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Highlight: a line revealing the speaker’s identity/position/
reliability. 
Write: “The speaker is ___; we can tell because ___.” 
 
 

Highlight: a sentence showing what the writer is trying to do 
(warn/justify/criticize/persuade/complicate). 
Write: “The purpose is to ___ so that ___.” 
 
Highlight: direct address OR assumptions about the reader 
OR who would agree/disagree 
Write: “The audience is likely ___ because ___.” 
 
 
Highlight: time/place clues, situation, references that anchor 
what’s happening. 
Write: “Context: ___, which matters because ___.” 
 
 

Highlight: the pressure/problem/tension that sparked the 
text (the “why now?”). 
Write: “The exigence is __; it pushes the writer to ___.” 
 
 
 
 
 

Highlight: two notable authorial choice (repetition, contrast, 
imagery, syntax shift, irony, structure, etc.). 
Write: “[CHOICE]  — creates __ / pushes the reader to _.” 
 
 
 
STAR: the two strongest logos / ethos / pathos moment you 
can find 
Write: “Appeal: ___ — it works by ___.” 
 
 
 
CIRCLE: words/phrases that reveal a specific attitude 
(sarcastic, detached, anxious, admiring, scornful, etc.). 
Write: “Tone is ___ here; it shifts when ___.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

This passage is excerpted from an essay by Carl Phillips, an 
American poet and writer, and was is published on a website 
produced by the Academy of American Poets. 
 
Writing has always been for me an entirely private act — I don’t 
share poems with other writers, I’ve no particular interest in 
having my work workshopped. Writing is one of the few spaces 
where I can be alone and not be questioned as to why or how I 
choose to be myself. Reading has also been that, from the start. I 
think it’s true to say that, through childhood, the one thing I most 
looked forward to was being permitted to go upstairs to my 
room and read. Partly it was the privacy itself, but also the 
chance to see — in books — that it was okay not to love 
baseball, a boy could lose his dog and cry about it, and often 
enough there was fantasy, to show that nothing could be called 
impossible. It turns out, of course, that there are some limits to 
possibility; but childhood seems the right time not to know this. 
Books confirm at the least anyone’s right to dream. 
 
In the course of reading, a taste gets shaped — for what appeals 
or doesn’t. And a writer’s aesthetic set of principles guiding the 
work of a particular artist gets not so much shaped as informed. 
I’ve learned as much about writing from what I don’t enjoy as 
from what I do. Even as joy is understandable finally only after 
its opposite, too, is known. Moreover, it is by extended 
acquaintance with both pleasure and pain that we begin to 
grasp the notion of degrees. And so it is with reading, whereby 
the self and the writing that comes from that self acquire both 
dimension and resonance, by the steady increase of which we 
win the right to exercise that lately suspect thing, authority. We 
do have the right to an opinion because it comes from more than 
ourselves, from a self that understands its own context within the 
history of being human, and within that of the literature by 
which we express being human. 
 
To have read Homer’s Iliad* is not the same as having seen 
combat. That is, it would not be enough, only to read—that 
would be experiencing everything via another’s experience. 
Equally, it would be inadequate to know the world only through 
one’s own actual encounters with it. So, balance is important. It 
is hard to believe that Emily Dickinson** never came across the 
subject of death in her reading; and certainly she had seen more 
than her share of dying by time she could say — and mean — “I 
like a look of agony.”

* an Ancient Greek epic poem about the Trojan War, likely written around 800 BCE 
** 19th-century American poet who wrote more than 500 poems on the topic of death 



 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Range is important. Often, young poets want most to know 
which poets they should be reading — and yet, any poet worth 
reading probably read everything that came to hand, out of that 
insatiable desire to know, that curiosity that makes us want to 
grapple with the irresolvable and memorable and transcribe it 
in lines. 
 
What I most remember of deep winter 1983 is that I read all of 
John Milton’s*** prose and poetry (in English, anyway) and — 
yes, from cover to cover — The Joy of Cooking. Some small part 
of a self is surely changed for having learned the best method 
for skinning a squirrel and having read the Areopagitica**** in 
roughly the same space of time. 
 
Everything counts. I’ve no intention of canceling my 
subscription to People magazine any more than I’d stop getting 
the New York Times each morning. 
 
I don’t think there are any “shoulds” in the case of reading — 
that would lead to the usual thorniness of literary canons. Sure, I 
find it difficult to imagine writing — or indeed reading in an 
informed manner — without knowledge of classical mythology, 
say, or some grounding in the Old Testament; but another might 
say as much about the Bhagavad-Gita******, which I have yet to 
read. 
 
There is nothing wrong with asking for reading suggestions, so 
long as that request doesn’t really mask a desire to have a sort of 
blueprint provided — an instinct that I fear writing programs 
tend to encourage, perhaps unintentionally: this notion that 
there is a “way,”— a structured means by which to become a 
writer, as if officially. As I say to my students, craft is teachable, 
vision is not. To read is to get a sense of the many ways in which 
vision has manifested itself in the past and continues to do so. 
We are wasting our time, though, if we believe that we shall 
thereby gain access to our own vision. 
 
Also, asking what to read in order to be a good writer is rather 
like asking someone, “What should I do, in order to know life 
well?” The answer is obvious, to me at least: do all that you can 
do and care to do. Thankfully, there’s no one model for any of 
this — it leaves the possibilities refreshingly, thrillingly wide 
open.

*** 17th-century English poet and author 
**** 1644 work by John Milton defending freedom of speech 
***** group of authors or works generally deemed by a consensus of scholars and    t 
t          teachers to be worthy of study 
****** well-known Hindu scripture, likely written around 200 BCE


