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Pre-reading Strategies
: Previewing, Skimming, Surveying

You can learn a lot about a text before you even begin reading. You can use some of the strategies listed below, which may help you better understand the text and its rhetorical context.
1.  What can I learn from the title?  While titles can sometimes be general or provide few clues to the content of the work, a critical reader can often learn a lot about a text based on its title. A title may indicate the author’s point of view on the subject (e.g. “Keep the Borders Open”) or reveal the author’s focus (e.g. “Drug Testing and Corporate Responsibility”). It can be useful to turn the title into a question, and ask yourself how the argument answers this question (“Keep the Borders Open” -> “Should We Keep Borders Open?”)
2.  What do I know about the author?  In many academic texts, such as course readers and textbooks, publishers often include a short biographical sketch of the author. From this information a reader can gain insight into the author’s background, credentials, project, argument, the text’s exigence (factors for writing), purpose, and more. Even when an introduction is not provided, you can do simple research to help determine the author’s authority, credentials, background, etc. Many writers (and most academics) have web sites that will tell you a lot about them and the work they do. You can also use the library’s online biography resources:

http://infoguides.sdsu.edu/sub2.php?id=92&pg=13
The “Contemporary Authors” section is particularly useful:
http://infotrac.galegroup.com/itw/infomark/0/1/1/purl=rc6_CA?sw_aep=csusd 


3.  Who is the publisher?  While a publisher’s reputation is not an automatic indicator of the source’s reliability, you can learn a lot by discovering who published a particular work. For example, university presses and academic journals tend to expect a high degree of scholarship and many of these works are peer reviewed to ensure a text’s quality. When reading popular periodicals, you may discover that certain magazines and newspapers consistently reflect certain political positions, which can help you anticipate the political position of the text you are about to read. You may also be able to identify the target audience for this particular text, based on the publication source.  

4.  When was the text written?  Locating the date of publication can provide useful information about the rhetorical context in which the writer developed their work.  

5.  What can I learn from skimming the text?  Proficient readers often skim through a text before reading to gather important information. 

· You can survey the organization of the text, looking for text divisions, section headings, and subtitles, which may give clues about the text.  

· You can also note important signal words, such as therefore, so, thus, but, however, for example, first, second, etc. to learn more about the structure of the argument and the rhetorical work of the writer.  

· Skim the visuals and note the relationship between the visual and written text.

· Look for head-notes, footnotes, and biographical information.  

Reading Strategies:  Annotating the Text and Noting Rhetorical Work

Annotating, or marking, a text is an incredibly valuable reading skill. As opposed to being a passive recipient of the information a text conveys, proficient readers actively engage with texts, as if in conversation with the author. Annotating can help you better understand what that author is communicating, what areas you have questions about, and what kind of rhetorical work the author is engaged in. Annotation also allows you to note important passages you will want to later respond to in your own writing, connect passages to other parts of the text, outside texts, or personal experiences, and respond in context.  

While every reader develops their own individual style of annotating texts, the following are some suggestions.  From this list you can choose the strategies that work best for you, given your context and purpose for reading.  

· Number the paragraphs of the text, so that you may make notes to yourself about certain elements of the text using more accurate references to the text.  It can also help you locate passages with greater ease, especially in class discussion.

· Down one margin of the text, make comments about the content of the paragraph (what it says), questions or reactions to the text, connections, etc.  Down the opposite margin, note the rhetorical work you see happening in a particular section (what it does).  For example, you may note when the author is making a claim, providing support, signaling their project or the organization of their text, clarifying a point, employing a rhetorical appeal, etc.  

· Underline or highlight important key terms or passages.    

· Note unfamiliar words or allusions (for example, with a squiggled line) and look them up.  You may wish to jot down a few defining words that will be helpful to you later.  

· Note the main argument and project of an author. For example, you may wish to put a box around relevant passages.  

· Circle important signal words such as but, however, therefore, in conclusion, for example, so, etc.  
· Demarcate sections of the text (a strategy called charting or chunking) where an author seems to be engaged in a certain type of work and/or is developing a certain aspect of their argument.  Identifying when the author “shifts gears” can help you mark off sections of a text.  
· Note when the author uses the word “I.” This can help you see where the author has inserted themselves in the text (to explain their position, what they are doing, the structure of their argument, clarify argument, etc)  
Pre-reading Exercises 

I. Reading Quiz (Its critical to read . . . critically!)

II. Elements of Critical Reading

a. Previewing

1. Titles

2. Headings and Chapters

b. Annotating

1. Reading with a pen

2. Highlighting 

3. Margin Notes

c. Contextualizing

1. Who 

2. What 

3. Where

4. When 

5. Why

d. Questioning

1. “Talk” to the Author

2. Consider other possibilities

e. Reflecting

1. Connect to your own experience

2. Evaluate your own assumptions

f. Evaluating the Argument

1. Examine author’s support

2. Consider rhetorical strategies

III. Journal Exercise

a. Reflect on your own reading process.  How have you approached difficult texts in the past?  Which of those strategies have worked for you?  Which ones have not?  Why?  
IV. Homework

Use two of the critical reading techniques we have discussed to help you read through the material for one of your other classes (you may photocopy the reading and include it in your journal)
Pre-Reading Quiz

Essay:

“Careful, You Might Run Out of Planet”: SUVs and the Exploitation of the American Myth

Author:

David Goewey

Questions:

1. Is Goewey critical or complimentary of SUVs?

2. Does the author believe that there is time to make a change?  

3. Does the author put more emphasis on car quality or social significance in assessing the value of SUVs?

4. Is the author likely to be a supporter of major oil companies?

5. Was this essay written in 1979, 1989, or 1999?
Reading, Thinking & Writing Rhetorically

We want students to start thinking, reading and writing rhetorically. This means pointing them toward 

1) what the text does as well as what it says

2) foregrounding the many choices authors make 

3) identifying the strategic moves made – what they consist of, how they work, why they are chosen and what effect they have.


 “In most cases, a writer’s goal is to change a reader’s understanding of a topic in some way . . . . and their efforts to do so involve both direct and indirect means. . . . Because writers try to persuade their intended audiences to adopt their perspective, they select and arrange evidence, choose examples, include or omit material, and select words and images to best support their perspective. As a rhetorical reader, you have to be aware of how a text is constructed to persuade its intended audience (and you may not be part of its intended audience at all). . . . your ability to recognize the persuasive strategies built into a text grants you considerable power in deciding how you will respond to an author’s views”(Bean, Reading Rhetorically, 18-19). 

RHETORICAL ANALYSIS


· Is a high level critical reading skill

· Is an important aspect of critical thinking

· Is requisite to meaningfully and powerfully evaluate arguments of others (or engage with ideas) AND, therefore to develop and negotiate our own arguments / understanding.

· Has significant value in an academic environment, in the workplace, in one’s personal life, and in our collective lives as citizens.

Some Questions to Focus on:
1) Why the author of the text may have made that choice / felt the need to include that aspect of the text?

2) How does making that choice increase the likelihood that readers will accept the main argument? 
3) Had that choice not been made (if that aspect of the text was not present), why might a reader reject the main argument if that choice was not made or that aspect of the text was not present?
When analyzing a text rhetorically, we often start with some identifiable element of the text - word choice, stylistic choice, the way evidence is presented, the use of an anecdote or story, an appeal to pathos, etc., AND then ask


1) "Why is that element there?" What difference would it make if it were not there? What other choices might the author have made? The answer to these questions often leads us toward a rhetorical/persuasive strategy.  

2) THEN, we ask another question -- "why would the writer want to generate that effect -- how does that help to advance the writer's argument?"  The answer to this 2nd "why," is the heart of a rhetorical analysis.

Analysis = 1. WHAT? + 2. HOW? + 3. WHY 
(+ how does it advance argument)


CHARTING – WHY?
· keeps focus on doing

· models active reading

· moves students away from summary

· shows that the author could have taken a different tack. 

· emphasizes that every sentence reflects planning and strategic choices

· emphasizes that there is an author with an intent behind every text who makes (rhetorical) choices to achieve his/her aim
· can be used with student texts


Charting can focus on different levels – fine grained charting demonstrates sentence by sentence choice and strategy. Higher level identifies major shifts in argument – big patterns across paragraphs.

GROUPWORK

· Who is Gladwell, what is his background, what kind of author is he and what kind of writing does he do? What other work has he done? What are his qualifications, who does he write for, and what’s up with the crazy hair? 

· What kind of publication is the New Yorker? How is it regarded, what kind of reputation does it have, what does it publish, and what kind of audience does it speak to? 

· How many people are without health care in California, and why does this matter (you may want to direct students to the Governor’s fact sheet at http://gov.ca.gov/index.php?/fact-sheet/5064/ 

· Where does the U.S. system rank in terms of quality of care and cost of care?

· Interview friends about health insurance 
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Charting A Text:  

what it is[n’t] and why we would want to do it 
What Charting Is[n’t]

· Charting takes a considerable amount of time and thought.  It is not easy.

· Charting is just the beginning of working with a text and prepares the text for further analysis by revealing its various aspects.

· The aim of charting is to note what various aspects of a text are doing (why the writer includes what s/he does); this is different than summarizing.  However, the ability to summarize essential information is needed to record “what the paragraph/s is/are saying” and is the basis for determining “what the paragraph/s is/are doing.”

· Charting does not explicitly denote how the text builds.  By laying out the various aspects of a text, however, charting facilitates identifying the relationship among the ideas in the text. 

· Charting does not involve identifying traditional structures (introduction, supporting evidence, conclusion), organizational patterns (comparing / contrasting, problem / solution, cause / effect), or rhetorical moves/aims of an author (providing a hook, appealing to emotion, establishing credibility).  Charting leads to these observations.

· There is no “one way” to chart a text (although there are many ways that would not be supported by the text itself).    

· In negotiating how a text is charted, it is valuable to work through disagreements toward consensus, or as close as possible, by using the text itself as evidence.

· Charting, by itself, will not always reveal the main argument of a text.

· Although not exclusively, charting is a means toward an end (that of identifying a text’s main argument, supporting arguments, evidence, etc.).  Not all texts are suitable for charting (most notably narratives); for some texts, other approaches may be more useful.

· Charting is not intended to be a form of graded assessment.

· Students likely will not master charting after charting one, two, or even a whole semester’s worth of texts.  Engaging in the process, individually, in small groups, and/or as a class, produces the desired benefits.
The Benefits of Charting A Text

· Charting promotes critical thinking, demanding readers to refrain from judgment and first work toward understanding an author’s argument and point of view.

· Charting makes students active readers, generates a high level of engagement with the text, and increases interest level.

· Charting generates a solid and cohesive understanding of a text and prepares students to engage meaningfully with a text, to enter truly into conversation with it.

· Charting makes an essay – its argument, evidence, and details – easy to remember.

· By using the present progressive to note what a paragraph or group of paragraphs is/are doing, charting reminds students that there is an author with an intent behind every text who makes (rhetorical) choices to achieve his/her aim. 

· The idea behind charting (the thinking involved) can also be applied to portions of texts  

and help facilitate discussions of texts that have not been charted.
· Charting gets students to recognize that a single idea can be developed in more than one paragraph and, therefore, will help them to extend beyond “the five paragraph essay” with greater confidence and competence.

\

· Charting results in marked improvement in student writing – its structure, organization, development, and coherence.

· Charting can be used as a part of self and peer revision.

  M. Jendian 2002
          * Used in conjunction with Jendian’s “Charting a Text Directions” and 

 “Charting A Text: What It Is[n’t] and Why We Would Want To Do It”  


1. As you read, identify where the author shifts in purpose, moving from one idea to another.  

2. For each paragraph or group of paragraphs which develops a single idea, note what the author is saying (the essential details which make up the paragraph/s).  

3. Considering what the author is saying, determine what the author is doing in the paragraph/s (i.e., what purpose the author intends the essential details to serve). Begin your classifications with the present progressive.


4. Accounting for everything that the author is doing in the text and considering the relationship among ideas, what do you think is the essay’s main argument?  Is it stated, is it explicit, or is it implicit?

5.  
In pairs or small groups, discuss/negotiate how you have charted the essay AND try to reach consensus regarding the essay’s main argument.

Charting A Text: A Graphic Organizer*
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� Adapted from Yagelski, Robert P. and Robert K Miller., ed. The Informed Argument. 6th ed. Australia: Thompson, 2004, and work by Jamie Fleres.








