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Reading is a two-way street. Readers are presented with a writer’s
ideas, but they also bring their own responses and interpretations to what
they read. After all, readers have different national, ethnic, cultural, and
geographic backgrounds and different kinds of knowledge and experi-
ences. Consequently, they may react differently to a particular essay or
story. For example, urban readers may miss the point of an essay about
the enriching powers of the wilderness, but they may nevertheless be able
to spot bias in the essay or to challenge its assumptions. Readers from an
economically and ethnically homogeneous suburban neighborhood may
have difficulty understanding a story about class conflict, but these read-
ers may also be more objective than readers who are struggling with such
conflict on a personal level. _

These differences in reactions do not mean that every interpretation is
acceptable, that an essay or story or poem may mean whatever a reader
wants it to mean. Readers must make sure they are not distorting the
writer’s words, overlooking (or ignoring) significant details, or seeing
things in an essay or story that do not exist. It is not important for all
readers to agree on a particular interpretation of a work. It is important,
however, for each reader to develop an interpretation that can be sup-
ported by the work itself. '




QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

1. What are your first thoughts about this text?  What in the text caused these thoughts?

2. What emotions or feelings did you have while reading the text?  Identify the parts that caused those feelings.

3. Did anything in the text remind you of anything in your own life?

4. Did the text remind you of other texts? Movies? Plays? Why?

5. If you could talk to the author of the text, what would you ask about or comment on?

6. What confused or surprised you in the text?

7. Did the writer seem to have a particular purpose in mind?

8. Are the writer’s ideas consistent with your own?

9. Are any sequential or logical links missing?

10. What kind of audience is the writer addressing?

11. What message did you take away from reading this text?  Why?

12. Which passage in the text would you consider most significant or most important?  Why?
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As you read and reread, be sure to record your reactions in writing.
These notations will help you to understand the writer’s ideas and your
own thinking about these ideas. Every reader develops a different system
of recording such responses, but many readers use a combination of high-
lighting and annotating.

When you highlight, you mark the text with symbols. You might, for
example, underline important ideas, box key terms, number a series of re-
lated points, circle an unfamiliar word (or place a question mark beside
it), draw vertical lines in the margin beside a particularly interesting pas-
sage, draw arrows to connect related points, or place asterisks next to dis-
cussions of the work’s central issues or themes.

When you annotate, you carry on a conversation with the text in mar-
ginal notes. You might, among other things, ask questions, suggest possi-
ble parallels with other reading selections or with your own experiences,
argue with the writer’s points, comment on the writer’s style, or define
unfamiliar terms and concepts.

The paragraph that follows, excerpted from Maya Angelou’s
“Finishing School” (page 75), illustrates the method of highlighting and
annotating described above.

Date a white woman from Texas, who Why does

written? would quickly describe herself as aasked she mention
me about my hometown. When I told her that in this?
Stamps my grandmother had owned the only
Negro general merchandise store since the turn of

Serious or  the century, she exclaimed, “Why, you were a

sarcastic? Ridiculous and even ludicrous. But
Negro girls in small Southern towns, whether Aiso trus
poverty-stricken or just munching along on a few of boys?
of life’s necessities, were given as extensive and ir- In North as
relevant preparations for adulthood as rich white well as
girls shown in magazines. Admittedly the training South?
was not the same. While white girls learned to True today?
waltz and sit gracefully with a tea cup balanced on

What are their knees, we were lagging behind, learning the
these values? (mid-Victorian valueg)with very little money to in
dulge them.... :

Remember that this process of highlighting and annotating is not an
end in itself but rather a step toward understanding what you have read.
Annotations suggest questions; in your search for answers, you may ask
vour instructor for clarification, or you may raise particularly puzzling
or provocative points during class discussion or in small study groups.
After your questions have been answered, you will be able to discuss

and write about what you have read with greater confidence, accuracy,
and authority. '




