
WHAT DOES CLOSE READING MEAN, ANYWAY???

Close reading means a detailed examination of both what the text says and how the text says it. It  
requires an attention to the specific language of the text. What words are repeated? Why does the 
author use one word rather than another? What is the author’s narrative perspective? How does 
the medium, genre, form, argument of the text shape its meaning?

The tricky thing about close reading is that it usually requires preparation, practice, and 
repetition:

Preparation:  It’s much easier to read something when you know what it is!  Who wrote it? 
When was it written?  What is it responding to?  How does it connect to other texts and 
conversations? Why does it matter?  In this class, I’ll answer many of these questions for you to 
prepare you for reading assignments.  But it’s always good to explore this on your own by 
reading introductions, footnotes, and finding additional sources online/ in the library.  

Practice:  The more you close read, the easier it is to do so. How do you practice?

• Set aside time when you can give your full attention to the text.  We sometimes have 
short readings, but these readings can be quite difficult and dense.  Make sure that you’ll 
be able to focus on the text.

• Mark important passages as you read, highlight key words or phrases

• Connect the big ideas of the text/passage/argument – i.e. what it’s trying to say – with 
how it says it.  Does it quote other sources to establish authority?  Does it use a humorous 
tone?  Does it use imagery/symbolism/metaphors?

Repetition:  More often than not, to close read a text you’ll have to read it more than once!!  
This is why writing can be a helpful way of thinking through reading materials – it forces you to 
return to difficult passages, connect ideas, and examine specific parts of the text after you have a 
sense of the text as a whole.


