Close Reading and the Annotation of Texts

Most English teachers probably chose to teach because of an abiding love of literature.  They can remember that moment in the seventh grade when they found Emily Dickinson’s poetry or the delight as a freshman of discovering Shakespeare’s beautiful language.  How many times has “I’m Nobody” found a home in the heart of a lonely middle schooler?  How many future teachers have first been confronted with the ugly face of prejudice and racism in To Kill a Mockingbird?  Yet literature does not resonate often with students because they have never developed the skills associated with close reading.  Without these skills, a novel such as A Tale of Two Cities becomes a dizzying array of characters, events, and places.  A nineteenth- century text seems stilted, ornate, and lacking relevance to an untrained student in the twenty-first century.  Yet thankfully students can learn to attend closely to a text and discover meaning that connects with their lives.  To students who have learned these skills, all texts are accessible, just waiting to yield their treasure.

What more important skill can teachers give their students?  All their lives, they will be confronted with texts of one sort or another, and the ability to “read between the lines” may one day make the difference between losing or gaining more than just word meaning.  To be able to read a text closely, then, is vital to a well-informed, clear-thinking citizen of the twenty-first century.  To interact intelligently in today’s world, students must learn to read an author’s (or speaker’s) tone, for an ironic or contemptuous or obsequious tone will most likely mask the writer’s (or speaker’s) true intentions.  To grasp an author’s tone fully is perhaps the most important outcome of close reading.   Students who are shocked at Jonathan Swift’s gruesomely ironic “solution” to the problem of Irish poverty in “A Modest Proposal” may never appreciate or understand a satiric editorial or ironic essay.  And a person who cannot discern the logical fallacies in a speech or essay or advertisement will not be a fully informed citizen.

English teachers know the sheer delight that reading brings and want to share that joy with students: the entrance into worlds inhabited by strong characters to emulate or flawed ones to learn from, the development of relationships with those characters who become dear friends, and the exposure to new places and provocative ideas.  Reading truly transforms and expands the mind.  

Students need close reading skills to interpret and understand every text, fiction and non-fiction, poetry and prose.   Some students have developed these skills naturally, probably from the practice since childhood of being read to and/or reading widely.  Many more students, though, must be taught to examine a text closely.  A teacher’s most difficult task, yet one more important than any other, is to train students to confront the text and construct meaning.  

One way Pre-AP students can learn to address a text is by finding its patterns and contrasts.  It is not going too far, perhaps, to say that the basis of all literature, in fact of all life, is contrast.  Even our physical lives are a balance between work and rest, struggle and triumph.  In literature, without contrast there is no conflict or struggle.  If students can recognize the patterns of antithesis in a work, they will find their way to the very heart of meaning, the force behind the author’s expression and thought.

Contrast, of course, is one form of pattern—the pattern of antagonism, conflict, opposition—that calls readers to a closer examination of the text.  Many other rhetorical patterns exist in literature such as patterns in diction, syntax, figurative vs. literal language, and imagery.  Examining the patterns in a work will lead students to the realization that their own lives are marked by patterns, and these patterns control their existence much in the same way that an author’s patterns control a text.

Students, then, should learn how to mark, highlight, and annotate a text to discern patterns, contrasts, and relationships.  When readers first begin to highlight and annotate in order to organize their understanding of a text, they may wish to begin by following these simple guidelines.


· Make brief notes at the top of the page or on a sticky note to mark important plot events.

· Circle or highlight words that are unfamiliar or unusual.  Try to figure out what the words mean through the way they are used; supplement your guesses by discussing the words with a teacher or by consulting a dictionary.

· When new characters are introduced, highlight phrases that describe them.

· Highlight words, images, and details that seem to form a pattern throughout the text (a motif).  For example, if a large clock appears in the first chapter, and then you notice the author using the words “timely” or “ticking” in the text, and then an incident occurs in which a character breaks a watch or is late for an appointment, you may have uncovered a pattern of imagery which will lead the close reader to discover a thematic idea. Highlight these related strands and observe the rest of the text closely to see if the author uses other linked words, images, or details.

· Highlight passages you think might be symbolic.

· Mark key ideas and note briefly your reflections about them.

· Highlight passages in which figurative language appears.

· When you get an idea while reading the text, note it in a brief form in the margin.  You may never think of this idea again unless you write it down.

· If you have a question about something in the book, write it on the page when it first occurred to you.

· While listening to a lecture or participating in a discussion about the book, write down insights you hear or discover.  Writing these notes directly in the text assures you that you will be able to reference the exact passage that triggered the ideas.  Also, it is less likely that you will lose track of the notes.

· Don’t mark too much.  If you mark everything, nothing will stand out.

· Use brackets, checks, stars, bullets, or asterisks to mark very important items or things you want to come back to later.

Note to the teacher:  the above material on highlighting and annotation is reproduced as a student lesson later in the Close Reading section.

Annotation and highlighting can be a permanent record of the reader’s intellectual conversation with the text.  It can help a serious reader to keep track of patterns, contrasts, plot events, and character development.  It can assist a student in studying for a test or writing a paper that requires the use of quotes to support ideas. Some Pre-AP and AP teachers ask students to submit their highlighted and annotated books as reading checks.   Students who learn to highlight and annotate become active readers and recursive thinkers who notice patterns, symbolic elements, and contrasts almost effortlessly as they absorb the text. 

When students first become aware of these patterns, they often express amazement at finding patterns in everything that surrounds them.  They will not be able to read any kind of text, literary or not, without noticing parallelism, for instance.  They will even become aware of the patterns in television shows and films and in their music.  Having become aware of these patterns and contrasts, students cannot help but notice that all forms of communication and entertainment contain them.

Students may examine the patterns and contrasts in just one sentence and learn the concepts for close reading. This sentence from Patrick Henry’s “Speech in the Virginia Convention” is a good example.


If students outline this sentence, they will find the patterns and contrasts and thus connect the structure of the sentence to Henry’s meaning:


This highly structured sentence with two-part parallelism embedded in a triad of parallelism expresses the reasonableness, tolerance, and control the colonists had been exercising for years as they tried to avert war.  Yet the sentence ends with a ringing assertion of three words—the conclusion that the fledgling country had been forced to accept, the only option left to men who value liberty.  Henry mentions twice the word “abandon” in contrast to the “inestimable privileges” and “noble struggle” in which the patriots are engaging.


The same principle may be applied to poetry, as in Emily Dickinson’s “Some Keep the Sabbath Going to Church”:

The force of the poem arises from the contrast between man’s religion and the religion of the heart.  Dickinson juxtaposes images of the two:

· “going to Church” vs. “staying at home”

· human “Chorister” vs. “Bobolink”

· “Dome” vs. “Orchard”

· “in Surplice” vs. wearing “Wings”

· Sexton tolling the bell for church vs. the bobolink who sings

· clergyman vs. “God…a noted Clergyman”

· long sermon vs. a sermon which is “never long”

· “getting to Heaven, at Last” vs. “going, all along”


In fiction, the alert reader will find a multitude of contrasting ideas, forces, and sentence elements, as well as many-layered patterns of imagery and detail (motifs) threaded through novels and stories.  Even a sentence such as the one which begins Charles Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities, “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times…” may be explored both for its contrasts and for its establishment of a pattern of dual forces that operate throughout the novel.

 Finding the patterns and the contrasts is a method of confronting a text that will provide a structure and a focus for beginning the search for meaning.

Close Reading Objectives


· Locate and recall information through a text’s structure, such as chronology and cause and effect techniques.

· Paraphrase and summarize text to recall, inform, and organize ideas.

· Distinguish between fact and opinion.

· Answer types/levels of questions such as open-ended, literal, interpretative, multiple-choice, true/false and short answer.

· Represent text information in various ways, such as time lines, graphic organizers, and outlines.

· Find similarities and differences across texts.

· Describe mental images that text descriptions evoke.

· Identify an author’s bias and purpose in challenging texts.

· Infer the tone of a complex piece of writing through an analysis of its author’s use of rhetorical strategies and stylistic devices.

· Perceive narrative structure, themes, and underlying archetypes in a piece of complex writing.

· Interpret literary symbols credibly.

· Determine the connotative qualities of images, details, and figurative language in complex texts.

· Determine speaker and situation in prose and poetry.

· Follow pronoun and antecedent relationships in a multi-layered and digressive sentence.

· Recognize the persuasive effect of different sentence constructions such as chiasmus, anaphora, epistrophe, asyndeton, polysyndeton, or ellipsis.

· Note and apply the effective use of rhetorical fragments and deliberate run-on sentences.

· Notice how declarative, interrogative, imperative, and exclamatory sentences affect tone.

· Analyze the effects of elements such as natural vs. inverted order, juxtaposition, repetition, parallelism, rhetorical questions, contrasts, transitions, shifts in subject and focus, comparisons, sound devices, punctuation, figurative language, direct address, paradox, irony, or sarcasm.

Students can learn to attend closely to a text and discover meaning that connects with their lives.





To grasp an author’s tone fully is perhaps the most important outcome of close reading.   





One  way Pre-AP students can be taught to address a text is by finding the patterns and contrasts.  





Examining the patterns in a work will lead students to the realization that their own lives are marked by patterns, and these patterns control their existence much in the same way that an author’s patterns control a text.








A balanced triad of 





“if we wish to be free”


“if we mean to preserve…privileges”


“if we mean not basely to abandon the noble struggle”





Then the two-part parallelism of





“in which we have been so long engaged”


“which we have pledged ourselves never to abandon”





Then the final “We must fight!”








If we wish to be free, if we mean to preserve inviolate those inestimable privileges for which we have been so long 


contending, if we mean not basely to abandon the noble 


struggle in which we have been so long engaged, and which 


we have pledged ourselves never to abandon until the glorious 


object of our contest shall be obtained—we must fight!








Some keep the Sabbath going to Church—


I keep it, staying at Home—


With a Bobolink for a Chorister—


And an Orchard, for a Dome—





Some keep the Sabbath in Surplice—


I just wear my Wings—


And instead of tolling the Bell, for Church,


Our little Sexton—sings.





God preaches, a noted Clergyman—


And the sermon is never long,


So instead of getting to Heaven, at last—


I’m going, all along.








Practice close reading of texts to discover layered meanings.





In fiction, the alert reader will find a multitude of contrasting ideas, forces, and sentence elements, as well as many-layered patterns of imagery and detail (motifs) threaded through novels and stories.  





Highlighting and Annotation Tips for Student Readers








Writing these notes directly in the text assures you that you will be able to reference the exact passage that triggered the ideas.  





Annotation and highlighting can be a permanent record of the reader’s intellectual conversation with the text.  





Students who learn to highlight and annotate become active readers and recursive thinkers who notice patterns, symbolic elements, and contrasts almost effortlessly as they absorb the text. 








When students first become aware of these patterns, they often express amazement at finding patterns in everything that surrounds them.








