IBHL English 12 - Reading Non-fiction

I. This list of questions is intended to provide some range in the ways you might question an essay; you do not have to address all of these, so choose 5 and write about those; this might help you to get past that common internal question “what can I say/write about this?”

1. What do you think the essay is about?

2. The author appears to have what intention or agenda?

3. The piece seems to be addressed to or designed for what kind of audience?  How does this audience seem to affect the way the piece is written?

4.   Are there any strong views expressed here?  Are they    convincingly delivered?

5.   Can you describe the attitude of the author to the material?

6. What are some places, words, phrases, rhetorical devices by which that attitude is conveyed?

7.  What effect do any particular words, phrases, devices such as   contrast, cumulation, have on the reader? – cite 2 or 3.

8.  Are any attempted effects on the audience undermined by other choices the writer has made?
9.  How do the structure of the essay and the attitude work together? - presumably the writer structures the essay so that it will reinforce attitude and intention.
10.  What part do any of the following play in establishing the structure, and therefore the effect on the reader:  sentence patterns, paragraph structure, lists, repetitions, balance, contrasts, comparisons - be sure to go on to point out the effects of these.

11.  What about the diction of this essay?  Look at proportion, use, combinations, manipulations of abstract/concrete; general/particular; common/obscure; monosyllabic/polysyllabic; adjectives/verbs/adverbs - choose examples to confirm your assertions and be sure to talk about what they do to the writing, the EFFECT on the reader.
12.  What about the pace of this essay?  Does it crawl, race, plod - is it smooth and fluent, or like fireworks, exploding in several directions simultaneously?
13.  Is the author interested in ambiguity?  What is done with it and/or by it, if it’s used?
14.  What, after all, is the most striking aspect of this essay, or are there several that work together to create impact?
15.  Is the writing reminiscent in a forceful way of anything else you have read?
II. These are questions to be worked on in small groups. 

First session:

1. Quickly determine the “about” and hypothesize about the intention or agenda of the writer – he is trying to do what here?

2. How is attitude to the material conveyed through 5 particular words, 3 particular phrases, and 3 particular rhetorical devices (repetition, inversion, contrast, balance, questions, etc.)?

3. In what ways does structure serve purpose: sentences, paragraphs, transitions?  In what ways does it reinforce ‘the angle of vision’ i.e. the intention to accomplish something?

4. Is this a style that works by statement and clarity, or implication and ambiguity, or both?

5. What strengths do you see in the writer’s writing?  Does the piece work?

Second session:

1. After quickly determining what the author is up to—meaning, intention or agenda—see if you can divide the essay into sections and then characterise each section in some way.

2. Look carefully at this writer’s sentences: what kind does he like, how does he play off different kinds against the other, what seem to be his favourite strategies?

3. Look at pace.  Account with evidence for whatever generalization you may make about this feature.

4. Make 3 assertions about diction and follow them up with as many examples as possible.                    
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