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The world history-focused Big History class that I teach for freshmen is made up of the general 
population of the school, with students of a variety of prior experiences and skill levels. Big History, with 
its interdisciplinary approach and its focus on skills, provides an excellent foundational experience to 
start off high school for students coming from wide-ranging experiences. Building reading skills is a 
critical component of Big History, and the Three Close Reads process forms the backbone. 

Best practices call for implementing nonfiction reading as a three-step process, in which students 
anticipate a text, read it, and then reflect on it. BHP’s Three Close Reads Worksheet helps to guide 
students though this exact process and is a tool I’ve used regularly this year—my first teaching Big 
History. I’ll share with you a few thoughts from my year.

First, I’m glad I was intentional about introducing Three Close Reads at the start of the year, as it’s 
about habit formation as much as anything. Don’t be surprised if close reading is a new approach for 
some students! Love them through it, and remember – it’s more like 1.5 reads. 
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Second, I found a ton of value in utilizing the guiding question. It helps habituate students to what 
they should look for and think about as they read – which makes the process less overwhelming (not to 
mention, it leads to some great discussions!).

Last, as with any Big History activity, make modifications where needed. After a couple of run-throughs 
using the Three Close Reads process as written, I vary my activities with reading to fit the basic 
framework but also provide some novelty. Sometimes, I’ll tailor readings to a specific article – adding in 
conceptual questions that meet local standards or that bridge to content we’ve covered earlier in class. 

I’m also a big fan of annotation. And by annotation, I don’t mean highlighting. In my class, annotation 
is a practice in summarizing, marking up, and interrogating a text as you read it. Students have told 
me that reading in this way encourages deeper engagement with the text than simply hunting for 
“the right answers” to questions. It’s a ton of fun – especially since it’s something that many students 
aren’t accustomed to doing in a social studies or science classroom. A couple of technical notes: at my 
1:1 school, I have my students export the PDF reading to Microsoft OneNote, where they can use their 
stylus to highlight and write, or they can type in the margins of the reading, but this could also be done 
on print-outs of readings. 

We all want students to engage deeply with a text and put it into the context of what they know. 
The Three Close Reads process gives students the tools to read complex texts. Paired with the BHP 
narrative and unit driving questions, I find that they’re able to connect the finer points of reading to the 
larger structures of Big History – which provides a focusing lens (otherwise, details start to overwhelm!). 

While I still have some students who simply try to hunt and peck through readings for “the right 
answers,” I’ve found the majority of my students engage in deeper discussions. We have no shortage of  
“wow!” moments as they comprehend some of the deep forces behind the world in which they live. As 
a social studies teacher, I have few higher goals than this.


