
Pam Rademeyer, CM Literacy Coach, June 2011 
 

Hillock’s Levels of Reading Response 
 

Like other types of questioning schemes, Hillock’s hierarchy mirrors the inquiry process:  inquirers must 

first understand established meanings and must then perceive patterns and interpret the meanings of 

various connections.  Finally they must understand the point expressed by the structure of the data, and 

how to use this meaning to think and do things in the world.  This questioning hierarchy helps students 

inquire deeply into how authors create meaning and to achieve deep understanding.   

 

Students must first be able to deal with the literal and inferential content of the text before they can 

deal with abstractions.  Hillock’s questioning schema slices questions more finely than QAR by showing 

that there are different kinds of factual (right there) questions and that inferential (think and search) 

questions are dependent on each other.  Hillock then takes a turn to consider thematic meanings and 

how they are expressed through the codes and structures of the text through authorial generalization 

and structural generalization. 

 

Hillock’s levels of reading response have been proven through research to work as a hierarchy.  Students 

must be able to answer level one questions before answering a level two and so on.  This provides the 

teacher with assessment possibilities to know exactly where a particular student’s comprehension 

breaks down.  Beginning class with a formative assessment of a few questions of different levels will 

provide data as to where the teacher needs to focus attention.    

 

LITERAL  

(QAR) - Right There Questions  

Level One – Basic Stated Information 
This establishes if a student has comprehended the literal information in the text.  This forms the 

foundation of understanding and the student can’t move forward without this information.  This type of 

question is known as the Right There question of the QAR. 

 

If students were reading Romeo and Juliet, basic stated information questions would look like this: 

o Who are the two main characters in the play? 

o Who are the two families whose experiences are explored in the play? 

 

Level Two – Key Details 

This question type determines if a student comprehends a detail that is crucial to understanding the 

reading but is only stated in one place.  If students miss this detail, it will need to be discussed since it is 

essential to what follows. 

 

From Romeo and Juliet: 

 Tybalt’s anger 

 Fight with Mercutio 
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Level Three – Stated Relationships 

This question type determines whether a student can identify a stated relationship that is explicitly 

stated between two characters, groups, events, issues, or other pieces of information.  The relationship 

is often causal and should have an effect on the action and meaning of the story.  Students must  

comprehend at this level before they can proceed to the inferential level. 

 

From Romeo and Juliet: 

 What is the relationship between the Capulets and Montagues? 

 What does Juliet’s family say about Romeo? 

 What does the nurse tell Juliet to do about Romeo? 

 

Good literature does not tell you what it means, so you have to figure it out and that is this inferential 

work that brings real meaning to the reader.  As readers and inquirers we make our own connections to 

and meanings of the text, but readers must first have established the three kinds of literal 

understanding listed above. 

 

INFERENTIAL  

QAR – Think and Search 

Level Four- Simple Implied Relationship 
This type of question determines whether a reader has recognized an implied, unstated relationship 

between a few key details that usually appear close to one another in the text.  For the first time the 

reader moves beyond the literal meaning to see the unstated connections and the meaning of those 

connections.  This level involves inference and may need some activity, such as think aloud or small 

group work so students can bring their own experiences into play as they try to understand the 

characters’ reactions and feelings. 

 

From Romeo and Juliet: 

 Why does Mercutio hate Tybalt? 

 Why does Friar Laurence agree to help Romeo and Juliet? 

 Why does Juliet’s father become so angry about Juliet’s reticence to marry Paris? 

 

Level Five – Complex Implied Relationships 

Almost all middle and high school students need help at this level.  These questions reveal whether a 

reader can infer relationships between a large number of details that are spread across the text.  It is 

best for readers to consider these questions in groups.  Students must identify the details, determine 

the pattern that exists among them, and then draw the appropriate inference.  Consider giving students 

a few days to consider this type of question before expecting an answer.  It is expected that students not 

only give an answer, but justify how they came up with them and justify their answer with details from 

the text, the world, and their own personal experiences.   
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From Romeo and Juliet: 

 How does the relationship between Romeo and Juliet evolve throughout the play? 

 How does the relationship of Juliet and her parents develop through the play?   

 Why do the relationships develop in these ways? 

 There seem to be many reasons, situations, people, forces that encourage Romeo and Juliet to 

fall deeply in love.  Cite three of these and explain which one you think is the most important, or 

explain how different reasons are related.  

 

Without these skills, students cannot thinking about or use what they read and the 2003 and 2005 

NAEPs show that fewer than 6% of graduating high school seniors are adept at seeing and justifying 

complex implied relationships because they were rarely given assistance. 

 

Introducing Complex Implied Relationships to students: 
A.  Items in the Pocket 

 Make a list of items found in a character’s pocket.  As the list of items are read or produced, 

students make inferences about the character.  By connecting new details to previous ones, they see 

how a web of meaning is created through the patterns seen in the accumulated items.  For example, a 

pocket contains a wallet, keys, and coins.  From this you do not learn much about the character, but it 

can start a discussion about what details would enhance the development of a character.   However, if 

you show that the keys are attached to the belt with a chain, that some of the coins are Canadian, and 

that the wallet contains lists of phone numbers, including several women and an entry for Grandmother, 

students see how each succeeding detail must be added to the previous ones to create a pattern that 

reveals a fuller picture of the character. 

 

B.  Tea Party 

Make a few sets of excerpts, with quotes focusing on different characters, ideas, or themes.  (You can 

use one text, or excerpts from several.)  Each student is given a single excerpt and then wanders around 

the classroom sharing his quote.  Students then group themselves with other students who have quotes 

that are part of the same pattern, or make the same point, or are about the same character or topic.  

Students work together to identify all the connections between their quotes and report out, while the 

other students read them and see if they agree with the patterns of connections the reporting group 

saw. 

 

C.  Cluster Webs 

Having students complete cluster webs of key events or details can also help them see complex implied 

relationships. 

 

ABSTRACTIONS 

Level Six – Authorial Generalization  

Themes about the world expressed in the work to inform personal action. 
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This type of question is crucial, since it gets at the meaning we are to take away from our reading.  

Teachers and textbooks almost always ask such questions without first having students do the 

prerequisite work with simple and implied complex relationships.  These questions should be asked at 

the end of the reading, since the conclusions is typically crucial to the author’s thematic meaning.   

Questions of this type build on Level 5 to determine what students believe the text implies about the 

world beyond the text or a bout the human condition.  They are about what is often called the theme, 

point, main idea, or central focus of the text.  These questions address a larger world, and answering 

demands understanding of various relationships of details throughout the text.  Students must be 

capable of justifying the generalization by explaining how the details work together to express a 

particular or conclusive points.  They must consider the ending and how situations changed due to 

various factors. 

 

From Romeo and Juliet: 

 What is Shakespeare communicating about the forces that disrupt relationships? 

 

If students are novices at answering this type of question, cue them in some way toward the answer: 

 What does the fate of Romeo and Juliet and the direct causes leading to this fate communicate 

about the threats to healthy relationships? 

 

 

Level Seven – Structural Generalization 

Helps students consider transferable ways of reading and writing on their own. 

 

 This type of question cannot be asked until the students have read the text and articulated and justified 

the authorial generalization.  At this level they are reflecting on how the text was structured to make a 

particular point expressed in the authorial generalization.  They are now “reading like a writer.”  At this 

point, they can reflect upon the total structure of the text and how it guided their participatory 

meaning-making as they read.  Hillock states (1980) that: “Questions in this category require the reader 

to explain how parts of the work operate together to achieve certain effects” (p. 308). 

 

From Romeo and Juliet: 

 How does Shakespeare use references to passion (or family or religion) throughout the play to 

develop a major theme about relationships? 

 

 

Taken from Engaging Readers and Writers with Inquiry by Jeffrey Wilhelm 
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Developing Student Ability to Question Using Hillock’s Levels 

 

Right There Questions 

Just the Facts! 

Questions to help establish the facts 

 

Step 1 – Obvious Information 

Create a question about a detail that is repeated and can be found right there in the book.  The goal of 

this type of question is to name character information, action, setting, who, where, what, when.  

Remember, the reader can find these answers right there in the text. 

 Example from Fridle:    What is Nick Allen known for at this school? 

 

Step 2 – Key Detail 

Create a question abut a detail that is very important to the story’s plot and helps move this plot 

forward.  These facts are clearly stated and are obvious that they change the course of the story or are 

big revelations. 

 Example from Fridle:  What is Mrs. Granger’s passion in teaching? 

 

Step 3 – Explained Relationships/ “How Come?” 

Create a question that focuses attention on a direct statement about how two events or details are 

related.  This question might explain why or “how come” something happened between two things, but 

the answer must be directly stated.  For a step three you are restating a cause and effect, and if/then 

relationship, or a comparison already clearly stated in the text. 

 Example from Fridle:  “How come” Nick challenges Mrs. Granger? 

 

Think and Search Questions 

But What Does It Mean? 

Questions to help us figure things out 

 

Step 4- Connect Some Dots/ Play Detective 

Create a question about two or three clues that are close together and work together in some way.  The 

question should require the person who is answering to “connect the dots” to determine a solution or 

meaning that is not stated in the text. 

 Example from Fridle:  In what different ways does Mrs. Granger popularize the word fridle? 
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Step 5 – Connecting Lots of Dots/Playing Super Detective 

Create a question where a person has to use many details from throughout the whole text to arrive at a 

conclusion that the reader draws about the text. 

 Example from Fridle:  What are the three biggest reasons why Nick chooses to continue his 

“battle” with Mrs. Granger?  How are the reasons related?  Which do you think is most 

important? 

 

Author and You Questions 

 

Step 6 – Walking in the Author’s Shoes 

Create a question that asks about one of the big ideas the author expresses in the story.  This should be 

an idea that we can apply to our lives and the world beyond the story. 

 Example from Fridle:  What is the author saying about challenging authority?  What would he 

say are some of the positive and negative effects of challenging authority? 

 
Taken from Engaging Readers and Writers with Inquiry by Jeffrey Wilhelm 

 


