Close Reading

As with any skill, close reading becomes easier with practice, but it’s important to remember that we use it unconsciously—and instantaneously—every day as we respond to people and situations. Just as we notice body language, gestures, facial expressions, and volume in our conversations, we can understand a text better by examining its sentence structure, vocabulary, imagery, and figurative language. These elements make up the style of the written piece and help us to discover layers of meaning. Style contributes to the meaning, purpose, and effect of a text, whether it is written, oral, or visual.

Often the biggest challenge in analyzing a text is understanding the tone of the piece (the author’s attitude towards the subject) and identifying the mood (the feelings created by the work); however, if you look carefully at the speaker’s choices of words (diction) and how those words are arranged (syntax), you will find plenty of clues.

Talking with the Text

Effective close reading requires active reading, an exchange between the reader and the text that eventually reveals layers of meaning. The first step is to read and reread. That’s a good start, but at some point you will have to talk back, ask questions, make comments. In other words, have a conversation with the text. Here are some close reading techniques that will help you talk with the text:

· Asking Questions 

One of the simplest ways to talk with the text is to interrogate it—ask questions. 
Remember that we’re always trying to consider the choices writers make, so as you 
read, ask yourself why they chose the words or sentence patterns they did. You 
don’t always need to know the answers to your questions; sometimes, just asking 
them will give you insights into a writer’s choices. 

· Annotating 

Another close reading technique you can use is annotations. Annotating a text 
requires reading with a pencil in hand. If you are not allowed to write in your book, 
then write on sticky notes. Identify main ideas—thesis statements, topic sentences,-
-and also words, phrases, or sentences that appeal to you, that seem important, or 
that you don’t understand. Look for figures of speech such as metaphors, similes, 
and personification—as well as imagery and striking detail. If you don’t know the 
technical term for something, just describe it. For example, if you come across an 
adjective-and-noun combination that seems contradictory, such as “meager 
abundance,” and you don’t know that the term for it is oxymoron, you might still note 
the juxtaposition of two words that have opposite meanings (juxtaposition refers to 
the placement of two words next to each other for effect). Ask questions or 
comment on what you have read. In short, as you read, listen to the voice in your 
head, and write down what that voice is saying. 

· Use a Graphic Organizer 

Another way to organize your thoughts about a specific text is to use a graphic 
organizer. A graphic organizer lets you systematically look at short passages from a 
longer text. Your teacher may divide the text for you, or you may divide it yourself; 
you might use the paragraph divisions as natural breaking points or you might 
consider smaller sections that seem interesting stylistically. Although a graphic 
organizer takes time to complete, it lets you gather a great deal of information that 
you can use as you prepare to write an essay. 
From Close Reading to Analysis

No matter what technique you choose, as you interact with the text you should keep in mind that you’re not only identifying techniques and strategies, but also analyzing their effect—you’re moving from close reading to analysis. Identify the mood and think about how that mood is created. Start by looking for patterns in the language. Are the words the author chose somehow related?
The author’s syntax also plays a role. Are the sentences short and staccato or are they long and cumulative? Does the sentence structure enhance the meaning somehow?

So ask yourself these three questions:

· What effect is the author striving for? 

· How does he/she create that effect? 

· How does the effect serve the purpose of the author’s writing?  

What does a writer’s style consist of? Why is style important?  
Define the following terms: 
· Tone: 

· Mood: 

· Diction: 

· Syntax: 

· Figurative Language: 

· Imagery: 

· Juxtaposition: 

· Oxymoron: 
