions of close reading is highly necessary in 

the current educational climate. 

 A furthered understanding of effective close reading is particularly important 

because there are many who have raised legitimate concerns about relying on the practice 

too heavily (i.e. NCTE, 2012).  Close reading is such an intensive and focused version of 

reading that it is feared that it could have a very negative impact on students’ attitudes 

toward reading in general (Snow & O’Connor, 2013).  The trepidation comes from the 

idea that paring reading down to only short, highly complex texts, which demand heavy 

mental investment and investigation in order to interpret, could very easily make students 

feel like reading is an unpleasant struggle.   

 In reality, some reading does demand this type of concentration and focus, and 

close reading can be a valuable tool for developing these skills in readers.  Students, 

especially those who pursue higher education, are going to be faced with many 

challenging texts, particularly in these aforementioned academic settings.  Additionally, 

regardless of anyone’s personal beliefs about current educational systems’ reliance on 

testing, at least for a while, assessment in this form is here to stay.  Close reading of short 

texts with the goal of answering and responding to text-dependent questions almost 

perfectly aligns with the standardized multiple-choice focused testing that makes up the 

majority of assessment in the area of reading across the United States.  So while it is quite 
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possible that students might react negatively toward close reading, that doesn’t mean it 

lacks relevance to their lives. 

 So, because there are some who believe that close reading can be an activity that 

negatively affects student attitudes, one focus of research in the area needs to examine the 

ways in which it affects student attitudes, and how to positively increase said student 

reactions.  Since there is plenty of documentation connecting students’ attitudes to both 

the quantity and quality of their reading (i.e. Schiefele et al., 2012), the affective domain 

of students’ perceptions of close reading demands educators’ attention and consideration.  

Stanovich’s (1986) “Matthew Effects” suggest that students are more likely to engage in 

reading activities that they view positively, and this practice will lead to more success 

and more positive feelings regarding the activity.  The rich get richer.  This phenomenon 

applies to the skills and techniques used in close reading.  As students have positive 

experiences with close reading, they are more likely to implement the strategies again 

later, which is likely to lead toward furthered success in close reading, as well as even 

more positive experiences. 

 With this acknowledged and highly accepted value placed on student attitudes 

toward reading, there have been a huge range of studies using many different samples 

and populations, which examine the elements that young readers find engaging (i.e. 

Gambrell, 1996).  One of the most consistent aspects of reading that students respond 

positively to is the autonomy of choice (Guthrie, Wigfield, & You, 2012).  The freedom 

to self-select reading material lets students have control over some of the elements that 

are most connected to their interest level, such as the topics, themes, characters, and 

genres of the text.  Freedom of choice also sends the implicit message to students that 
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their opinions are valued, and they have a trusted role in their own educational plan and 

development.   

 Yet this freedom to choose has not traditionally been a part of close reading 

instruction.  Close reading instruction largely has taken the form of having a whole group 

all working with the same teacher-selected text, and answering the same text-dependent 

questions.  As students are being asked to explore the texts, their exploration is largely 

limited to the boundaries defined by the questions that are developed and used.  It is in 

response to this, then, that this study was designed in a way that allowed students to do 

two things not normally associated with close reading: 1) have some control and choice 

over the text examined, and 2) explore the text without the limitations of specific text-

dependent questions.  So how did this option of choice affect students? 

 According to the lack of a statistically significant difference in students’ 

achievement on the academic tests based on the group they were in, the factor of choice 

had no impact on the students’ academic growth.  But growth here is a key word.  The 

main effect of time was statistically significant in the mixed design analysis of variance, 

demonstrating that the posttest scores showed a very real increase from the pretest scores 

across both groups.  The close reading lessons that took place over the ten weeks of the 

study cannot be credited with sole responsibility for the gains demonstrated by the 

students as there are surely other confounding variables at play, but the analysis suggests 

that they were a large contributing factor.   

 Using the metaphor of close reading as medicine, it doesn’t matter if a medicine is 

pleasant or unpleasant to take, it is designed to treat an ailment that one is experiencing.  

Likewise, the skills and techniques associated with close reading are meant to be helpful 
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to students, and effective for improving reading performance, regardless of how pleasant 

or unpleasant a student finds the close reading lessons to be.  Thus, for the sake of 

helping a student experience growth and increased success when taking an academic 

reading test, the practice and teaching of close reading lessons seems to be effective.  The 

increase in both groups’ scores, while not different from each other, suggests that the 

close reading instruction met its purpose of improving achievement. 

 Like the academic tests, the other area of the study that did not show differences 

between the two groups was the Empowerment construct on the attitude instrument.  Also 

like the academic tests, both groups showed gains in this area, but the gains they 

experienced were not statistically significantly different from each other.  The students 

demonstrated the value of the close reading lessons with their academic scores, and their 

increases in the Empowerment construct suggest that close reading was a tool that led 

them to that growth. 

 The other two constructs measured with the attitude instrument, however, showed 

statistically significant differences between the group that had choice and the group that 

did not.  The Engagement construct measured the largest disparity as the mixed design 

analysis of variance detected a large effect size in the change over time in scores between 

the two groups.  These items described the extent to which students enjoyed doing close 

reading, and the Choice group liked it more over the ten weeks, while the No Choice 

group looked forward to it less.   

 Connecting this sizable difference to the medicine metaphor from earlier, a 

medicine that is more pleasant to take (perhaps it tastes better or is easier to administer) is 

favorable to a medicine that is unpleasant to take (perhaps it is bitter or involves 
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swallowing an uncomfortably large pill).  Both medicines have the capability to improve 

the user’s condition, but the pleasant medicine will be much more accessible for the user 

as it is not going to be approached with dread.   

 So too can the Engagement construct teach us about offering choice to students in 

close reading.  All students were forced to do the close reading, and as discussed above 

both groups saw certain gains.  However, only the Choice group created positive feelings 

about close reading, having a pleasant experience with the lessons.  The Choice group is 

more likely, therefore, to prefer close reading related lessons, skills, and strategies to 

alternatives than the group that was not offered choice.  Additionally, the results seen in 

the Educational Value construct elaborated even further on the possibilities that students 

would be more apt to continue to use close reading as a tool in the future. 

 The Educational Value construct also measured a statistically significant 

difference between the two groups over the time of the study, albeit this time with only a 

medium effect size.  This construct measured the extent to which students believed that 

close reading could lead them to future academic success.  The Choice group once again 

showed greater gains than the group using only the teacher-selected texts.  Similarly to 

the Engagement construct, this suggests that the students in the Choice group who 

perceived close reading as being more educationally valuable than those in the No Choice 

group, are therefore more likely to engage in close reading in the future. 

 When students are offered choice in close reading material, they engage more 

positively in the activities, and they see them as being more educationally valuable.  

Whether they are offered choice or not, both groups acquire gains academically and in 

their feelings of empowerment in their reading abilities.  By offering choice to students in 
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their close reading, none of the academic value of the activity is lost, while the likelihood 

of the skills having staying power increases.  Choice makes the “medicine” of close 

reading a more positive and lasting experience. 

 

Limitations of the Study 

 One of the most significant limitations of this study is the presence of the 

researcher as the instructor of record for the students participating in the study.  All 

lessons for both the Choice group and the No Choice group were administered by the 

researcher, which presents the possibility of bias.  To control for possible bias, scripts 

were used for parts of the lessons, and the lessons were tightly formatted to present 

consistency for both groups.  Despite efforts to administer lessons according to a rigorous 

standard, however, the involvement of the researcher as the instructor of the students and 

the administrator of both the treatment and non-treatment lessons invites the risk of bias 

into the results. 

 Another limitation of the study is the limits of the sample that was examined.  The 

sample consisted of 130 seventh-grade advanced reading students in a suburban school 

district outside of Houston, Texas.  Therefore, results from the study are not generalizable 

to other populations including:  (1) students of different ages and grades, (2) students not 

enrolled in advanced reading courses, (3) struggling readers, and (4) groups of students 

the differ either demographically or geographically from the studied population.  

Additionally, while 130 participants was an acceptable number sufficient for statistical 

analysis of results, an increased sample size would have been beneficial. 
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 Finally, the instrumentation used to measure results also presented some 

limitations.  On the academic tests, achievement was measured exclusively using reading 

passages accompanied by multiple-choice questions.  While this did fit the definition of 

academic achievement laid out for the study, it presents a very limited view of academic 

achievement in the area of reading more generally speaking.  Readers can achieve 

academically in a wide range of areas, and that achievement can take many different 

forms.  Multiple-choice tests only measure one of those forms.  Additionally, although 

the attitude instrument was pilot tested and results demonstrated it to be statistically 

sound, the attitude instrument could also benefit from additional work. 

 

Implications for Future Research 

 The demonstrated connection between close reading and student choice can be 

further explored in a range of different ways.  The results from this study suggest that 

student attitudes toward close reading can benefit from being offered choice, and it can 

be inferred that the increased attitudes will lead to more close reading in the students’ 

futures, but this connection needs to be explored. 

 Thus, one area that future research could explore involves the longitudinal effects 

of being offered choice in close reading materials.  Are students who are given choice 

more likely to use the strategies they learned in the future?  While both groups in this 

study demonstrated academic gains, would those gains remain comparable over the 

course of a longitudinal study, or would the groups differ?  Do the positive attitude 

changes demonstrated in this study persist over time, or would differences between the 

groups fade if the lessons with self-selected text were not continued?  There are a wide 
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range of questions that can be pursued that are more suited to a longitudinal study, 

making it a worthy direction for further research in the area. 

 Another area of research that this study makes relevant is replication with 

different populations. Therefore, more research offering students choice in close reading 

material with alternative samples and populations can increase the relevance of the 

conclusions drawn in this study.   

 Finally, future research could further explore choice in close reading by 

examining which texts students choose and why.  Were there certain desired 

characteristics in texts that students were drawn to?  Was the element of choice more 

valuable in different genres?  How important was the element of choice to students when 

working with texts with higher readability levels?  There are many other variables related 

to the specifics of students’ choices that are worthy of future research. 

 

Summary 

 The purpose of this study was to describe the effects of providing opportunities 

for text choice in close reading assignments on seventh-grade advanced reading students’ 

academic achievement and attitudes.  According to the results of this study, the research 

questions were answered as follows: 

 Research Question One.  For the purposes of improving the academic 

achievement of seventh-grade advanced reading students, neither offering students choice 

in close reading material or not offering choice is more effective. 

 Research Question Two.  For the purposes of improving attitudes of seventh-

grade advanced reading students, offering students choice in close reading materials is 



 

  

107 

more effective in the areas of engagement and educational value than not offering choice, 

but not significant in the area of empowerment. 

 Overall, in the areas that did not demonstrate statistically significant differences 

between the two groups, gains were still seen in both groups.  While these gains were not 

differentiated from one group to the other, they suggest that close reading was proving 

valuable to all participants.  The results of the study showing the attitude gains of the 

Choice group, however, suggest that for the purposes of teaching close reading to 

seventh-grade advanced reading students, offering them choice in reading material is 

preferable to offering only teacher-selected texts. 
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APPENDIX A 

Close Reading Attitude Survey: 

Final Items Divided by Construct 

Final Survey for Distribution (next page) 

 

 

 

 

Final Survey Items Divided by Construct: 

 
 

 

Engagement 
Construct 

(Component 
A) 

Educational 
Value 

Construct 
(Component 

B) 

Empowerment 
Construct 

(Component 
C) 

Are enjoyable. 
x     

Help me learn more.   x   

Make me more confident in my reading abilities.     x 

Are one of my least favorite types of assignments. 
x     

Don't teach me anything valuable.   x   

Help me develop good reading habits.     x 

Are a type of activity that I would choose. 
x     

Do not prepare me for the future.   x   

Don't help me become a better reader.     x 

Are boring. 
x     

Teach me things I need to know to be successful.   x   

Give me tools that help me when reading is difficult.     x 

Are assignments that I do not prefer. 
x     

Positively contribute to my learning.   x   

Don't increase my confidence in my reading skill.     x 
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Directions: 
 
This survey will be asking your thoughts about close reading activities you do at 
school. 
 
Close reading assignments usually have some or all of the following parts: 

 Short reading passages (under 2 pages) 

 Challenging reading passages (difficult to understand) 

 Require multiple rereadings 

 Text annotation (writing notes on the reading passage) 

 Analysis of the text 

 Finding evidence to support answers/conclusions 

 
Please respond honestly to the following statements.  All answers will be 
confidential. 

 
In my opinion, close reading activities: 

 

Strongly 
Disagree Disagree 

Neither 
Agree 
Nor 

Disagree Agree 
Strongly 

Agree 

Are enjoyable. 
☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

Help me learn more. 
☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

Make me more confident in my reading abilities. 
☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

Are one of my least favorite types of assignments. 
☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

Don't teach me anything valuable. 
☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

Help me develop good reading habits. 
☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

Are a type of activity that I would choose. 
☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

Do not prepare me for the future. 
☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

Don't help me become a better reader. 
☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

Are boring. 
☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

Teach me things I need to know to be successful. 
☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

Give me tools that help me when reading is difficult. 
☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

Are assignments that I do not prefer. 
☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

Positively contribute to my learning. 
☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
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Don't increase my confidence in my reading 
skill. 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

 
What is your gender? 

☐ Female 

☐ Male 

APPENDIX B 

 

Sample of script for introducing a text set 

 

“Tomorrow we will be doing our close reading using some contemporary young adult 

fiction passages that deal with characters enduring some suffering.  I am going to give 

you a brief preview of each, and you will write your name and choice for study on your 

card that you turn in.” 

 

We Were Liars by E. Lockhart 

 

“The first choice was taken from a book written by E. Lockhart.  This passage features a 

teenager whose father is leaving the family.  Her mother expects her to deal with this 

without showing her emotions.” 

 

The Fault in Our Stars by John Green 

 

“The second choice is a selection by John Green.  In this excerpt a teenager with cancer 

explains a time when her health got particularly bad, and her family wasn’t sure she was 

going to make it.” 

 

Aristotle and Dante Discover the Secrets of the Universe 

 

“The final choice is a passage from a book written by Benjamin Alire Saenz.  In this text 

a boy wakes up in the hospital next to his mother after having his legs run over by a car.  

The two of them have a conversation about the incident.” 

 

“Think about which of these three passages you would like to study in depth tomorrow in 

class, then write it down with your name on your card.  I will make copies based on your 

choices, so once you choose today it is final.  When you have made your choice, you can 

pass your card to the front of the room.” 
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APPENDIX C 
      Text Sets Chart              

Title Author Date ATOS Theme 
Text 

Features Genre 

We Were Liars* E. Lockhart 
2014  4.9 Suffering 

Characterizatio
n 

Contemporary YA 
Fiction 

The Fault in Our Stars John Green 2012  8.4 " " " 

Aristotle and Dante Discover the 
Secrets of the Universe 

Benjamin Alire 
Saenz 2012 1.8  " " " 

Freakonomics 
Steven D. Levitt & 
Stephen J. Dubner 2005  8.3 Behavior 

Purpose/Organi
zation 

Contemporary 
Nonfiction 

The Tipping Point* Malcolm Gladwell 2000  8.9 " " " 

Moneyball Michael Lewis 2004  7.9 " " " 

Life of Pi* Yann Martel 2001  5.1 Waiting 
Setting's 

Influence on 
Story 

Contemporary 
Literature 

Say You're One of Them Uwem Akpan 2008  7.3 " " " 

The Kite Runner Khaled Hosseini 2003  6.9 " " " 

Maus* Art Spiegelman 1973  N/A 
Persecuti

on 
Characteristics 

of G.N. 
Graphic Novel 

Boxers Gene Luen Yang 2013  N/A " " " 

Persepolis Marjane Satrapi 2004  N/A " " " 

Sympathy 
Paul Laurence 

Dunbar 
1899 N/A 

Af.-Am. 
Struggle 

Poetic Elements Poetry 

Mother to Son* Langston Hughes 1923  N/A " " " 

Nikki Rosa Nikki Giovanni 1972  N/A " " " 

Dozens of Roses: A Story for Voices* 
Virginia Euwer 

Wolff 
1997  N/A 

 No 
Common 
Theme 

Elements of 
Drama 

Drama 

The War of the Worlds Orson Welles 1938  N/A  “ " " 

Dragonwings Laurence Yep 1975  N/A  “ " " 

The Boy They Didn't Take Pictures Of Dave Eggers 2007  7.1 
Assumpti

ons 
Diction and 

Imagery 
Short Story 

Noel* Roger Plemmons 1985  7.9 " " " 

How the Water Feels to Fishes Dave Eggers 2007  3.4 " " " 

Little Women Louisa May Alcott 1868  6.0 

Growing 
up in a 

different 
era 

Imagery and 
Characterizatio

n 
Literature 

The Adventures of Tom Sawyer* Mark Twain 1876  6.4 " " " 

A Tree Grows in Brooklyn Betty Smith 1943  6.5 " " " 

Bill of Rights Amendments I-V  James Madison   1791  12.6 Freedom  Primary Source  Historical Document 

 Declaration of Independence  Thomas Jefferson 1776  12.5  “  “ “  

Emancipation Proclamation  Abraham Lincoln 1863  12.4  “  “  “ 

“Blood, Toil, Tears, and Sweat”  Winston Churchill  1940  9.1 
Inspiratio

n  
Persuasive 

Techniques  
Persuasive Speech 

“Give Me Liberty”  Patrick Henry  1775  7.8  “  “  “ 

 “I Have a Dream” M.L. King Jr.   1963  8.8  “  “  “ 
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APPENDIX D 

Sample set of three close reading passages: 

 

We Were Liars: E. Lockhart, 2014 
 

 My story starts before the accident. June of the 

summer I was fifteen, my father ran off with some 

woman he loved more than us.  

 Dad was a middling-successful professor of military 

history. Back then I adored him. He wore tweed jackets. 

He was gaunt. He drank milky tea. He was fond of board 

games and let me win, fond of boats and taught me to 

kayak, fond of bicycles, books, and art museums.  

 He was never fond of dogs, and it was a sign of how 

much he loved my mother that he let our golden 

retrievers sleep on the sofas and walked them three miles 

every morning. He was never fond of my grandparents, 

either, and it was a sign of how much he loved both me 

and Mummy that he spent every summer in Windemere 

House on Beechwood Island, writing articles on wars 

fought long ago and putting on a smile for the relatives at 

every meal.  

 That June, summer fifteen, Dad announced he was 

leaving and departed two days later. He told my mother 

he wasn’t a Sinclair, and couldn’t try to be one, any 

longer. He couldn’t smile, couldn’t lie, couldn’t be part of 

that beautiful family in those beautiful houses.  

 Couldn’t. Couldn’t. Wouldn’t. 

 He had hired moving vans already. He’d rented a 

house, too. My father put a last suitcase into the backseat 
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of the Mercedes (he was leaving Mummy with only the 

Saab), and started the engine. 

 Then he pulled out a handgun and shot me in the 

chest. I was standing on the lawn and I fell. The bullet 

hole opened wide and my heart rolled out of my rib cage 

and down into a flower bed. Blood gushed rhythmically 

from my open wound,  

 then from my eyes, 

 my ears, 

 my mouth. 

 It tasted like salt and failure. The bright red shame of 

being unloved soaked the grass in front of our house, the 

bricks of the path, the steps to the porch. My heart 

spasmed among the peonies like a trout.  

 Mummy snapped. She said to get hold of myself.  

 Be normal, now, she said. Right now, she said.  

 Because you are. Because you can be.  

 Don’t cause a scene, she told me. Breathe and sit up. 

 I did what she asked. 

 She was all I had left. 
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The Fault in Our Stars: John Green, 2012 
 

I had a surgery called radical neck dissection, 

which is about as pleasant as it sounds. Then radiation. 

Then they tried some chemo for my lung tumors. The 

tumors shrank, then grew. By then, I was fourteen. My 

lungs started to fill up with water. I was looking pretty 

dead—my hands and feet ballooned; my skin cracked; 

my lips were perpetually blue. They’ve got this drug that 

makes you not feel so completely terrified about the fact 

that you can’t breathe, and I had a lot of it flowing into 

me through a PICC line, and more than a dozen other 

drugs besides. But even so, there’s a certain 

unpleasantness to drowning, particularly when it occurs 

over the course of several months. I finally ended up in 

the ICU with pneumonia, and my mom knelt by the side 

of my bed and said, “Are you ready, sweetie?” and I told 

her I was ready, and my dad just kept telling me he loved 

me in this voice that was not breaking so much as already 

broken, and I kept telling him that I loved him, too, and 

everyone was holding hands, and I couldn’t catch my 

breath, and my lungs were acting desperate, gasping, 

pulling me out of the bed trying to find a position that 

could get them air, and I was embarrassed by their 

desperation, disgusted that they wouldn’t just let go, and I 

remember my mom telling me it was okay, that I was 

okay, that I would be okay, and my father was trying so 

hard not to sob that when he did, which was regularly, it 

was an earthquake. And I remember wanting not to be 

awake.  
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Everyone figured I was finished, but my Cancer 

Doctor Maria managed to get some of the fluid out of my 

lungs, and shortly thereafter the antibiotics they’d given 

me for the pneumonia kicked in.  

I woke up and soon got into one of those 

experimental trials that are famous in the Republic of 

Cancervania for Not Working. The drug was Phalanxifor, 

this molecule designed to attach itself to cancer cells and 

slow their growth. It didn’t work in about 70 percent of 

people. But it worked in me. The tumors shrank. 

And they stayed shrunk. Huzzah, Phalanxifor! In 

the past eighteen months, my mets have hardly grown, 

leaving me with lungs that suck at being lungs but could, 

conceivably, struggle along indefinitely with the 

assistance of drizzled oxygen and daily Phalanxifor.  
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Aristotle and Dante Discover the Secrets 
of the Universe: Benjamin Saenz, 2012 
 

 My mother just kept staring at me. 

 “Where did Dad go?” 

 “He went to get Dante. He hasn’t left. He’s been here 

for the last thirty-six hours—waiting for you to--”  

 “Thirty-six hours?” 

 “You had surgery.” 

 “Surgery?” 

 “They had to repair your bones.” 

 “Okay.” 

 “You’ll have scars.” 

 “Okay.” 

 “You were awake for a little while after the surgery.” 

 “I don’t remember.” 

 “You were in pain. They gave you something. Then 

you were out again.” 

 “I don’t remember.” 

 “The doctor said you probably wouldn’t.” 

 “Did I say anything?” 

 “You just moaned. You asked for Dante. He wouldn’t 

leave. He’s a very stubborn young man.” 

 That made me smile. “Yeah, well, he wins all our 

arguments. Just like the ones I have with you.” 

 “I love you,” she whispered. “Do you know how 

much I love you?” 

 It was nice the way she said that. She hadn’t said that 

to me in a long time.  

 “Love you more.” When I was a boy, I used to say 

that to her.  
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 I thought she was going to cry again. But she didn’t. 

Well, there were tears, but no real crying. She handed me 

a glass of water and I drank a little bit from a straw. 

“Your legs,” she said. “The car ran over your legs.” 

 “It wasn’t the driver’s fault,” I said.  

 She nodded. “You had a very, very fine surgeon. All 

the breaks are below the knees. God—” She stopped. 

“They thought you might lose your legs—” She stopped 

and wiped the tears from her face. “I’m never going to let 

you out of the house, ever again.” 

 “Fascist,” I whispered. 

 She kissed me. “You sweet, beautiful kid.”  

 “I’m not that sweet, Mom.” 

 “Don’t argue with me.” 

 “Okay,” I said. “I’m sweet.” 

 “It’s okay,” I said. “Everything’s okay.” 
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APPENDIX E 

Lesson Plan and Script: 

 

The general procedure for one of the close reading lessons is exemplified with this lesson 

plan and script.  The text in standard font explains the process of the lesson while the text 

that is italicized represents a sample script for the teacher.  This lesson specifically is 

based on the text set of contemporary young adult fiction selections seen in Appendix D, 

but the general structure would remain the same for alternative text sets. 

 

STEP 1:  Text Preview and Choice 

 

On the day prior to the close reading lesson, the students in group B need to be 

introduced to the texts and given the opportunity to select one for study. 

 

Tomorrow we will be doing a close reading of an excerpt taken from a contemporary 

young adult novel.  You will have the opportunity to listen to a brief description of three 

possible choices, and then you will get to pick the one that you are most interested in.  I 

am going to hand each of you a post-it note that you can use to select text A, B, or C.  

When you get your post-it please put your name on it. 

 

The teacher will then pass out post-it notes and read the scripted text previews.  The text 

previews should give only a basic idea about what the text will be about.  Identifying 

information like the author, year of publication, or specifics like character names or the 

setting will be omitted from the previews so that they do not influence the students’ text 

selections.  If a student chooses a text exclusively based on familiarity, it is conceivable 

that they could possibly not have the same learning experience that they may otherwise. 

 

Once all previews are done, students privately select the text of their choice on their post-

it note and the individual choices are recorded on a class roster.  These choices then need 

to be counted in order to make the appropriate amount of copies of each text for the next 

day.   

 

STEP 2:  Initial Reads – Reading for Understanding 

 

On the day of the lesson, the first step will be to have the students move to different areas 

within the classroom based on choosing like texts for study.  This will allow 

collaboration between classmates who are reading the same texts.  Once they have 

moved, texts can be distributed for the first read. 

 

Your first read of the text will be reading for basic understanding.  As you read through 

it, try to get a general idea of what is happening and what is being described.  This will 

be an independent part of our activity, so I don’t want to hear any conversation just yet.   

 

Once you have read it through once, pick up your pencil and read it again.  But this time 

you will do some annotation as you go.  Circle any parts or words that confuse you.  Put 

an exclamation mark next to writing that you like or that you think is particularly well 
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done or interesting.  Write down any questions in the margins that you have as you read.  

Make sure to write down any other thoughts that come to mind so that you will be able to 

talk about the text more deeply. 

 

Give the students about ten minutes to read through the text and make some notes to 

develop some basic understanding.  The next read will be more focused, so this first 

exposure is just about getting to know the text.   

 

STEP 3:  Second Reads – Reading with a Purpose 

 

For the second set of reads in these close reading lessons, the students will read the text 

with a much more explicit purpose than before.  Students will be looking for text 

evidence that allows them to draw and support conclusions about the element of the text 

that is being examined.  

 

The focused read with these texts will look at the techniques that authors use to develop 

characters, particularly in relation to others.  This focus will change from lesson to lesson 

based on the characteristics of the groups of texts. 

 

So now that you have a fairly good idea of what the text actually says, and you have some 

notes and thoughts recorded on your paper, it is time to focus in on what the author is 

actually doing in this writing.  Last time, you were reading like a reader, this time I need 

you to read like a writer.   

 

The author does a lot to develop their characters here, and that is going to be your focus 

this time.  I want you to read through the passage another time or two and this time look 

specifically for places that we can learn about what the characters are like.  When you 

find something, make a note in the margin that tells how the author created that effect.  

You don’t need to focus on exclusively the main character; instead you can look for the 

development of any character.   

 

Write down some good notes because you will be moving into small groups after about 

ten minutes so that you can share your thoughts and ideas.  Make sure that you have 

textual evidence for any conclusions that you draw or claims that you make.  You may 

begin. 

 

STEP 4 – Small Group Discussions 

 

Depending on the division of students based on text choice, group sizes can vary from a 

pair of partners to four people.  Students will begin by sharing the thoughts and 

comments that they came up with, but all individual comments need to be met with 

follow-up questions.  Students need to develop the critical thinking skill of taking 

information and ideas that someone else shares, and asking effective follow-up questions 

to deepen understanding.   
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As students share information and have their discussion.  Each group will have to fill out 

the “Close Reading Big Question” protocol found at the end of this document.  This 

simple protocol will help groups to critically evaluate the big question or purpose that 

they are close reading for, and require them to support their conclusions with text 

evidence.  This also provides some accountability for the group discussion so that they 

will be able to remain focused even as the teacher circulates around the room and assists 

other groups’ discussions. 

 

It’s time to get with your groups and share some ideas.  You have been focusing on the 

big question:  How does the author develop their characters?  Therefore, that needs to be 

the main focus of your discussion.  If your group finishes that part of your discussion and 

you have your “Big Question” protocol completed, you can talk about some of the other 

parts of the text that stood out to you as you read through it.   

 

As you rotate around in your group sharing information, I want you to remember to do 

two things.  First, always ask follow-up questions after someone shares his or her ideas.  

In order to ask a good follow-up question, remember that you need to refer back to what 

someone said, and ask a question that will encourage them to dig deeper and give more 

information about what they are thinking.  Just like we have done in our group work 

before.   

 

Second, you always need to support what you say with evidence from the text.  It is okay 

to have your own ideas and draw your own conclusions, as long as you can find 

something in the text to support them.  Since we are focusing on what the author is doing, 

you need to think like a writer, and consider what intentional writing “moves” they have 

made to develop their characters.   

 

Once everyone has shared, I want you to come up with a top three passages from your 

text that exemplify what the author did and add those to your protocol.  Write down the 

examples as well as what they show so that you can have those thoughts ready for our 

class discussion at the end.  If there are any general questions about what we are doing 

you can ask them now, but if you have specific questions about your text I can help you as 

I walk around.  You may begin. 

 

The teacher will guide groups that are struggling as they circulate around the room.  The 

goal of the group discussion is to help students develop the types of questioning strategies 

with each other that the teacher would normally have to lead.  When students start to ask 

each other the right types of questions, then they can run their discussions largely on their 

own.  This questioning needs to be modeled prior to the close reading lesson and 

reinforced and exemplified as the teacher goes group to group. 

 

When students begin to put their top three examples on their protocol, they are being 

asked to be evaluative, one of the highest levels of critical thinking.  They may need to be 

reminded that they are not choosing the parts that they like the best, but the parts that they 

think were the most effective. 
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STEP 5 – Whole Group Sharing 

 

This final step will be a chance for the students to share with and hear from students who 

didn’t read the same text.  But since all groups, regardless of the text that they selected 

still had the same purpose, this allows students to deepen and broaden their concept of 

that idea.  As the teacher guides this part of the discussion, the individual texts can be 

displayed so that all students will be able to see exactly what the other students are 

referencing.   

 

The teacher’s role is to allow as wide a range of responses as possible so that students 

will have the opportunity for greater exposure and understanding.  The hope is that 

students will have a greater awareness of the variety of techniques that authors can use.  

By going in depth with the study of their selected text they deepen their understanding, 

but by hearing about the techniques used in other texts they broaden their understanding.   

 

Additionally, the teacher should help guide students toward connections and similarities 

seen across multiple texts and authors.  This will help to demonstrate that some style is 

unique, but some is imitative.  A good follow up activity would be to take some of the 

techniques that were observed, and to have students insert them into their own writing. 
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Close Reading Big Question 

 

Group Members’ Names: 

 

 

 

Text: 

 

Author: 

 

Big Question: 

 

 

 

Observation 1: 

 

 

 

Text Evidence: 

 

 

 

 

 

Observation 2: 

 

 

 

 

Text Evidence: 

 

 

 

 

 

Observation 3: 

 

 

 

 

Text Evidence: 
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APPENDIX F 

Approximate Schedule for Close Reading Lessons 

 

Date Text Set Big Question 

Wed. Feb. 4, 

2015 

Contemporary Young 

Adult Fiction 

How does the author develop their 

characters? 

Wed. Feb. 11, 

2015 

Literature How and to what effect does the author 

use sensory imagery? 

Wed. Feb. 18, 

2015 

Contemporary Literature How does the setting influence the story? 

Wed. Feb. 25, 

2015 

Short Story How and to what effect does the author 

use diction and imagery? 

Wed. March 

4, 2015 

Drama What characteristics of drama make it 

different than other reading? 

Wed. March 

11, 2015 

Poetry What characteristics of poetry make it 

different than other reading? 

Wed. March 

25, 2015 

Graphic Novel What characteristics of graphic novels 

make them different than other reading? 

Wed. April 1, 

2015 

Contemporary Nonfiction What is the author’s purpose and how do 

they organize their information? 

Wed. April 8, 

2015 

Historical Document What do you look for when analyzing a 

primary source? 

Wed. April 

15, 2015 

Persuasive What techniques is the author using to 

persuade the audience? 

 

 


