Lesson Plan: Thesis and Motive in the Close Reading Essay 
(Jessica Sternfeld)

This series of exercises deals with motive and thesis.  We begin with these concepts at the forefront of our discussion, but gradually they become incorporated into our discussion of the material we're studying. This lesson is for the second day of class.

Lesson objective:  Finding a motive from a question; find a thesis from a motive; setting that thesis forth in a clear, true but arguable, and effective manner.  It's the first, and most basic, series of exercises on thesis and motive, with more to follow in the coming weeks. 

Total estimated time:  50-60 min

Additional outcomes:  Students write about and discuss the musical they must focus on for their essays.

Assignment sequence that is underway:  Close reading of Jesus Christ Superstar.

Work completed before class:  Students have seen the film version of JCS.  They have also written a pre-draft that asks them to pose 5 questions about characters’ actions in the musical, especially those that seem strange or confusing.  (They don't know it yet, but this pre-draft will become a list of 5 possible motives for papers.)

Step 1:  We quickly read through and discuss Harvey's definitions of motive and thesis, focusing on the idea of true but arguable, just to get the two vocabulary words on the table.  (5 min)

Step 2:  We look at 5 thesis statements from "students."  Some of these I've borrowed from my colleagues, others I invented.  None of them has anything to do with musicals, they're just typically problematic, except for the promising final one. (5 min)

Step 3:  In threes, the class looks at 3 examples of professional published writing, and they find the motive and thesis.  The subject matter of the articles is related to musicals, but not specifically to the one we're studying. (10 min)

Step 4:  This step moves us into the realm of the material we're studying. We look at an example of a student's motive/thesis paragraph from an earlier semester, so this example actually answers the essay question that the students themselves will be answering in a week or so.  (The essay is a close reading question.)  If no examples from earlier semesters are available, I invent one.


Before I even give them the student thesis, we view the scene that it addresses.  This moves the focus of the class quite boldly away from thesis and into the realm of the musical.  We take a moment to discuss the scene in question then look at the student thesis from a draft - it's problematic, controversial, and therefore handy for generating discussion.  The students, therefore, are debating two things at once:  the merits of the thesis, and the meaning of the scene.  (20 min)

Step 5:  We turn to their pre-draft 1, which asked them to pose 5 questions about the motivations of characters in the musical.  In threes, they swap questions and settle on the one that seems the most confusing or intriguing to them - the one they'd most like to discuss, or to find an answer to. 
When each trio has chosen one question, they report it to the class.  We agree on one of these four, and view the scene in question, if necessary.  We try to settle on an explanation to the question, or we choose several possible answers.  Individually, students write the answer in the form of a sentence or two.  They have just generated a motive and thesis!  We share some of our thesis statements and discuss whether they're true and/or arguable, remembering the problems we saw in the examples.  (15-20 min)

Close Reading (Steve Plunkett)
Close reading is a technique used in the understanding of texts that places primary important upon close scrutiny of the text itself, making sense of a text by paying extremely careful attention to its form, diction, progression, and voice.  The language of a given text expresses a great deal of information, not only in the literal expression of the words on the page but also by the manner in which the words are arranged, the ordering of points, and the choice of words and phrases with particular connotations or associations.  When engaging in close reading it is imperative that you read with pen in hand, making careful note of everything that strikes you as significant, arresting, intriguing, or odd.  Only once we have a complete understanding of how a text operates on a sentence level can we responsibly begin to make broader claims about its larger themes or methods.  As you know, this is particularly true of understanding satire.  Here is a basic list of some elements in a text that a good close reading should pay attention to:
· Diction – The specific word choice a writer makes can communicate quite a bit.  Since the English language has a large vocabulary, we can usually choose from among several words that have the same basic meaning (elderly, aged, and old for example).  But notice that very few synonyms have exactly the same shade of meaning: one can be formal, while another is more euphemistic, familiar, sophisticated, or judgmental.  Diction can go a long way toward creating a particular tone, and is closely related to the notion of a piece’s speaker.

· Speaker – Who is doing the talking in a particular text?  What is his or her attitude toward the subject discussed?  How can you tell?  What do we learn about the speaker as the piece progresses?  Is it more than she or he might seem to intend?  Can you tell how reliable or unreliable the speaker’s account is?  Every text has a speaker, and it can be very useful to keep careful track of what that speaker is like.  Some speakers, like the one who tells the Iliad, aren’t present enough to inform much of a reading, but some speakers are absolutely essential to their respective texts, especially in works of satire.

· Structure – How do the ideas and themes of a text present themselves as the narrative unfolds?  Are there any sudden changes or complications as new ideas appear?  Are there any early hints that suggest a significant complication is coming (are you taken by surprise when A Modest Proposal suggests that year-old children are nutritious)?  Taking careful note of how a piece unfolds is of great use in understanding how it works: sudden shifts have serious implications for what a text means, as do those that have been suggested beforehand.

· Irony – Related to structure, this is likely to be very important to any discussion of satire: where do you see some kind of tension in a text, between what is being said and what seems to be meant or between what happens and what you suspect might happen?  How do you know how to take such things?  Satirists often use some kind of underlying tension to let you know what their actual rhetorical aims are and what the object of their criticism is, and finding specific sites where that tension becomes apparent is essential.

· Figurative language and rhetorical devices – Pay attention to any similes, metaphors, symbols, allusions, or otherwise intriguing images.  Do any recur, or do any share certain qualities?  Do they express a common attitude?  How do they work with other aspects of the text to make meaning?             
Close Reading

Close reading is yet another skill that UWS students typically fancy themselves proficient in, but find themselves unable to perform at a college level.  This discrepancy derives largely from differing definitions of the word “close.”  Most incoming students feel that quoting specific parts or moments in a work is close enough.  However, college level close reading requires them to look much more closely at the text, down to the individual meanings of words in most cases.  In addition, academic close reading typically requires a much more thorough synthesis of those details than high school close reading.  The exercises below are designed to encourage students to derive meanings from the word level of texts and to synthesize those local moments of close reading into cohesive and sustained accounts of a work.

Close Reading Exercise #1 – Reading at the Word Level (Ryan Wepler)
Ask students to come to class having identified a passage in the text you are reading—somewhere between five lines and a paragraph long—that they deem interesting, intriguing, or important.  You may also have them choose such a passage during class.  Ask your students to write for four minutes—as expansively as they are able—about the one word (or phrase) that they deem most essential to the meaning of that passage.  Students should primarily seek to demonstrate:

1. how that word (or phrase) lends meaning to the larger passage and 

2. to articulate what those meanings are.  

Follow the writing exercise with a 10-15 minute discussion of students’ findings that models different approaches to the exercise and places these approaches in dialogue.  This exercise gives students practice with two essential close reading skills: analyzing at the word level of a text and writing thoroughly about those small details.

Variation #1 – Courses focusing on visual culture can easily adapt this exercise for their close reading assignments.  Simply replace the prose text with a piece of visual culture and ask students to write about the visual detail that contributes most meaningfully to the entire work (or some portion of it).
Close Reading Exercise #2 – Synthesizing Local Readings (Ryan Wepler)

This exercise requires each student to have prepared a brief close reading of a passage from a larger work in advance.  You can generate these local readings in pre-draft assignments, Close Reading Exercise #1, online forum postings, &c.  The steps for completing the exercise are as follows:

1. Collect a number of students’ local readings in one place, either on the board or on a handout you have prepared in advance.

2. Ask students to read over the collection of different local readings and to write for 5-6 minutes about common themes or ideas they notice in them.

3. Have students to break into groups of 3 or 4.  Assign the groups to look for commonalities in the themes they identified and to turn those common ideas into a thesis statement for a paper they might write using this evidence.  This should take 8-10 minutes.

4. Call on each group to share their thesis—write them on the board—and discuss how they derived their more comprehensive idea from the set of local reading they began with.  A comprehensive discussion of each group’s thesis will likely take 20-25 minutes.  It is possible to curtail this by synthesizing a few of the similar theses in to one that serves as the model for discussion.

5. [optional] After a thesis is written on the board, you might also work on revising it for stronger articulation or greater complexity.

This exercise combines the three primary components of any writing seminar: in class writing, group work, and class discussion.  In addition, it models the thought process by which one arrives at a successful thesis by looking closely at the available evidence and allows the instructor to guide and intervene in this complex process.

Close Reading Exercise #3 – Meta-Close Reading (Ryan Wepler)

Students often do not understand that writing of the type you are asking them to produce is all around them.  Nearly any article that you read in your course will involve moments of close reading.  In order to both motivate and educate students about the process of close reading, ask them to identify moments of close reading in one of the source texts for your course.  The preparation for this exercise can be completed outside of class or during a class session (possibly as an in class writing assignment).  Discuss students’ findings, focusing especially on analyzing the techniques the author of the source text used to produce his or her close readings.  In addition to identifying specific approaches to close reading, this exercise demonstrates for students how careful reading can also be a means of improving their writing.  
