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Abstract 
 

In the world of education today, many teachers are asking their students to 

“closely” read a text. This focus on “close reading” could be a response to the Common 

Core State Standards’ (National Governors Association, 2010) emphasis on analytic and 

critical reading grounded in text evidence. The purpose of this action research study was 

to observe differences in students’ comprehension as a close reading strategy was taught, 

practiced, and implemented while reading informational text. The research took place 

over a seven-week time period with six second grade students. Over the course of 

instruction, students engaged in a close reading strategy by completing repeated readings, 

annotating text, engaging in discussions, and responding to text. The six students were of 

varying reading abilities and were assessed on their comprehension abilities prior to and 

after the change of instruction. Data collection included knowledge and awareness of text 

features, comprehension assessments, and written responses. The findings proved that a 

close reading strategy improved student’s performance on assessments.  
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In a small-town, rural school my second-graders are always eager to read 

informational text. Informational texts with beautiful photographs that capture the eye 

and exciting topics about the world around them always seem to overload their book bins. 

As a teacher, their nonfiction excitement is rewarding to see; however, over the past four 

years of teaching, I have observed a struggle to comprehend and discuss informational 

text. Students struggle to understand a text’s organization and an author’s purpose for 

writing an informational piece of text. They often resort to reading a sentence word-for-

word from the book when asked what they are reading about – and often fail to 

understand the most important concepts and apply them to a higher level of thinking. In 

second grade, I must provide my students with the skills and strategies to comprehend, 

discuss, and challenge informational text.   

Currently, my 90-minute literacy block is primarily taught through a basal reader– 

McGraw Hill’s Wonders (2013). Although Wonders exposes students to various genres, 

the genre that is most often presented is informational text. I use Wonders primarily in 

small groups – with 30 minutes of whole group time, and 60 minutes of guided reading 

time. My guided reading groups are leveled by ability, and are split into three groups: 

approaching grade level, on grade level, and beyond grade level. Currently, I have four 

groups (one approaching, one on, and two beyond). Each group has no more than five 

students in it, and meets with me or a Title 1 teacher daily for 20 minutes. During the 

remaining 40 minutes of guided reading time, the other students are independently 

working on the “Daily 5.” The Daily 5 is a framework for structuring literacy time 

composed of five authentic choices – read to self, read to partner, listen to reading, work 

on writing, and word work (Boushey & Moser, 2006). These choices allow students to 
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develop literacy habits independently, while I work with a small group. Each “week” in 

my current literacy block is six days – the sixth day is always an assessment of the skills 

taught over the past five days. 

During guided reading instruction, my students have difficulty comprehending 

and approaching informational text. The interest and motivation is there; however, I 

observe a lack of skills and strategies in my second graders to understand informational 

text. I observe this struggle in their weekly test on the sixth day, as well as during our 

guided reading time as we work with and discuss informational texts. In hopes of finding 

a solution, I used action research to examine this problem in my own classroom. My 

research question was: What differences will I observe in my students’ comprehension 

of informational texts after teaching and practicing a close reading strategy? 

Literature Review and Purpose of this Action Research  

 “Young children delight in learning about the world” (Gill, 2009, p. 260), yet the 

genre of informational text is oftentimes challenging for many primary grade children to 

comprehend. Students lack exposure to the genre because primary teachers often 

emphasize narrative stories over informational text (Lapp, Grant, Moss, & Johnson, 

2013). In addition, when students do interact with informational text, it can often be 

challenging for students due to several factors: vocabulary, sentence structure, coherence, 

organization, and background knowledge (Shanahan, Fisher, & Frey, 2012). 

Informational text is filled with new and important domain-specific words, as well as 

general academic words. “Students’ ability to comprehend a piece of text depends on the 

number of unfamiliar domain-specific words and new general academic terms they 

encounter” (Shanahan et al., 2012, p. 59). In addition, authors of informational text often 
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include complex sentence structure and distant cohesive links to communicate the 

complexity of the information (Shanahan et al., 2012). As a result, longer and more 

complex sentences in informational texts tend to put more demand on a student’s 

working memory and ability to relate ideas coherently together (Shanahan et al., 2012). 

Awareness of organizational structure can also be a factor in the challenge to understand 

informational text as authors arrange information in a text in a variety of ways. Students 

who are unaware of structures like compare-contrast, problem-solution, and time-

sequence have difficulty making sense of a text (Shanahan et al., 2012). Lastly, students’ 

lack of previous experiences can result in young reader’s struggle to comprehend 

information presented. “Students’ background knowledge, including developmental, 

experiential, and cognitive factors, influences their ability to understand the explicit and 

inferential qualities of a text” (Shanahan et al., 2012, p. 61).  

Although informational text can impose difficulty on student comprehension, in 

recent years, state standards are putting emphasis on the informational genre. For 

example, the Common Core State Standards (National Governors Association, 

2010)  “call for students to critically read increasingly complex texts across content areas 

with the expectation that by high school graduation they will be able to read college or 

career-ready texts” (Lapp et al., 2013, p. 110-111). Duke sounded an “informational text” 

alarm several years ago when she noted that many children do not have significant 

opportunities to engage with informational text in the primary grades. In fact, she found 

that first graders only engage with informational texts about 3.6 minutes a day (Fisher, 

2014). In addition, Fisher and Frey (2014) noted that this engagement with informational 

texts is often superficial, and does not prepare students for the cognitive demand of true 
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understanding of complex text. Students often engage in a mindless encounter with the 

text; they’re mostly confused and not sure how to repair the breakdowns in their 

comprehension (Cummins, 2013).  

 In response to helping students meet the Common Core State Standards, 

researchers and authors of curricular materials are encouraging students to closely read a 

text (Cummins, 2013). “Close reading is defined as a careful and purposeful reading of a 

complex text” (Fisher, 2014, p. 223). Students’ purpose during a close read is to become 

investigators of the text (Lapp, 2013).  The investigation of the text involves a complete 

analysis, which uncovers different layers of the text that leads to deep comprehension 

(Boyles, 2012). Although varying procedures of close reading exist throughout the 

literature, multiple steps and structures are consistent: repeated readings, annotating the 

text, engaging in discussions, responding to the text, and scaffolding until students gain 

the skill of close reading.  

Emphasis on the Text 

 Frontloading. One aspect of close reading has been particularly important 

throughout the literature – the idea that close reading focuses on the text itself. Reading 

comprehension instruction in the past has been focused on personal connections to the 

reader, “often leaving the text itself a distant memory” (Boyles, 2012, p. 37). The 

expectation of close reading is to focus and rely on the text, not extra information or 

support (Shanahan, 2014). Teachers of close reading should not develop prior 

experiences or engage students in a preview of what the text will present in advance to 

the reading (Fisher & Frey, 2014). This development of background knowledge, also 

known as “frontloading,” should not be the focus of the reading; textual information and 
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interpretations of the text are the primary focus of a close read. Shanahan (2012) explains 

this is because “the goal of close reading instruction is to foster independent readers who 

are able to plumb the depths of the text by considering only the text itself” (p. 29).  

 Repeated readings. Discussions and questions asked of students should be text-

dependent questions, and encourage a deep consideration of the text. This deep 

consideration is a result from repeated readings; furthermore, repeated reading should 

begin with a purpose or question that influences students’ reading (Fisher & Frey, 2012).  

Teachers of close reading should plan on visiting the text at least three times with 

students. The first reading will focus on what the text says, the second will focus on how 

the text works, and the third will focus on what the text means (Shanahan, 2014).  

 Text selection. In addition to the procedures of close reading, text selection is 

also critical to the success of informational text and student comprehension. Visually 

appealing elements that are clear and directly related to the text, including illustrations 

and design layouts, accurate content, and complex, yet accessible language are all 

characteristics of quality informational texts for young children (Hoffman, Collins, & 

Schickedanz, 2015).  Furthermore, authentic text features used across the text that 

support comprehension should be present in informational texts. Length of a text is also 

an important feature of close reading. The literature suggests using short passages for 

close reading lessons to “enable students with a wide range of reading levels to practice 

closely reading demanding texts” (Boyles, 2012, p. 38). Shorter passages allow for 

educators to model and teach skills for interrogating the ideas of a text (Fisher & Frey 

(2012).  
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 Although researchers praise close reading as a strategy that allows readers with 

the skills necessary to “tackle” a complex text, Pearson, Hinchman, and Moore have 

dissenting opinions about close reading. One contradiction, made by all three researchers, 

involves the resistance to apply prior knowledge to an informational text. As stated, a 

close reading strategy prohibits “frontloading” and building personal connections to the 

text as a way to allow students to solely focus on the text itself. Pearson (2013) questions 

the idea of not building prior connections, and argues that a reader cannot build what a 

text says or what a text means without invoking relevant prior knowledge. Furthermore, 

the ability to construct what the text means is central to reading comprehension. Pearson 

states: 

It is the mechanism that allows readers to integrate what they already know with 

what they read—and, equally as important, it is on the pathway to building new 

knowledge structures; these new knowledge structures will modify or replace 

those currently in long-term memory. (p. 253)  

In order to not place emphasis on factual and literal comprehension without developing 

connections to students’ lives, the literature suggests asking students to use evidence 

from the text to “result in something” (Fisher & Frey, 2014, p. 225). Students should 

engage in further research about the topic, share their ideas with others, or respond to a 

question posed regarding an idea from the text.  

Although close reading is a “key construct in underlying the Common Core State 

Standards” (Hinchman & Moore, 2013, p. 441), its effect on diverse learners in a primary 

setting is something that has not been examined closely enough. Fisher & Frey (2014) 

published benefits of a close reading intervention for struggling middle school readers; 
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furthermore, as a teacher researcher, I have found numerous articles explaining the “do’s 

& don’ts” of close reading, the steps for implementing a close reading lesson, and guides 

to picking the “right” text to closely read. However, none of these articles have focused 

on the results of close reading within a primary environment.  

Methods 

Participants and Setting  

The action research question posed was: What differences will I observe in my 

students’ comprehension of informational texts after teaching and practicing a close 

reading strategy? The study was completed from September 2016 – November 2016 with 

six second-grade students. These six students were, at the time, in my second grade 

classroom. Based on data from reading assessments, two students are considered to be 

above a second grade reading level, two are at a second grade reading level, and two are 

below a second grade reading level. All six students received consent by their guardians 

to participate in the study, and did not require accommodations within the regular 

education classroom. The students attend a rural school in central Wisconsin, with an 

average graduating class size of fifty students. In the elementary school, which serves 

grades 4K – 3rd, 60% of students are considered economically disadvantaged. White/Non-

Hispanic is the most prominent ethnic group and makes up about 94% of the elementary 

student population. The students in this study follow this trend – all six students identify 

as White/Non-Hispanic.  
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Description of Assessments 

To explore differences in students’ comprehension of informational texts after a 

close reading strategy was taught and practiced, data were collected and analyzed through 

a variety of primary sources – pre and post assessments, exit tickets, and interviews.  

Text features. First, a pre-assessment on text features was given to the six 

students during the first week of the research study (See Appendix A). A component of 

close reading, knowledge and awareness of text features is critical in students’ ability to 

understand informational text. In this assessment, students were presented with six 

picture cards of various text features including a photograph, bold word, header, map, 

caption, and chart. Participants needed to identify each text feature and explain why it is 

helpful when reading an informational text.  

Comprehension. In addition, all six students took a comprehension pre-

assessment. Students read a grade-level informational passage and then answered five 

comprehension questions aligned to “closely” reading the text. The questions asked 

students to use many close reading skills, including identifying the author’s purpose, 

using context clues to understand important vocabulary, and providing text evidence to 

support comprehension (See Figure 1).  

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Comprehension questions. This figure shows the “close reading” skills assessed 

on the five-question comprehension assessment.   

Question Number “Close Reading” Skill Assessed 
Question #1 Using text evidence to support comprehension 
Question #2 Identifying author’s use of details 
Question #3 Identifying author’s purpose of the text 
Question #4 Identifying clues to tell author’s purpose 
Question #5 Using context clues to support vocabulary knowledge 
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Written response. Lastly students completed a written response to assess their 

knowledge of forming an evidence-based answer. Students read an article (Kuster, 2014, 

p. 22) and then responded to a question that asked them to provide text-evidence to 

support their ideas (See Appendix B).  

Using these three pre-assessments (text features, comprehension, and writing), I 

observed and analyzed a starting point for my students. At the end of the action research, 

students took the assessments again to determine if changes occurred.   

Exit tickets. Exit tickets were also used as a data collection technique to observe 

differences in students’ informational comprehension abilities. Exit tickets were typically 

used to end a close reading lesson to apply what was learned in that day’s session. Most 

exit tickets asked students to write three things they learned, two important details, and 

one question they still had about the text (3-2-1 Activity) (See Appendix C). Students 

also completed graphic organizers about text features and the author’s purpose (See 

Appendix D), or simply turned in their annotations of a text as an exit ticket. Using exit 

tickets, I observed differences in my students’ comprehension abilities throughout the 

action research study. In addition, I adjusted, re-taught, or challenged my students on any 

close reading skills as depicted on exit tickets. Exit tickets also became an informal 

assessment as students practiced annotating a text. Annotating a text allows students to 

become deeply involved in the text in order to determine it’s meaning; therefore, exit 

tickets showed students’ annotations progress and change throughout the action research. 

As students progressed and learned how to annotate a text, these annotations formed into 

responses to an informational text. Using exit tickets, students were able to respond as a 

way to practice and analyze the skills they were learning.  
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 Interviews. Lastly, my data collection focused on interviews with students as they 

learned and practiced the close reading strategy (See Appendix E). Interviews were 

conducted during and at the end of the action research. This individualized time identified 

patterns within my students’ skills and their thoughts as they progressed with learning 

and practicing the close reading strategy. I observed if the skills of close reading were 

being transferred and used independently.  

Pre-Assessment Data and Findings 

Text Features Pre-Assessment 

During the first week of the study, students engaged in the three pre-assessments. 

The first assessment focused on knowledge of text features in which students were asked 

to identify a text feature and then explain how it was helpful to readers. Students were 

presented with six examples of text features, including a photograph, bold word, header, 

map, caption, and chart. Of the six students and six text features total, only 55% of text 

features were identified correctly (20/36). Furthermore, only 22% were explained 

correctly (8/36). The data (See Figure 2) suggests that the students involved in this action 

research study have very little awareness of text features, especially involving how and 

why they help readers.  
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Figure 2. Knowledge of text features. This figure illustrates student’s knowledge of text 

features as depicted on the pre-assessment.  

 

The data from the text features pre-assessment also suggested that students of lower 

reading ability were more aware and had more knowledge regarding text features and 

their purpose. The two students considered to be above grade level did not perform better 

on the pre-assessment than students considered to be reading below grade level. This may 

suggest that students of lower ability rely more on text features such as photographs and 

charts to gather meaning from a text, while students of high reading ability are able to 

gain the author’s message through only the text itself.  

Comprehension Pre-Assessment 

Students also took a pre-assessment to evaluate their comprehension skills of a 

grade-level informational passage titled The Wind (McGraw Hill Education, 2013). The 

assessment included five comprehension questions aligned to “closely” reading the text – 

one question focused on providing text evidence to support an idea (Question #1), three 
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questions focused on the author’s purpose (Questions #2, #3, #4), and one focused on 

vocabulary (Question #5). As a group, students answered seven of the eighteen author’s 

purpose questions correctly, zero students answered the vocabulary question correctly, 

and only one student answered the text evidence question correctly. The data (See Figure 

3) suggests that the students involved in this action research study have low skills 

regarding the ability to evaluate a text’s purpose and main idea, and determine the 

meaning of unknown words.  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3. “Close reading” comprehension. This figure illustrates student’s 

comprehension abilities as depicted on the pre-assessment.  

 

Although the data suggests that all students lacked in comprehension skills of the text 

assessed, in contrast to the text features assessment, the students with a higher reading 

ability performed better on the comprehension pre-assessment than their lower reading 

ability peers. This could be explained in that students of higher reading ability often have 

Question 
Number 

Skill  
Assessed 

Question 
#1 

Using text evidence to 
support comprehension 

Question 
#2 

Identifying author’s use 
of details 

Question 
#3 

Identifying author’s 
purpose of text 

Question 
#4 

Identifying clues to tell 
author’s purpose 

Question 
#5 

Using context clues to 
support vocabulary 

knowledge 
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better decoding skills, vocabulary knowledge, and fluency necessary to comprehend a 

text.  

Written Response Pre-Assessment 

 Finally, the six students took a pre-assessment to determine their knowledge of 

forming a written response that is supported with text evidence (See Figure 4). Students 

read an article titled Anacondas (Kuster, 2014, p. 22) one time and were asked to respond 

to (Kuster, p. 25): Would an anaconda make a good pet? Use evidence from the text to 

support your answer. Students were provided their own copy of the text as they wrote to 

allow them to refer back to the text if needed. Although most students stated that an 

anaconda would not make a good pet, only one of the six students (Student #2) provided 

some kind of text evidence to support their answer.  

Figure 4. Text-evidence written response. This figure illustrates student’s written 

responses on the pre-assessment.  

 

As supported by students’ written responses, most students did not attempt to provide 

facts from the text to support their answer; they used their own background knowledge 

 

Would an anaconda 
make a good pet? 

Text evidence to support  
 

Student 
#1 

Yes Because some are friendly and some are not 

Student 
#2 

No Because their super big and they weigh 300 
pounds and 20 feet long and they eat deer, turtles, 

and fish 
Student 

#3 
No Because snakes are bad; because snakes bite you 

and run after you; and break through plastic 
Student 

#4 
No Because if you have dogs they could eat your dogs 

Student 
#5 

No Because it will bite you and make you bleed so 
bad if you have one 

Student 
#6 

No It could kill you and eat you and go potty in your 
house. 
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and opinion and did not “prove” their answer with facts presented from the text. The text 

never mentioned anything about anacondas eating or biting humans or dogs; however, 

many students used this idea to support their answer. As stated, Student #2 did include 

evidence from the text to support her answer. Student #2 is one of the students considered 

to at a second grade reading level. As students were writing, I observed her rereading the 

text and looking back at the article as she wrote – she was also the last student to 

complete her written response. The other students; however, finished quickly and did not 

look back to the text as they were writing. The data from this pre-assessment suggests 

that the students involved in this action research study have low skills regarding the 

ability to analyze a text’s ideas and form a supported idea with facts directly from the 

text.   

The Close Reading Intervention  

Framework of Intervention 

Data collection for the action research stretched over a seven-week time period. 

The six students and I worked together daily for 30-minutes. Over the course of this 

action research study, I engaged my students in lessons that allowed for close reading of 

informational texts. Close reading is not appropriate for every text; therefore, my students 

and I focused on one informational text per week. Short passages were chosen that were 

at or slightly above a second grade reading level. The length of the passages ranged from 

two paragraphs to five paragraphs and included text features such as photographs, bold 

words, table of contents, and captions. The close reading intervention was modeled after 

Fisher and Frey’s gradual release of responsibility framework (Fisher, 2008). “The 

gradual release of responsibility model of instruction requires that the teacher shift from 
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assuming all the responsibility for performing a task to a situation in which students 

assume all of the responsibility” (p. 1).  

As my students participated in this action research, I first modeled the skills of 

close reading. I engaged students in five introductory lessons about close reading. The 

first few days focused on what close reading is and what it involves. The next three days I 

modeled different aspects of close reading, such as annotating a text and thinking aloud. I 

provided numerous anchor charts for students to refer, as they were first being introduced 

to close reading.  

Then students participated in guided instruction in which I facilitated students 

through close reading that increased their understanding. During this guided instruction, 

students participated in collaborative learning with their peers in order to apply the skills, 

yet still ensure individual accountability. Students had discussions with their peers, 

completed exit tickets in pairs, or shared their annotations with one another.  

Last, students practiced close reading independently to ensure learning was 

applicable and mastered. In the last few weeks of instruction, student completed exit 

tickets or annotated independently. Students also completed interviews while they were 

reading independently to see if their close reading skills were transferring. The gradual 

release of responsibility framework ensured my students were “supported in their 

acquisition of close reading skills and strategies necessary for success” (Fisher, 2008, p. 

2).  

Vocabulary Words and Context Clues 

The structure of the intervention time allowed the students to read and engage 

with a text three times. Each rereading of a text was focused on a different purpose. The 
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first read of a text was always a “cold read” meaning it has never been read before by the 

students nor was any frontloading done by me. During the first read, students’ purpose 

was to become familiar with the text and focus on vocabulary and unfamiliar words. As 

we read, participants had highlighters in hand, and were to circle any words that were 

unfamiliar or new to them. After the cold read, we carefully went back to look at any 

words circled. We discussed the word and identified context clues that may help us figure 

out the meaning. For example, during our second week, we read a text titled Anacondas 

(Kuster, 2014). Every student circled the word “prey” as a new or unfamiliar word. 

Listed below is how prey was used within the context of the article: 

Anacondas eat turtles, fish, and even deer! They wrap their bodies around their 

prey and squeeze it to death. They eat their prey whole.  

The students identified the word eat as a context clue; we had a discussion on how the 

word prey means something that the anaconda eats. After this discussion, students also 

saw turtles, fish, and deer as clue words as well; we discussed the author put that sentence 

near the word prey because it tells a reader what an anaconda eats. We repeated this same 

process of identifying context clues for every word that students circled as unfamiliar – 

typically, each text had three to four words circled by students.  

Annotating the Text  

After we ensured that all unfamiliar words were known and understood, the 

students and I read the text again; therefore, we typically read the text twice during our 

first encounter with it. During this read, students’ purpose was to “read with a pencil” and 

annotate the text. This meant that they identified the main idea, key details, and any 
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confusing parts where they questioned the author’s ideas. I provided students with an 

anchor chart (See Figure 5) to refer to as we practiced annotating and coding a text.  

* Main Idea 
 

_____________ Key Details 
 

 

 

Unknown Word 

? Confusing Part 
Figure 5. Text annotating symbols. This figure illustrates text annotation symbols that 

were taught and use by students.  

 

For example, during our fourth week, we read a text titled Astronauts (Kuster, 2014). 

After reading Astronauts once and defining unknown words, we read the text again and 

students annotated the main idea as: Astronauts are people that are trained to work in 

space. Then we looked for key details that supported that idea, such as: Some astronauts 

do experiments in space while others are pilots. Astronauts have to wear safe uniforms 

while outside the spacecraft. Students also questioned and were confused about some 

ideas presented in Astronauts. The author stated: Only a few astronauts have traveled to 

the moon. One student explained that they drew a question mark after that sentence 

because they were wondering why only a few had made the journey to the moon and were 

wondering about where else astronauts have traveled. Another student drew a question 

mark after the sentence: (Astronauts) have to be hardworking, strong, and quick. The 

student was questioning why astronauts would have to be quick. The text informed that 

astronauts wear safe uniforms, so the student asked, “Why would they have to work 

quick if their spacesuit keeps them safe?” We repeated this same process of annotating 

the text for every text we read over the course of the intervention.  
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Text-Dependent Questions and Discussions 

 During the second day of working with a text, students and I engaged in what we 

called a “warm read” meaning we had worked with the text a little bit, but did not yet 

have a full understanding of it. During the warm read, students’ purposes focused on 

having discussions after answering text-dependent questions. Text-dependent questions 

require students to provide evidence from the text to support their responses. These 

questions focused on various aspects of the text, including text features, author’s purpose, 

and text structure. 

Text features. During the fifth week, students read a text titled Chimpanzee 

(Kuster, 2014). During the warm read, students discussed the two photographs the author 

provided. The students identified that the text supported the pictures – the photograph 

shows chimpanzees living in trees and eating fruit, which were ideas stated by the author. 

We also discussed how the photographs show what a chimpanzee looks like (long arms, 

black hair). These were facts that author provided; therefore, a photograph helped us 

understand what we were reading. Students repeated this same process of identifying text 

features and discussing why they are helpful with captions, headers, table of contents, and 

bold print over the course of the intervention. I provided students with anchor charts 

featuring all the text features we would encounter throughout texts that we would refer to 

as we were completing our warm read.  

 Author’s purpose. Text features also provided evidence to students on the 

author’s purpose. Students could easily identify that the author wrote the texts we read to 

inform readers; however, during our warm read, we discussed the evidence that provided 

us with that conclusion. Students learned that text features such as captions, photographs, 
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bold words, headers, and table of contents are typically present in an informational text 

because they help readers understand real facts and information. We discussed how 

photographs are taken with a real camera and show pictures of real life, rather than 

cartoon drawings. Students also understood that the main idea and key details they had 

annotated were real facts and not made-up information. These ideas all helped in our 

discussion of why an author would write a text, and the evidence to support it.  

Text structure. During a warm read, we also discussed a text’s structure. We 

discussed how all the texts we closely read were organized by main idea and details. The 

main idea was presented at the beginning of the text, and key details followed to provide 

support. Students became aware of this organization as the intervention progressed, and 

were able to discuss why the author would place a main idea in the beginning, and details 

at the middle and end of a text.  

Responding to the Text 

 During the third day of working with a text, students engaged in what was 

referred to as a “hot read”, meaning we would analyze, synthesize, and evaluate 

information from the text. Students’ purpose during this read was to respond to the text in 

written form and use text evidence to support their answer.  

For example, during our third week, we read a text titled Thunderstorms (Kuster, 

2014,). During our hot read, students were asked to respond in written form to the 

following question: Do you think it is safe to take shelter under a tree during a 

thunderstorm? Use evidence from the text to support your answer. In this response, 

students need to evaluate and analyze all the ideas presented in the text and discussions 

from our warm read to form a response. I informed students that when writing a response, 
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they must use “prove it!” words to demonstrate that they obtained their evidence from the 

text. “Prove it” words included phrases like “The picture showed me…”, “The author 

wrote…”, or “In paragraph ____, it said….”. I provided students with an anchor chart 

featuring these phrases so they could refer to them as they were writing their response. In 

the thunderstorm response, students wrote about how the author told them that strong 

winds can knock down trees and how lightning can be very dangerous. We repeated these 

written responses that included text-evidence after every hot read over the course of the 

intervention.  

Independent Practice  

During the seven-week intervention, my students and closely read five texts 

together as a small group. However, students also spent one-two days per week reading 

informational texts independently. These were books that students may have found in our 

own classroom library or books they obtained from our school or public library. As 

students read, I walked around and interviewed them about what they were reading about 

and asked them to make connections about close reading ideas we had learned. Over the 

course of the action research study, I interviewed each student three times. Students 

would identify text features they were now aware of, discuss questions that popped into 

their mind as they were reading, and practiced using context clues to determine the 

meaning of unfamiliar words. This silent reading time allowed me to observe if students 

were applying and transferring their new knowledge and skills independently.  
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Findings 

Observational Data 

 During weeks two through six, the students and I closely read five informational 

texts– Anacondas, Thunderstorms, Astronauts, Chimpanzees (Kuster, 2014), and Animal 

Families (McGraw Hill Education, 2013). As stated, students spent three days on each 

text, each day focusing on a different purpose for reading. Student work samples, 

featuring exit tickets and text annotations, have been provided in Appendix F.  

Overall, students seemed much more confident in approaching an informational 

text from week one to week seven. A major pattern I saw in student’s analysis skills was 

their ability to question the author while reading. During our warm read, students were 

asked to draw a question mark after a sentence that made them wonder something, or left 

them confused. Initially, students often said that they “didn’t have any questions” after 

reading. In addition, some students struggled forming a question, and would repeat a fact 

they had read (See Figure 6); however, after sessions of modeling and thinking aloud, 

students began to ask questions without prompting or guidance from me (See Figure 7). 

In this example, students had read that chimpanzees could live up to forty-five years in 

the wild; as an exit ticket, students completed a 3-2-1 Activity. This student work sample 

shows that this student was now able to question the author and ask if students could live 

just as long in a zoo. 
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Figure 6. Student work sample of struggle to pose a question to the author. This figure 

illustrates student’s work from the third week of the intervention.  

 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 7. Student work sample of questioning the author. This figure illustrates student’s 

work from the fifth week of the intervention.  
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During the seventh week of the intervention, students completed the three 

assessments (text features, comprehension, and writing) again. These post-assessments 

identified differences in students’ comprehension abilities after the close reading strategy 

was taught and practiced.  

Text Features Post-Assessment 

The six students were presented with the same six examples of text features from 

the pre-assessment, including a photograph, bold word, header, map, caption, and chart. 

Of the six students and six text features total, 94%% of text features were identified 

correctly (34/36). Furthermore, 83% were explained correctly (30/36). The data (See 

Figure 8) suggests that students did phenomenally better identifying and explaining text 

features after the seven-week close reading intervention. 

 

Figure 8. Knowledge of text features. This figure illustrates student’s knowledge of text 

features as depicted on the post-assessment.  
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Only one student from the action research study received a perfect score on the text 

features post assessment; however, all students improved their text features knowledge. 

Every student identified and explained a photograph, bold word, map, and chart correctly. 

Most students identified a header; however, most explained that it was the title of the 

entire article, not that its purpose is to name only a chunk of text.  

Comprehension Post-Assessment 

 Students also took a post-assessment to evaluate their comprehension skills of a 

grade-level informational passage titled The Wind (McGraw Hill Education, 2013). This 

assessment was the same text students read for the pre-assessment, and included the same 

five comprehension questions aligned to “closely” reading the text – one question 

focused on providing text evidence to support an idea (Question #1), three questions 

focused on the author’s purpose (Questions #2, #3, #4), and one focused on vocabulary 

(Question #5). As a group, students answered twelve of the eighteen author’s purpose 

questions correctly, four students answered the vocabulary question correctly, and three 

students answered the text evidence question correctly (See Figure 9).  
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Figure 9. “Close reading” comprehension. This figure illustrates student’s 

comprehension abilities as depicted on the post-assessment.  

 

All students performed better on the post-comprehension assessment than the pre-

assessment. Students improved their scores in vocabulary and text evidence. The 

vocabulary question (Question #5) stated: Read this sentence from the article. Wind a 

scarf around your head. What is the meaning of ‘wind’ in this sentence? On the pre-

assessment, all students chose the incorrect response “moving air;” however, on the post-

assessment four students improved and chose the correct response “wrap.” This 

improvement may be a result of the vocabulary and context clues lessons presented in the 

intervention. Students may have identified “around” as a context clue in the sentence to 

determine that the word within the context should be pronounced wīnd.  

Furthermore, two students improved on the text evidence question (Question #1). 

The question asked students to identify the main idea of paragraph 4. Although three 

students answered incorrectly, I observed that all students numbered their paragraphs (as 

Question 
Number 

Skill  
Assessed 

Question 
#1 

Using text evidence to 
support comprehension 

Question 
#2 

Identifying author’s use 
of details 

Question 
#3 

Identifying author’s 
purpose of text 

Question 
#4 

Identifying clues to tell 
author’s purpose 

Question 
#5 

Using context clues to 
support vocabulary 

knowledge 
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was practiced in the intervention) in order to easily refer back to the text. The three 

students who answered incorrectly chose the option that stated a detail of the paragraph, 

not the main idea. This suggests that although students didn’t identify the main idea 

correctly, they did look back at the text and identify a key detail that supported the 

paragraph’s main idea.  

 In addition, although all students missed Question #3, students did improve on 

Question #2 and Question #4. All six students were able to identify why the author would 

include a certain detail about the wind and clues that tell the author’s purpose. This data 

suggests that students may have improved their ability to infer the author’s purpose and 

close-reading abilities after engaging in the seven-week close reading intervention.  

Written Response Post-Assessment 

The final post-assessment completed by the students was the written response. 

Students read the article titled Anacondas (Kuster, 2014, p. 22) again and responded to 

the same question (Kuster, 2014, p. 25): Would an anaconda make a good pet? Use 

evidence from the text to support your answer. I gave students writing time and a copy of 

the article to reference back to. All students responded that an anaconda would not make 

a good pet, and all six students provided some kind of text evidence to support their 

response (See Figure 10).  
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Would an 
anaconda 

make a 
good pet? 

Text evidence to support  
 

Student 
#1 

No An anaconda would not make a good pet. I know because an anaconda 
weighs up to 300 pounds. And an anaconda eats deer. And they wrap 
their bodies around the deer and squeeze them. They lay up 100 eggs. 

All those eggs would fill the room.  
Student 

#2 
No An anaconda would not make a good pet. I know they eat deer because 

the author told me they eat deer. And I have some deer in my 
backyard.  

Student 
#3 

No Anaconda would not be a good pet. Because the author said that 
anacondas can eat turtles, fish, and even deer! They wrap their bodies 

around their prey and squeeze it to death. They could wrap their bodies 
around my kitten and big cat.  

Student 
#4 

No An anaconda eats turtles, fish, and even deer. And they have 100 teeth 
inside their mouth. I know they wouldn’t make a good pet because 

they weigh 300 pounds and lay up to 100 eggs.  
Student 

#5 
No An anaconda would not be a good pet because it eats fish and I have 

fish and they have 100 teeth and it weighs 300 pounds and they 
squeeze their prey to death and I cannot have 100 eggs everywhere in 

my house.  
Student 

#6 
No The author wrote anacondas can weigh up to 300 pounds and can be 20 

feet long. Their bodies can squeeze around their prey to death. 
Anacondas can lay up to 100 eggs at a time. I learned it from the text.  

 
Figure 10. Text-evidence written response. This figure illustrates student’s written 

responses on the post-assessment.  

 

In contrast from the pre-assessment, I noticed all students physically referring 

back to the Anacondas text as they wrote their written response. Each response included 

at least one idea that the author presented; in addition, most students used “prove it” 

words (The author wrote…, I know…, The author said…) to ensure they were proving 

that they obtained this information directly from the text. This data shows a huge 

improvement in students’ ability to analyze information presented and use text evidence 

to support and idea. Throughout the intervention, every hot read concluded with a written 

response similar to the one presented on the post-assessment; therefore, the data suggests 
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that an improvement in these skills is a result of the seven-week intervention on close 

reading.  

Conclusion and Implications 

 The findings from this action research study suggest that the close reading 

intervention had a positive impact on student’s comprehension of informational text. 

Students performed better on assessments after the intervention; in addition, students 

from every reading level showed improvement. Although the data suggest an answer to 

the research question, there are a few implications that should be considered.  

The study sample was very small – only six students were used in the research. In 

addition, the length of the research was very short. It is not possible to prove that the 

results of the action research were a result of the close reading intervention. The students 

still received a daily 90-minute literacy block in addition to the intervention; their 

progress could also be a result of this time, in addition to the 30-minute intervention, as 

well as expected developmental reading growth over time. Secondly, the post-

assessments featured the exact same materials as the pre-assessments. Students looked at 

the same pictures of text features, read the same comprehension passage, and responded 

to the same writing prompt. In addition, the article Anacondas (Kuster, 2014, p. 22):  was 

one of the texts students and I read closely together during the second week; however, we 

responded to a different written response during our hot read. Although pre-assessments 

were never discussed with students, improvements on the post-assessments could be a 

result of previous exposure. Lastly, although students showed improvement on post-

assessments, it is nearly impossible to conclude if they will transfer these skills into their 

independent reading and develop these skills as habits when reading informational text. 
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To examine this further, observations and interview with the same subset of six students 

could be conducted while the independently read a social studies, science, or other 

informational text.  

In conclusion, the purpose of this action research was to determine differences in 

students’ comprehension before and after a change in instruction. After completing this 

action research, I am more educated about close reading and its possible impact on 

informational comprehension. Reflecting on my research question – What differences will 

I observe in my students’ comprehension of informational texts after teaching and 

practicing a close reading strategy? – a close reading strategy may improve 

comprehension skills when reading an informational text. As demonstrated by the data, 

students were able to accurately identify and explain text features, provide text evidence 

to support comprehension, identify an author’s purpose to support comprehension, and 

use context clues to support vocabulary development.  

 An important and helpful finding for me as an educator was the idea that small-

group sessions do not have to be grouped by ability in order for students to be successful. 

All students - regardless of reading level - improved on the three assessments given both 

prior and after the close reading strategy was practiced. I was hesitant to group six 

varying-ability-students together; however, students proved that groups of varied-ability 

could be effective in terms of a reading group’s success and achievement.  

 In addition, the action research provided a helpful finding regarding vocabulary 

development. A strategy of close reading is identifying context clues to determine the 

meaning of an unknown word. After modeling and practicing, I was very impressed at 

students’ ability to identify context clues and discuss how a certain word or phrase helped 
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them figure out the meaning of the new word. Students from all reading levels really 

“proved” to me as an educator that vocabulary development is best fostered within a 

meaningful context.   

 A surprising finding within the action research study was student’s difficulty to 

solely focus on the text and what the author presented. Specifically in the first few weeks 

of the intervention, students were constantly answering the text-dependent questions 

using their own experiences or engaging in discussions about their own background 

knowledge of the topic. In addition, it was also very difficult for students to consider why 

the author would include a certain text feature. In our first weeks, students had a hard 

time interpreting an author’s purpose and considering someone’s purpose other than their 

own. At the time, I kept correcting them and saying, “go back to the text” or “think about 

the author”; I viewed this as a “mistake” in regards to a close reading strategy. 

Conversely, that “mistake” could be argued as the student’s attempt to construct his or 

her own meaning of the text. As an educator, I am aware that background knowledge 

plays an important role in comprehension; the surprising finding for me was truly 

witnessing how hard it was for my students to disconnect their own lives from the text 

during some of our readings. As I reflect on how to apply my findings to future practice, I 

now have evidence that background knowledge and building personal connections plays 

a strong role in developing comprehension.  

In conclusion, I will continue to teach my students how to closely read 

informational text. It may be possible to engage another subset of six students in a close 

reading intervention and continue until all second graders have received the seven-weeks 

of instruction. Moving forward with close reading instruction, I would like to complete 



CLOSE READING  33 

more observations and conferences with students as they read independently. Reading 

conferences will provide evidence to determine if students are transferring and using the 

skills and strategies demonstrated by close reading in their independent reading time. 

This use of close reading skills while reading informational text, as demonstrated by this 

action research, will aid in students’ development as successful readers.  
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Appendix A 

Text Features Pre/Post Assessment 
 

Text Feature How does it help you? 
This is a Photograph 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

This is a Bold Word 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

This is a Header 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

This is a Map 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

This is a Caption 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

This is a Chart 
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Anacondas are . They 
are one of the world’s largest 
snakes. Anacondas can weigh 
up to 300 pounds and can be 20 
feet long.  cover their 
bodies. 

.  

Anacondas live along the 
Amazon River in South 
America. They swim in the 
water and climb trees. 
Anacondas eat turtles, fish, 
and even deer! They wrap 
their bodies around their 
prey and squeeze it to 
death. They eat their prey 
whole. Anacondas can lay 
up to 100 eggs at a time. 
Young anacondas can care 
for themselves right after 
they are born.  
 

Did you know 
anacondas have 100 teeth inside 

their mouths? 

 
Would an anaconda 
make a good pet? Use 
evidence from the text 
to support your answer.  
 
Describe in detail how 
anacondas catch their 
prey. Then, use the text 
to help you draw a 
detailed of what this 
would look like.  
 
Do anacondas eat only 
small animals? Use 
evidence from the text 
to support your answer. 
 
 

Appendix B 
Text-Evidence Written Response 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Note. From “Close reading for beginners: let’s take a closer look” by L. Kuster, 2014, p. 

22. Copyright 2014 by L. Kuster. Reprinted with permission. 
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Note. From “Close reading for beginners: let’s take a closer look” by L. Kuster, 2014, p. 

25. Copyright 2014 by L. Kuster. Reprinted with permission. 
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Appendix C 
3-2-1 Activity  

 

 
 
 
  

3-2-1 Activity  
3  

Things You 
Learned 

2 
Important 

Details 

1  
Question You 

Still Have 
1. 
 
 
 
2. 
 
 
 
3. 
 

 
 

1. 
 
 
 
2. 
 
 
 

 

1. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



CLOSE READING  40 

Appendix D 
Text Features and Author’s Purpose Graphic Organizer  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note. From “Reading response graphic organizers for fiction and non-fiction” by J. 

Enslin, 2014, p. 7. Copyright 2014 by J. Enslin. Reprinted with permission. 

Non-Fiction 
Name: 

Title: 

Author: 

By using the 

on page         , I learned: 

Text features I found in this book: 
caption    heading         illustration/photo        index 
diagram   glossary         boldface type        map 
graph    timeline         table of contents 

By using the 

on page             , I learned: 

© Copyright 2014 J. Enslin All rights reserved. Permission to use for single classroom only.  http://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Fishyrobb 
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Note. From “Reading response graphic organizers for fiction and non-fiction” by J. 

Enslin, 2014, p. 4. Copyright 2014 by J. Enslin. Reprinted with permission. 

Non-Fiction 
Name: 

Title: 

Author: 

The author wrote this book to… 

       Persuade me to: 

       Inform me about: 

       Entertain me by: 

I know because… 

Author’s 
Purpose 

Text 
Evidence 

© Copyright 2014 J. Enslin All rights reserved. Permission to use for single classroom only.    http://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Store/Fishyrobb 
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Appendix E 
Interview Transcript 

**These questions, as well as other open-ended questions, guided my interviews with students.** 
 

1. Tell me a little about the book you’re reading. Do you enjoy reading nonfiction? 

 

2. How does the ______________________ (insert text feature) help you 

understand the story?  

 

3. Let’s annotate this part of the text/I see you annotated the text here – tell me why 

you choose that symbol. What are you thinking about while reading this section of 

the text?  

 

4. Why do you think the author wrote this text? What makes you think that? Why do 

you think the author included _____________________? 

 

5. I see you annotated that you didn’t understand this word in the text – tell me what 

you could do/what you did to help you figure out the meaning of that word.  
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Appendix	  F	  
Student	  Work	  Samples	  
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