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This excerpt applies to Questions and Tasks 

High-Quality Text-Dependent Questions and Tasks: Among the highest priorities of the Common Core 

State Standards is that students be able to read closely and gain knowledge from texts. 

A. A significant percentage of questions and tasks are text dependent. Aligned curriculum 

materials should include rigorous text-dependent questions that require students to 

demonstrate that they not only can follow the details of what is explicitly stated but also are 

able to make valid claims that square with all the evidence in the text. Text-dependent 

questions can be answered only by careful scrutiny of the text and specifically by referring to 

evidence from the text itself to support the response. They do not require information or 

evidence from outside the text or texts; they establish what follows and what does not follow 

from the text itself. Eighty to 90 percent of the Reading Standards in each grade require text-

dependent analysis; accordingly, aligned curriculum materials should have a similar percentage 

of text-dependent questions. A text-dependent approach can and should be applied to building 

knowledge from multiple sources as well as making connections between texts and learned 

material, according to the principle that each source be read and understood carefully. 

B. High-quality sequences of text-dependent questions elicit sustained attention to the specifics 

of the text and their impact. The sequence of questions should cultivate student mastery of the 

specific ideas and illuminating particulars of the text. High-quality text-dependent questions will 

often move beyond what is directly stated to require students to make nontrivial inferences 

based on evidence in the text. Questions aligned with Common Core State Standards should 

demand close attention to the text to answer fully. An effective set of questions might begin 

with relatively simple questions requiring attention to specific words, details, and arguments 

and then move on to explore the impact of those specifics on the text as a whole. Good 

questions will often linger over specific phrases and sentences to ensure careful comprehension. 

Effective question sequences will build on each other to ensure that students learn to stay 

focused on the text so they can learn fully from it. 

C. Questions and tasks require the use of textual evidence, including supporting valid inferences 

from the text. The Common Core State Standards require students to become more adept at 

drawing evidence from the text and explaining that evidence orally and in writing. Aligned 

curriculum materials should include explicit models of a range of high-quality evidence based 

answers to questions — samples of proficient student responses — about specific texts from 

each grade. Questions should require students to demonstrate that they follow the details of 

what is explicitly stated and are able to make nontrivial inferences beyond what is explicitly 

stated in the text to what logically follows from the evidence in the text. Evidence will play a 

similarly crucial role in student writing, speaking, and listening, as an increasing command of 

evidence in texts is essential to making progress in reading as well as the other literacy strands.  
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D. Questions and tasks require careful comprehension of the text before asking for further 

connections, evaluation, or interpretation. The Common Core State Standards call for students 

to demonstrate a careful understanding of what they read before engaging their opinions, 

appraisals, or interpretations. Aligned materials should therefore require students to 

demonstrate that they have followed the details and logic of an author’s argument before they 

are asked to evaluate the thesis or compare the thesis to others. When engaging in critique, 

materials should require students to return to the text to check the quality and accuracy of their 

evaluations and interpretations. Students can and should make connections between texts, but 

this activity must not supersede the close examination of each specific text. Often, curricula 

surrounding texts leap too quickly into broad and wide open questions of interpretation before 

cultivating command of the details and specific ideas in the text. Productive connections and 

comparisons should bring students back to careful reading of specific texts. 

E. Questions and tasks attend to analyzing the arguments and information at the heart of 

informational text in grades K–5 and literary nonfiction in grades 6–12. As previously stated, 

the Common Core State Standards emphasize the reading of more informational text in grades 

K–5 and more literary nonfiction in grades 6–12. This emphasis mirrors the Writing Standards 

that focus on students’ abilities to marshal an argument and write to inform or explain. The shift 

in both reading and writing constitutes a significant change from the traditional focus in ELA 

classrooms on narrative text or the narrative aspects of literary nonfiction (the characters and 

the story) toward more in-depth engagement with the informational and argumentative aspects 

of these texts. While the English teacher is not meant to be a content expert in an area covered 

by the text, curriculum materials should guide teachers and students to demonstrate careful 

understanding of the information developed in the text. For example, in a narrative with a great 

deal of science, teachers and students should be required to follow and comprehend the 

scientific information as presented by the text. Likewise, it is just as essential for teachers and 

students to follow the details of an argument and reasoning in literary nonfiction as it is for 

them to attend to issues of style. 

Cultivating Students’ Ability To Read Complex Texts Independently: Among the highest priorities of the 

Common Core State Standards is a requirement that students be able to demonstrate their independent 

capacity to read at the appropriate level of complexity and depth. 

A. Scaffolds enable all students to experience the complexity of the text, rather than avoid it. 

Many students will need careful instruction — including effective scaffolding — to enable them 

to read at the level of text complexity required by the Common Core State Standards. However, 

the scaffolding should not preempt or replace the text by translating its contents for students or 

telling students what they are going to learn in advance of reading the text; that is, the 

scaffolding should not become an alternate, simpler source of information that diminishes the 
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need for students to read the text itself carefully. Effective scaffolding aligned with the 

standards should result in the reader encountering the text on its own terms, with instructions 

providing helpful directions that focus students on the text. Follow-up support should guide the 

reader when encountering places in the text where he or she might struggle. Aligned curriculum 

materials therefore should explicitly direct students to re-read challenging portions of the text 

and offer instructors clear guidance about an array of text-based scaffolds. When productive 

struggle with the text is exhausted, questions rather than explanations can help focus the 

student’s attention on key phrases and statements in the text or on the organization of ideas in 

the paragraph. 

B. Rather than focusing on general strategies and questions disconnected from texts, strategies 

should be cultivated in the context of reading specific texts. Far too much of existing 

curriculum focuses on either decontextualized strategies or front loading instructions so that 

reading the text is no longer the essential part of understanding and learning. Practices such as 

framing a big question or theme in advance of reading or previewing a text may in fact rob 

students of the rich discoveries and intellectual joy of encountering the way an author sets the 

agenda and unfolds ideas as well as details. Discussion of specific reading techniques should 

occur when and if they illuminate specific aspects of a text. They should be embedded in the 

activity of reading the text rather than being taught as a separate body of material. By reading 

several challenging texts, students should build an infrastructure that enables them to approach 

new challenging texts with confidence and stamina. 

C. Design for whole-group, small-group, and individual instruction cultivates student 

responsibility and independence. It is essential that questions, tasks, and activities be designed 

to ensure that all students are actively engaged in reading. Writing about text is an effective way 

to elicit this active engagement, so reading materials should provide effective ongoing prompts 

for students to analyze texts in writing. Instructional materials should be designed to devote 

sufficient time in class to students encountering text without scaffolding, as they often will in 

college- and career-ready environments. A significant portion of the time spent with each text 

should provide opportunities for students to work independently within and outside of class on 

analyzing the text because this independent analysis is required by the standards. 

D. Instructional design cultivates student interest and engagement in reading rich text carefully. 

A core challenge in developing instructional materials is to construct questions and tasks that 

motivate students to read inquisitively and carefully. Questions should focus on illuminating 

specifics of the text that “pay off” in a deeper understanding, rewarding careful reading. 

Questions should not be random but should build toward deeper understanding. Questions also 

should not be overly general or schematic — they should show attention to the specifics of the 
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work and cultivate student appreciation for what is beautiful, insightful, or special in a piece of 

writing that makes it worth reading carefully. 

E. Materials make the text the focus of instruction by avoiding features that distract from the 

text. Teachers’ guides or students’ editions of curriculum materials should highlight the reading 

selections. Everything included in the surrounding materials should be thoughtfully considered 

and justified before being included. That is, the text should be central, and surrounding 

materials should be included only when necessary, so as not to distract from the text itself. 

Instructional support materials should focus on questions that engage students in becoming 

interested in the text. Rather than being consigned to the margins when completing 

assignments, close and careful reading must be an absolutely essential and central part of 

classroom activities. Given the focus of the Common Core State Standards, publishers should be 

extremely sparing in offering activities that are not text based. Existing curricula will need to be 

revised substantially to focus classroom time on students and teachers practicing reading, 

writing, speaking, and listening in direct response to high-quality text.  

 


