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IB English A: Literature – Year Two (2019-2020) 

Heather Purvis    room 502    hnpurvis@wsfcs.k12.nc.us     If you have questions, please email me. 

Content Notice 
In this college-level course, we read and discuss texts that arise directly from or are inspired by real life.  This may include inequality 
and/or inequity, sexuality and/or gender, violence, race, class, language, blurring (or fixing) of boundaries, etc.  Our reading and 
discussion of these texts may challenge you intellectually and/or emotionally.  If you need, we can discuss how to best deal with 
challenging material. 

Required Texts 
Part 2: Detailed Study 

Brutus, Dennis.  Selected poems. (to be provided) 
Ondaatje, Michael.  Running in the Family. 
Wilde, Oscar.  The Importance of Being Earnest. (the 

three-act version) 

Part 3: Group of Works (Prose: novel and short story) 
Adichie, Chimamanda Ngozi.  Purple Hibiscus. 
Erdrich, Louise.  The Round House. 
Orwell, George.  1984. 
Rushdie, Salman.  Midnight’s Children. 
 

SUMMER ASSIGNMENTS CHECKLIST 
If you have questions about any of the below, it is your responsibility to contact Ms. Purvis well ahead of deadlines. 

 Acquire hard copies (not eBooks) of 1984, Running in the Family, and The Importance of Being Earnest (the three-act 
version).  

o Buy used where you can (perhaps from the outgoing seniors). If you have trouble, let me know before the end 
of the 2018-2019 school year.  You may wish to go ahead and purchase hard copies of the remaining part 3 
texts. 

 Read the following (included): 

o “Literature language/concepts” for terms you should know upon entering senior year (page 6) 

o “Theme” and “IBO SAR notes on theme” for a nuanced address of this term (pages 7-9) 

o “Interacting with Texts” for annotations information, requirements, and rubric (pages 10-13).  This may be 
different from the requirements used in junior year, so make sure to know how you will be scored. 

 Read and annotate Running in the Family. 

 Read and annotate 1984. 

 Complete the comparative essay after reviewing the instructions and rubric (pages 2-3).  This must be typed and 
submitted to www.turnitin.com by the start of school 26 August 2019. (class ID: 20742766; password: parklandhs) 

 Complete the written commentary after reviewing the instructions and rubric (pages 3-5).  This must be handwritten and 
turned in on the first day of class. 

 Bring annotated texts and a hard copy of the essays with you on the first day of class. 

 Be prepared for an assessment on the texts on the first day of class. 

Academic honesty requirements 
All summer assignments are to be your own, independent and authentic work. 

Please note 
• Keep your junior year materials.  We will be using some of them in senior year (the second half of the two-year course). 

• You are required to read and annotate two works over the summer, which means that five works remain (one of which is 
lengthy).  Anything that you can do to get ahead will benefit you. 

• If you need help breaking down the summer work into manageable chunks, please stop by. 

• You have already been added to the class Haiku/PSL page.  This page will be updated once students are assigned an a/b 
day classification. 

mailto:hnpurvis@wsfcs.k12.nc.us
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Comparative essay instructions 
Compare 1984 and EITHER Woman at Point Zero OR Beloved using ONE of the questions below.  This is to be a typed formal, 8th 
edition MLA-formatted paper.  Submit to www.turnitin.com by the start of school 26 August 2019. (class ID: 20742766; 
password: parklandhs). 

• Using at least two works you have studied, show how and to what extent authors have created interesting characters 
whose thoughts remain hidden. 

• Discuss the importance of the journey as an organizing structure in at least two works you have studied. 

• Discuss the means by which authors endeavour to control our sympathy in at least two works you have studied. 

Rubric  
Criteria A, C, D, E are ones you have seen versions of before, but criterion B is new.  See notes below. 

IB Score 0 1 2 3 4 5 

Criterion A: Knowledge and 
understanding 

• How much knowledge and 
understanding has the student 
shown of the works studied in 
relation to the question 
answered? 

[details from text] 

does not 
reach 
standard 

There is some knowledge 
but virtually no 
understanding of the 
works in relation to the 
question answered. 

There is mostly adequate 
knowledge and some 
superficial understanding 
of the works in relation to 
the question answered. 

There is adequate 
knowledge and 
understanding of the 
works in relation to the 
question answered. 

There is good knowledge 
and understanding of the 
works in relation to the 
question answered. 

There is perceptive 
knowledge and 
understanding of the 
works in relation to the 
question answered. 

Criterion B: Response to the question 

• How well has the student 
understood the specific demands 
of the question? 

• To what extent has the student 
responded to these demands? 

• How well have the works been 
compared and contrasted in 
relation to the demands of the 
question? 

does not 
reach 
standard 

The student shows little 
awareness of the main 
implications of the 
question, and ideas are 
mainly irrelevant and/or 
insignificant. There is little 
meaningful comparison of 
the works used in relation 
to the question. 

The student responds to 
some of the main 
implications of the 
question with some 
relevant ideas. There is a 
superficial attempt to 
compare the works used 
in relation to the 
question. 

The student responds to 
most of the main 
implications of the 
question with consistently 
relevant ideas. There is 
adequate comparison of 
the works used in relation 
to the question. 

The student responds to 
the main implications and 
some subtleties of the 
question, with relevant 
and carefully explored 
ideas. The comparison 
makes some evaluation 
of the works used in 
relation to the question. 

The student responds to 
all the implications, as 
well as the subtleties of 
the question, with 
convincing and thoughtful 
ideas. The comparison 
includes an effective 
evaluation of the works in 
relation to the question. 

Criterion C: Appreciation of the 
literary conventions of the genre 

• To what extent does the student 
identify and appreciate the use of 
literary conventions in relation to 
the question and the works used? 

does not 
reach 
standard 

Some literary conventions 
are identified but there is 
limited development 
relevant to the question 
and/or the works used. 

Examples of literary 
conventions are 
sometimes correctly 
identified and developed, 
with some relevance to 
the question and the 
works used. 

Examples of literary 
conventions are 
satisfactorily identified 
and developed, with 
relevance to the question 
and the works used. 

Examples of literary 
conventions are clearly 
identified and effectively 
developed, with 
relevance to the question 
and the works used. 

Examples of literary 
conventions are 
perceptively identified 
and persuasively 
developed, with clear 
relevance to the question 
and the works used. 

Criterion D: Organization and 
development 

• How well organized, coherent 
and developed is the 
presentation of ideas? 

does not 
reach 
standard 

Ideas have little 
organization; there may 
be a superficial structure, 
but coherence and/or 
development are lacking. 

Ideas have some 
organization, with a 
recognizable structure, 
but coherence and 
development are often 
lacking. 

Ideas are adequately 
organized, with a suitable 
structure and attention 
paid to coherence and 
development. 

Ideas are effectively 
organized, with a very 
good structure, 
coherence and 
development. 

Ideas are persuasively 
organized, with excellent 
structure, coherence and 
development. 

Criterion E: Language 

• How clear, varied and accurate is 
the language? 

• How appropriate is the choice of 
register, style and terminology? 
(“Register” refers, in this context, 
to the student’s use of elements 
such as vocabulary, tone, 
sentence structure and 
terminology appropriate to the 
task.) 

does not 
reach 
standard 

Language is rarely clear 
and appropriate; there 
are many errors in 
grammar, vocabulary and 
sentence construction, 
and little sense of register 
and style. 

Language is sometimes 
clear and carefully 
chosen; grammar, 
vocabulary and sentence 
construction are fairly 
accurate, although errors 
and inconsistencies are 
apparent; the register and 
style are to some extent 
appropriate to the task. 

Language is clear and 
carefully chosen, with an 
adequate degree of 
accuracy in grammar, 
vocabulary and sentence 
construction despite 
some lapses; register and 
style are mostly 
appropriate to the task. 

Language is clear and 
carefully chosen, with a 
good degree of accuracy 
in grammar, vocabulary 
and sentence 
construction; register and 
style are consistently 
appropriate to the task. 

Language is very clear, 
effective, carefully chosen 
and precise, with a high 
degree of accuracy in 
grammar, vocabulary and 
sentence construction; 
register and style are 
effective and appropriate 
to the task. 

Rubric notes 

• “Adequate” performance indicates a reasonable fulfillment of the criterion.  It is not a pejorative term. 

• Criterion A: Any proposals (understanding) must be accompanied by specific textual evidence/details. Assertions without 
evidence do not meet the requirements of displaying “knowledge and understanding.” 

• Criterion B: Comparison is a must.  Evaluation (levels 4-5) indicates comparison but also how successfully each author 
uses the convention in the work. 

• Criterion C should be interpreted to mean conventions operate together to provide a sense of the texts as indicative of 
their genre (i.e. treat drama like drama).  Style is not a separate entity and literary elements work together, not 
separately, to produce effects. Essays should be an analysis, not a summary or paraphrase, of the texts. 
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• Criterion D: Five-paragraph essays will score at most a level 3.  This criterion also scores the fluency of example 
incorporation into the text. 

• Criterion E (see also note for written commentary assignment): The general rule is: levels 1-2 are awarded with errors 
affect meaning; level 3 is awarded when errors are persistent but do not affect meaning (though do affect impact); level 4 
indicates command of the language; level 5 indicates command of language accompanied by lively language or language 
risks. 

 

 

 

Written commentary instructions 
Write a commentary on ONE of the subsequent texts (option one OR option two).  You should only address what is on the page.  
This should be legibly handwritten. 

Rubric 

IB Mark Band 0 1 2 3 4 5 

Criterion A: Understanding and 
interpretation 
• How well does the student’s 

interpretation reveal understanding of 
the thought and feeling of the 
passage? 

• How well are ideas supported by 
references to the passage? 

does not 
reach 
standard 

There is basic 
understanding of the 
passage but virtually no 
attempt at 
interpretation and few 
references to the 
passage. 

There is some 
understanding of the 
passage, with a 
superficial attempt at 
interpretation and some 
appropriate references 
to the passage. 

There is adequate 
understanding of the 
passage, demonstrated 
by an interpretation that 
is supported by 
appropriate references 
to the passage. 

There is very good 
understanding of the 
passage, demonstrated 
by sustained 
interpretation 
supported by well-
chosen references to the 
passage. 

There is excellent 
understanding of the 
passage, demonstrated 
by persuasive 
interpretation 
supported by effective 
references to the 
passage. 

Criterion B: Appreciation of the writer’s 
choices 
• To what extent does the analysis show 

appreciation of how the writer’s 
choices of language, structure, 
technique and style shape meaning? 

does not 
reach 
standard 

There are few 
references to, and no 
analysis or appreciation 
of, the ways in which 
language, structure, 
technique and style 
shape meaning. 

There is some mention, 
but little analysis or 
appreciation, of the 
ways in which language, 
structure, technique and 
style shape meaning. 

There is adequate 
analysis and 
appreciation of the ways 
in which language, 
structure, technique and 
style shape meaning. 

There is very good 
analysis and 
appreciation of the ways 
in which language, 
structure, technique and 
style shape meaning. 

There is excellent 
analysis and 
appreciation of the ways 
in which language, 
structure, technique and 
style shape meaning. 

Criterion C: Organization and development 
• How well organized, coherent and 

developed is the presentation of 
ideas? 

does not 
reach 
standard 

Ideas have little 
organization; there may 
be a superficial 
structure, but coherence 
and development are 
lacking. 

Ideas have some 
organization, with a 
recognizable structure; 
coherence and 
development are often 
lacking. 

Ideas are adequately 
organized, with a 
suitable structure; some 
attention is paid to 
coherence and 
development. 

Ideas are effectively 
organized, with very 
good structure, 
coherence and 
development. 

Ideas are persuasively 
organized, with 
excellent structure, 
coherence and 
development. 

Criterion D: Language 
• How clear, varied and accurate is the 

language? 
• How appropriate is the choice of 

register, style and terminology? 
(“Register” refers, in this context, to 
the student’s use of elements such as 
vocabulary, tone, sentence structure 
and terminology appropriate to the 
commentary.) 

does not 
reach 
standard 

Language is rarely clear 
and appropriate; there 
are many errors in 
grammar, vocabulary 
and sentence 
construction, and little 
sense of register and 
style. 

Language is sometimes 
clear and carefully 
chosen; grammar, 
vocabulary and sentence 
construction are fairly 
accurate, although 
errors and 
inconsistencies are 
apparent; the register 
and style are to some 
extent appropriate to 
the commentary. 

Language is clear and 
carefully chosen, with an 
adequate degree of 
accuracy in grammar, 
vocabulary and sentence 
construction despite 
some lapses; register 
and style are mostly 
appropriate to the 
commentary. 

Language is clear and 
carefully chosen, with a 
good degree of accuracy 
in grammar, vocabulary 
and sentence 
construction; register 
and style are 
consistently appropriate 
to the commentary. 

Language is very clear, 
effective, carefully 
chosen and precise, with 
a high degree of 
accuracy in grammar, 
vocabulary and sentence 
construction; register 
and style are effective 
and appropriate to the 
commentary. 

Rubric notes 
 

• “Adequate” performance indicates a reasonable fulfillment of the criterion.  It is not a pejorative term. 

• Criterion A: “Understanding” is demonstrated by a reasonable suggestion of meaning of text supported by textual details; 
“interpretation” should be rooted in solid level of understanding but may vary otherwise. 

• Criterion B: “Analysis” is an unpacking of references selected to demonstrate the literary features, while “appreciation” 
evaluates the effects of those.  Merely identifying features is neither analysis nor appreciation. 

• Criterion C: Structure of essay should reflect the interpretation developed and show clear links between ideas expressed 
and examples provided. 

• Criterion D (see note for comparative essay assignment also): The primary demand is clear and meaningful 
communication; which is characterized by accurate and precise word choice, precise and varied syntax, and concision and 
clarity. 
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Option 1 
 
[This has been removed for copyright reasons.  You should have a hard copy of this passage.  If not, go to 
the Haiku/PSL page for the class.] 
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Option 2 
 
[This has been removed for copyright reasons.  You should have a hard copy of this passage.  If not, go to 
the Haiku/PSL page for the class.] 
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Literature language/concepts (terminology) 
You should know and be able to use, apply, analyze, and evaluate the use of the terms on this list.  If you need help, see the Lexicon 
on Haiku/PSL.  Bolded terms may be introduced in senior year.  Terms not listed here may also be introduced. 

• act 

• allegory 

• alliteration 

• allusion 

• ambiguity 

• anachronism/ 
anachronous 

• analepsis 

• analogy 

• analysis 

• anaphora 

• anecdote 

• antagonist 

• antihero 

• apostrophe 

• approximate rhyme 

• archaism 

• aside 

• assonance 

• atmosphere 

• autobiography 

• bildungsroman 

• blank verse 

• cacophony 

• caesura 

• character 

• character arc 

• characterization 

• cliché  

• climax 

• close reading 

• closed couplet 

• colloquial 

• conflict 

• connotation 

• consonance 

• context 

• convention 

• couplet 

• criticism 

• culture 

• curtain line 

• denotation 

• denouement  

• dialect 

• dialogue 

• diction 

• double entendre 

• drama 

• dramatic poetry 

• dynamic character 

• dystopia  

• end rhyme 

• end-stopped lines 

• ellipses 

• enjambment 

• epigraph  

• epilogue  

• epiphany 

• euphony 

• exposition 

• falling action 

• figurative language 

• figures of speech 

• fixed form [poetry] 

• flashback 

• flat character 

• foil 

• foot 

• foreshadowing 

• form 

• fourth wall 

• free verse 

• Freytag’s pyramid 

• genre 

• hyperbole 

• idiom 

• image 

• imagery 

• internal rhyme 

• intertextuality 

• irony [all forms] 

• juxtaposition 

• lexicon 

• lighting 

• lyric [poem] 

• metafiction 

• metaphor 

• metatext 

• meter 

• metonymy 

• monologue 

• mood 

• motif 

• motivation 

• narrative 

• narrator 

• neologism 

• onomatopoeia 

• open form poetry 

• oxymoron 

• pace/pacing 

• paradox 

• parallelism 

• paraphrase 

• parody 

• personification 

• perspective 

• play 

• plot 

• poetry 

• point of view  

• portmanteau words 

• postmodernism 

• prolespsis 

• prologue 

• prop 

• prose  

• protagonist 

• pun 

• quatrain 

• realism 

• relativism 

• repetition 

• rhyme 

• rhyme scheme 

• rhythm 

• rising action 

• romanticism 

• round character 

• run-on lines 

• satire 

• scene 

• set 

• setting 

• simile 

• soliloquy 

• sonnet 

• stage 

• stage business 

• stage directions 

• stanza 

• static character 

• stock character 

• stream of 

consciousness 

• stress 

• structure 

• style 

• subplot 

• subtext 

• suspense 

• suspension of disbelief 

• symbol 

• synecdoche 

• syntax 

• technique 

• theme 

• tone 

• understatement 

• verisimilitude 

• villain 

 

 

New terms (you’ll need to 

add new terms as we 

encounter them): 

• ____________________ 

• ____________________ 

• ____________________ 

• ____________________ 

• ____________________ 

• ____________________ 

• ____________________ 

• ____________________ 

• ____________________ 

• ____________________ 

• ____________________ 

• ____________________ 

• ____________________ 

• ____________________ 

• ____________________ 

• ____________________ 

• ____________________ 

• ____________________ 

• ____________________ 

• ____________________ 

• ____________________ 
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THEME 
 

 
Source 1:  
Harmon, William and C. Hugh Holman.  A Handbook to Literature.  7th ed.  Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1996.  518.  Print. 
 

A central idea.  In nonfiction prose it may be thought of as the general topic of discussion, the subject of the discourse, the THESIS.  In 
poetry, fiction, and drama it is the abstract concept that is made concrete through representation in person, action, and image.  No 
proper theme is simply a subject or an activity.  Both theme and thesis imply a subject and a predicate of some kind – not just vice in 
general, say, but some such proposition as “Vice seems more interesting than virtue but turns out to be destructive.”  “Human 
wishes” is a topic or subject; the “vanity of human wishes” is a theme. 

 
 
Source2 (emphasis added):  
Meyer, Michael, ed. The Bedford Introduction to Literature: Reading, Thinking, Writing. 6th ed. Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2002. 247-

250.  Print. 
 

First distinguish between the theme of a story and its subject.  They are not equivalents.  Many stories share identical subjects, 
such as fate, death, innocence, youth, loneliness, racial prejudice, and disillusionment.  Yet each story usually makes its own 
statement about the subject and expresses some view of life. 

There is no single, absolute way of expressing a work’s theme, but this does not mean that any interpretation is valid.  To be 
valid, the statement of theme should be responsive to the details of the story. 

Sometimes readers too hastily conclude that a story’s theme always consists of a moral, some kind of lesson that is dramatized 
by the various elements of the work.  There are stories that do this; most stories, however, do not include such direct caveats about 
the conduct of life.  A tendency to look for a lesson in a story can produce a reductive and inaccurate formulation of its theme.  Many 
good stories go beyond traditional moral values to explore human behavior instead of condemning or endorsing it.  We must be 
willing to explore with the author the issues set before us. 
 
There is no precise formula for determining theme, but you can use strategies to help.  Apply these pointers during a second of third 
reading: 

1. Pay attention to the title of the story.  It often provides a lead to a major symbol (Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird) or to the 
subject around which the theme develops (Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment). 

2. Look for details in the story that have potential for symbolic meanings.  Careful consideration of names, places, objects, 
minor characters, and incidents can lead you to the central meaning.  Be especially attentive to elements you did not 
understand on the first reading. 

3. Decide whether the protagonist changes or develops some important insight as a result of the action.  Carefully examine 
any generalizations the protagonist or narrator makes about the events in the story. 

4. When you formulate the theme of the story in your own words, write it down in one or two complete sentences that make 
some point about the subject matter.  Revenge may be the subject of the story, but its theme should make a statement 
about revenge: “Instead of providing satisfaction, revenge defeats the best in one’s self” is on possibility. 

5. Be certain that your expression of the theme is a generalized statement rather than a specific description of particular 
people, places, and incidents. 

Contrast the preceding statement on revenge with this too-specific one: “In Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter, 
Chillingworth loses his humanity owing to his single-minded attempts to punish Dimmesdale for fathering a child with 
Chillingworth’s wife, Hester.” 

Be sure that your theme doesn’t just focus on one aspect of the story. 
The theme just stated relegates Hester to the status of minor character.  What is says about Chillingworth is true, but 
the statement is incomplete as a generalization about the novel. 

6. Be wary of using clichés as a way of stating theme.  They tend to short-circuit ideas instead of generating them.  It may be 
tempting to resort to something like “Love is blind” as a statement of theme in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream; 
however, even the slightest second thought reveals how much more ambiguous the events in that story present the idea of 
love. 

7. Be aware that some stories emphasize theme less than others.  Stories that have as their major purpose adventure, humor, 
mystery, or terror may have little or no theme.  In Poe’s “The Pit and the Pendulum,” for example, the protagonist is not 
used to condemn torture; instead, he becomes a sensitive gauge to measure the pain and horror he endures at the hands 
of his captors. 

 
Most important:  The process is what is valuable.  Describing the theme should not be a way to consume a story, to be done with it.  It 
is a means of clarifying our thinking about what we’ve read and probably felt intuitively. 
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Source 3:  
Kennedy, X.J. and Dana Gioia, ed.   Literature: An Introduction to Fiction, Poetry, and Drama. 9th ed.  New York: Pearson Longman, 2005. 

Print. 
 

In a story we have read with understanding and enjoyment, we often recognize the major theme intuitively.  But how do we 
express that often slightly vague recognition in clear language? 

Rapidly jot down a list of everything you associate with the central point of the story.  After completing your list, circle the two or 
three most important points and then try to combine them into a short sentence. 

Once you have clearly and concisely stated the central theme, it will be easy to relate particular details of the story to it.  If other 
elements do not demonstrate some connection to your theme, you might want to reevaluate your summation.  Is there some 
important aspect you have missed?  Or have you put some secondary idea into the theme?  There is no shame in starting over.  
Recognizing our own mistakes is an important step in critical thinking. 

 
 
Source 4:   
Murfin, Ross and Supryia M. Ray.  The Bedford Glossary of Critical and Literary Terms. 2nd ed.  Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2003.  479. Print. 
 

Not simple the subject of a literary work, but rather a statement that the text seems to be making about that subject.  The 
statement can be (and often was, in older literature) moral, or even a moral or lesson; in more modern works, the theme may 
emanate from an unmoralized, or less obviously moral, perspective. 

Theme is distinguished from motif, a term that usually refers to a unifying element in an artistic work, especially any recurrent 
image, symbol, character type, subject, or narrative detail.  In a broader sense, motif can even refer to any recurrent theme that helps 
to unify a given work of literature. 

Example:  The subject of a work might be suffering.  The theme, depending on the view of the individual author, might be that 
suffering is in God’s plan and should therefore simply be accepted – or that it is a drain on an individual’s spirit or mind and should 
therefore be avoided at all costs. 

 
 

IB SAR notes on THEME 
(updated 27 April 2017) 

UNDERSTANDING TERMINOLOGY IS IMPORTANT: 

• Terms and phrases should be understood, rather than simply deployed, by candidates. Many use literary words without a full 
understanding of their meaning, their use and their effect. The terms ‘symbol’ and ‘THEME’ are overused and misunderstood by 
many. (May 2016 tz1, HL p1) 

• Terms and phrases should be meaningful to candidates. The use of features like tone, symbol and motif, especially, need to be 
treated precisely. Candidates need to understand what it actually means to “symbolize” or “be a THEME” and this needs to be 
demonstrated in commentary.  (May 2013 tz1, HL p1) 

• Candidates should be encouraged to ensure that they understand the meaning of the words ‘THEME’ and ‘tone’, both of which 
are frequently misused. Not every idea is a ‘THEME’ (May 2016 tz2, HL p1; May 2015 tz2, HL p1; and May 2013 tz2, HL p1) 

• …imprecise vocabulary and/or ideas (e.g. confusing afflicted and inflicted), which at its worst became merely silly or lazy 
statements such as “the poem presents the THEME of life” (May 2012 tz1, HL p1) 

WHAT THEME IS (OR IS NOT): 

• The term ‘THEME’ is frequently misused to mean subject, motif or idea. (May 2016 tz2, HL p2) 

• Teach THEME not as single words (love, death, illusion etc.) but as the treatment of that element in each work (the redemptive 
power of love, the lure of death as escape, the retreat into illusion as a form of protection). (May 2016 tz2, SL p2) 

• Very few THEMEs can be identified in a single word or phrase, such as ‘death’ or ‘appearance versus reality’. These are subject 
areas or elements, but a THEME is not clear until the stance on the element is stated. So, ‘the American Dream’ is not a THEME. It is 
the subject or topic that a work may treat, but the THEME identifies the treatment, such as ‘the power of the American Dream to 
inspire but also to destroy those who follow it blindly’. (Even the term “American Dream’ needs defining as it is quite a different 
thing for many characters.)   (May 2014 tz2, HL p2) 

• If literary terms are not understood then the candidates will inevitably not receive good marks for criteria A, B or C. One 
particular pervasive problem is the use of the word “THEME”. “Love”, “death”, “power” are not THEMEs; they are subjects that are 
being written about. The THEME is what the writer is conveying about these subjects; for example, that too much power leads to 
corruption or that possessive maternal love can ruin a child‘s life. Other terms that are often misunderstood are symbolism (Jane 
Eyre is not the symbol of a child: she is a child), foreshadowing, tension and tone. (May 2012 tz1, SL p2) 



9 
 

• A larger problem arose with the treatment of the term “idea”. Many candidates seemed to think that an idea could be stated in a 
single word, such as in the sentence “This play deals with the ideas of love and power.” “Idea” in this sense seems to be regarded 
in the same way that too many candidates regard “THEME” as in the sentence “The THEMEs of this play are love, power and 
gender conflict.” So far the reader has not heard any idea, only topics. An idea, like a THEME, requires a stance on the matter of 
love or power or gender conflict. The ideas concerning love in Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? are not the same as those in 
Medea although they both deal with the topics of love, power and gender conflict. (November 2012, SL p2) 

ADDRESSING THEME: 

• General allusion to themes studied in class might well have significance to the candidates who know what they were taught 
about ‘the American Dream’, ‘the power theme’ or ‘the appearance and reality theme’ but to gain full credit here some 
extension to demonstrate to the examiner exactly what is understood by such terms and how such matters are presented in the 
texts is necessary. (May 2016 tz1, SL p2) 

• Teachers are reminded that the distinction between Art and Life is one that should be borne in mind, and attention almost 
always focused on matters of literary craft and the presentation of events, character and THEMES rather than the extent to which 
they feel recognisable or otherwise to the student. (May 2014 tz1, HL WA) 

• The majority of papers tended to concentrate on THEME or character: however, the focus on how techniques established these 
was not revealed. Only a minority attempted to discuss how other features generate meaning. (May 2014 tz1, HL WA) 

• …too often candidates seemed to be arbitrarily finding three things to talk about or arbitrarily linking a feature to a THEME rather 
than spending some time thinking about the possible answer to the question (May 2014 tz1, HL p2) 

• Many candidates claimed that the text conveyed ‘the THEME of memory’ or ‘the THEME of cultural identity’ or ‘the THEME of 
childhood’ without going much further in explaining how that concept applied. (May 2013 tz2, HL p1) 

• Thematic studies can work, but only if the all too frequent rehearsal of a recurring idea about death, disillusionment, unrequited 
love, and the like is moved into a consideration of how such THEMEs are constructed and used by the writer. Many, many 
Assignment Ones simply re-described instances of the THEME and how it was different and similar in two works with the obvious 
conclusion: this THEME occurs in both works.  (May 2012 tz1, HL WA) 

• A common characteristic in this criterion was for candidates to offer a paraphrase or explication of the passage with, perhaps, a 
focus on characterization or THEME. True analysis of language was often woefully absent. (May 2012 tz1, HL IA) 

• Candidates who used a “rote checklist” approach (ie. listing in the introduction that “THEME, symbolism, diction…. etc.” will be 
key features to be examined, and sticking rigidly to this formula) often “could not see the wood for the trees” as a result, and 
failed to link literary effects to the meaning of the passage. (May 2012 tz1, HL p1) 

• However, many still seemed determined to detect a “THEME” (see previous re the misuse of this word), “message” or “hidden 
meaning” in the passage, hastily jumping to a premature conclusion based upon one or two minor points, and from there 
developing a whole thesis which imposed an interpretation regardless of anything which failed to fit their thesis and, in so doing, 
severely impeding their ability to show an understanding of the passage. To quote one examiner: “Linking their ideas to the 
actual text should become a rule. Every time an idea is proposed a question must always be answered first: ‘Where in the text?’ 
If it cannot be answered then the candidate has to rethink or rephrase the idea.” (May 2012 tz2, HL p1) 

• A common pattern was for the candidate to identify a THEME or issue in a play, and then assert that this makes us think, rather 
than attempting to show what it is in the dramatic writing that stimulates thought. (May 2012 tz2, HL p2) 

• Avoid formulaic openings listing a “THEME: and (often three) “devices”, frequently ignored thereafter. (May 2012 tz2, SL p1) 

 

 

tz1 Time zone 1 
tz2 Time zone 2 
HL Higher level 
SL Standard level 
p1 Paper 1 
WA Written assignment 
p2 Paper 2 
IA Internal assessment 
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Interacting with Text: Close Reading and Annotation (Updated April 2018) 

Why is marking a text indispensable to reading it? 

• First, it keeps you awake – not merely conscious, but wide awake. 

• Second, reading, if it is active, is thinking, and thinking tends to express itself in words, spoken or written. The person who 
says he knows what he thinks but cannot express it usually does not know what he thinks. 

• Third, writing your reactions down helps you to remember the thoughts of the author. 

As you read and reread, your annotations will become more and more detailed; eventually, they will lead to your own 
interpretation of the work.  Annotation is a discrete skill, and like any skill, it takes significant practice to hone your ability to the 
point of acquiring expertise. 

Before Reading 

• Examine the front and back cover of the text.  Where you have a .pdf, find images online. 

• Read the title and any subtitles. 

• Examine the illustrations, the print (bold, italic, etc.), the way the text is set up. 

• Write any questions, and make predictions and/or connections near these parts of the text. 

During Reading 

Look for CONTENT (plot, character, characterization, setting, theme) as well as STYLE (atmosphere, diction, imagery, tone, irony, 
structure/form, etc.) 

What should you annotate? 

The possibilities are limitless. Keep in mind the reasons we annotate. Your annotations must include comments (evidence of 
thinking).  Consider: 

• Ask questions.  You need to try to answer them as well. 

• Comment on the actions or development of a character. Does the character change? Why? How? The result? 

• Comment on lines / quotations you think are especially significant, powerful, or meaningful. 

• Express agreement or disagreement. 

• Summarize key events. Make predictions. 

• Make connections: to other places in the text or to other texts. 

• Note if you experience an epiphany. [the Aha! moment] 

• Note anything you would like to discuss or do not understand. 

• Note how the author uses style (literary devices, rhetorical devices) and any significance (effects).  Most of these can 
apply to any genre. 

o diction (word choice) and syntax 
(sentence structure) 

o whole text structure / narrative pace / 
time / order of sequence of events 

o point of view / perspective / narrator 
type and reliability 

o repetition of words, phrases, actions, 
events, patterns 

o contrasts / contradictions / 
juxtapositions / shifts 

o culture and context 
 

o irony 
o allusions 
o figurative language 
o motifs  
o tone 
o mood / atmosphere 
o imagery 
o theme(s) 
o setting 
o symbol 
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• For drama, note how the author deals with features specific to performance: 
o lighting 
o set design 
o costumes and/or make-up 
o props 
o entrances and exits 

o sub-text 
o time frame 
o blocking 
o stage business 

 

• For poetry, note how the author deals with form as well as content: 
o structure (whole and part) 
o fixed vs. open form 
o stanza 
o meter 
o rhyme and rhythm 

o sound 
o lyric vs. narrative poetry 
o enjambment vs. end-stopped lines 
o caesura 

The most common complaint about annotating is that it slows down your reading. Yes, it does. That’s the point. If annotating as 
you read annoys you or feels awkward, read a chapter/scene/part, then go back and annotate. Reading a text a second time is 
preferable anyway. 

HOW do you annotate?   

You need to develop a system that works for you (within the grading guidelines). Effective annotating is both economical and 
consistent. The techniques are almost limitless, but below are some suggestions. 

Marking and note-taking suggestions: 

• As chapter or sections [or scenes] end, stop to index page numbers on your front cover list of character information 
and traits as well as on your back cover list of themes, images, allusions, etc. 

• Do underlining as you read and side margin notes as you finish a page or two. 

• Use one color ink to do initial marking while reading; then go back with another color or colors to mark more 
thoroughly once you have finished a larger section, have had time to think about it, and are able to see development 
of images, etc., more clearly. 

• Complete a brief chapter/scene/part summary after you read the whole section.  Supply an instructive title for each 
chapter/scene/part of the text. 

• Note all shifts in point of view. Note all shifts in time. Note all shifts in diction and syntax. 

Some techniques: 

• comments - in the margins, or between or within lines of text 

• shapes (circles, boxes, triangles, clouds) – around words and phrases, specifically those that are unusual or inventive; 
characters, upon initial introductions; setting components; symbol; motif (You could also do this with color.) 

• lines/arrows - connect words, phrases, ideas, shapes, etc. 

• underline - USE THIS METHOD SPARINGLY. Underline only a few words. Always combine with another method such as 
comment. Never underline an entire passage. Doing so takes too much time and loses effectiveness.  

• brackets/vertical bars – Use in place of underlining large chunks of text.  Use with comments/analysis. 

• highlight/color-mark - If you highlight everything (or everything in the same color), nothing will stand out.  Mark with 
a different color each type of image, image pattern, or motif that is predominant in the passage. Carefully examine 
what is occurring within, prior to, and following the passage.  Create a key for your color-marking. 

Some abbreviations/symbols: 

You are welcome to use these, but you are also welcome to come up with your own system. 

b/c because ! surprising elements or those of major importance 
+ and ? confusing items or ones you have questions about 
w/ with (w/o = without) C characterization 
e.g. for example (ex. = example) S setting 
dev't development D diction 
* important (** for increased importance) FL flashback 
 use to point to exact location CX climax 
◆ change TH development of theme 
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Final thoughts on annotation 
While the amount of annotation may vary widely from page to page, any notes you add to a text will help you to read more 
critically.  The process of annotation and text interaction also doesn’t end when you’ve finished reading the text.  You can, and 
should, add notes from class discussion, etc. 

After Reading 

• Reread annotations – draw conclusions 

• Reread introduction and conclusion – try to figure out something new 

• Examine: patterns / repetitions / contradictions; determine possible meanings [HOW and WHY]. 

• Determine what the title might mean 

• If you color-marked or highlighted, is one color predominant? Why? 

 
 

Annotation: Passage vs. whole text 
Passage annotations are far more detailed than whole text annotations.  They focus on all significant devices and are usually 
color-marked.  They lead to a specific type of analysis: commentary.   

If you were to try to annotate a whole text in the same way you annotate a passage of 50-70 lines, you would exhaust yourself 
before you finished the first chapter.  Don’t do that.  Focus on what is most significant to you.  It will make your job of writing 
essays down the road much easier because you will have personalized your reading. 

For a whole text, it would be helpful to: 

• FIRST, read the first chapter/scene/part without marking anything.  This will give you a good idea of the basics of the 
author’s style.   

• Select the most significant literary device (imagery, diction that contributes to tone, structure, etc.).  Choose the one 
that stands out to you the most (because you’ll notice it more easily throughout). 

• Highlight that one literary device throughout the text.  Focus on the development over time.  There will be sections 
with a lot of highlighting and sections with little to none. 

• If, while you are reading, you decide you want to change literary devices; that’s okay, too.  Do it in a different color, so 
you can better track it. 

For a passage, it would be helpful to: 

• Read the whole passage, and determine its meaning or main idea (the “what” / claim) 

• Select the most significant literary features that convey/develop/enhance the main idea.  Create a key and color-mark 
all instances of those devices (the “how” / support). 

• Identify some EFFECTS of the devices (analysis).  How do they influence our interpretation of the main idea? 

• Develop a thesis statement as if you were writing an essay about just this passage. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CONTINUE READING 
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Instructions for Annotations (Updated April 2018) 
For the sake of standardization of annotating for class and for grading purposes, you should follow this format: 

 

Inside Front 
Cover* 

Character list (include page they first appear) with small space for character summary and for page 
references for key scenes, moments of character development, etc. 

Inside Back Cover1 Significant literary features. List and add page references and / or notes as you read.  If you highlight 
specific devices in specific colors, put your key here. 

Bottom and Side 
Page Margins 

Underlining/brackets, highlights, stars, arrows, exclamation marks, etc. – done during or after reading.  
Interpretive notes, questions, and / or remarks that refer to meaning of the page. Markings or notes to tie 
in with information on the inside back cover.   

Top Margins  Important significant passages or plot events—a quick few words or phrases that explain (useful for quick 
location of passages in discussion and for writing assignments).  Every page will not necessarily be 
marked. 

Each ¼ of text Passage annotation: Choose the most significant† section (approximately two pages) in each fourth of the 
text (for a total of four).  Heavily annotate it, addressing ALL the important literary features.  On a Post-It 
sticking slightly out of the outer margin, identify your color-coding key and write a thesis statement for the 
passage. 

 
Examples are available on Haiku.  
 

Grading 
The text(s) must be read and annotated before class begins.  Your copies of the works will be collected and graded.  Grades 
will be based on thoroughness, clarity, neatness, and apparent effort (“apparent effort” because I will obviously not read all 
notes on every page of everyone’s text).  See the rubric below.  You must satisfy all criteria within a certain band to receive 
that mark.   Thoroughly review your annotations and this rubric before submitting for a score. 

 

A “0” grade is earned if a student completes no annotations for a particular text. 

A basic (“F”) annotation includes markings generally throughout with little to no commentary. 

A superficial (“D”) annotation includes markings and written commentary generally throughout. 

An adequate (“C”) annotation includes all of the characteristics of a “D” annotation, AND: 

• Markings and written commentary throughout most of the text 

• One passage annotation, with thesis statement, in the first ¼ of text 

• Inside covers listed, but not commented upon 

A very good (“B”) annotation includes all of the characteristics of a “C” annotation, AND: 

• Markings and written commentary throughout the entire text 

• One passage annotation, with thesis statement, in the second ¼ of text 

• One passage annotation, with thesis statement, in the third ¼ of text 

• One inside cover complete; the other listed, but not commented upon 

An excellent (“A”) annotation includes all of the characteristics of a “B” annotation, AND: 

• Markings and written commentary throughout the entire text; colors and symbols correspond with back 
cover 

• One passage annotation, with thesis statement, in the last ¼ of text 

• Inside covers complete and thorough 

                                                           
* You can also do this on paper first and then affix (with tape or glue) to your book’s cover before you turn it in. 
† There is no “correct” section of most significance.  It’s all about what you can support. 
 

Excerpted and adapted from: Birnbaum, Barbara. “How to Annotate a Text.”  Ms. B’s Classroom.  Barbara Birnbaum.  Web. 16 May 2011. 


