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Bottleneck Junction: Grasping the Etherealness of Analysis 

 

 While there are some who would argue that the need for the humanities in higher learning 

is declining as our world shifts toward a more tech and service industry landscape, the truth is the 

humanities becomes much more important. For all the need of learning math and coding, there is 

an equal need for communicating and expressing yourself. As our public schools and colleges 

struggle to stay open and provide the best aid possible, the need for our students to master 

communication and expression grows and grows. Yet even as we grapple with budgetary cuts 

and a worrisome future, we educators must still face the fact that too many of our students are 

drowning in academia before they even set foot out into the “real” world.  

 Within the English curriculum, there is a plethora of bottlenecks that need attention. 

Perhaps one of the strongest is analysis. It would not be hyperbole to say most, if not all, of us 

who teach have had that confrontation with a student who did not understand what we meant by 

analysis and continually struggled, occasionally producing work that contained some analysis, 

but always spotty and wholly unproducible if asked to repeat the process. This in itself is a dire 

warning. Those of us who teach have navigated through academia, fully aware of how analysis 

becomes more and more central as we progress in our studies. When a student fails to adequately 

analyze or show some improvement in that area, we can already envision a trap-filled maze for 

that student in the years to come. 

Understanding the bottleneck (the high school and college perspectives)      

  International High School (IHS) at LaGuardia Community College entirely serves 

students who are recent immigrants and English learners representing more than 40 countries and 
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25 languages. For most IHS students, English text analysis stands as an obstacle to graduation. 

The school integrates three learning models which guide instruction. First, IHS is part of the 

International Network of Public Schools and follows core principles to serve new immigrant 

English learners. Foremost, IHS students are placed in purposefully heterogeneous classes where 

their learning is scaffolded and differentiated. Students with no English sit side-by-side with 

students who are fluent, and students with limited academic education sit next to students taking 

Early College classes. Obviously, this presents challenges and opportunities when it comes to 

text analysis. Next, IHS is part of the national Middle College Consortium that provides early 

college access to high school students. IHS students can take LaGuardia college classes; 

however, they cannot take English classes for college credit until they receive a 75 on the NYS 

ELA Regents Exam or pass the CUNY Accuplacer tests both of which require analysis skills. 

Finally, IHS is part of the NYS Performance Assessment Consortium. Students present a 

portfolio of academic work in both 10th and 12th grade before a panel of teachers and peers as 

part of graduation requirements rather than taking five of six NYS Regents Exams. To pass the 

Literary Analysis rubric for graduation portfolio, students must produce and present a significant 

analytical essay in English. In addition, students still must pass the NYS ELA Regents Exam. 

While a few IHS students pass the first time, most must retake it multiple times to pass with a 65 

and receive a diploma.  

At LaGuardia Community College, most students have to take at least two English 

courses, barring remedial courses that precede these two. The first course is ENG 101- 

Composition 1: An Introduction to Composition and Research. The second course is ENG 102 – 

Composition 2: Writing Through Literature. The reason both need mentioning is that both tend 

to teach different types of texts, the 101 being mostly non-fiction and the 102 being mostly 



CCRP 2019 Bermeo/Lester   3 

 

fiction. While the need for analysis is paramount for both, how the analysis is taught and what 

the instructor prioritizes in the analysis may vary. While more of this will be explained later on, 

just as an example: In 101, much more emphasis may be placed on fact checking to corroborate 

the non-fictive work. In 102, more emphasis may be placed on the proper use of jargon such as 

metaphor and imagery when analyzing. Of equal importance in this discussion is the fact that for 

a majority of college students, these English courses are pre-requisites, meaning the students are 

not voluntarily taking these courses because of their interests in literature. They are taking these 

courses because they will not be able to start or move forward with their major unless they pass 

these classes first. In order for the bottleneck to be properly examined, this fact must be made 

clear. 

 The Students’ perspectives on the bottleneck  

 At IHS, students want to be successful at school, but many aren’t sure how. Generally, 

they are motivated to attend and try to pass their classes because their families have made 

sacrifices (too frequently harrowing) to provide their children with educational opportunities and 

a better life. The teacher’s challenge is to help students translate the desire to “work hard, never 

give up, and make my family proud” into actual learning that will help students progress 

academically. Students often lose motivation because it is hard for them to see how academic 

thinking, and the work that goes with it, will benefit their futures. 

IHS students’ perspective on the analysis bottleneck is fueled by their resistance to texts. 

Most students claim to be uninterested in reading, and many lack decoding skills so they give up 

easily and don’t have the stamina needed to understand a complex text. Few students have an 

experience with books outside of school so they missed the opportunity to build an instinct for 

narrative sequence, character or imagery and to experience reading for enjoyment. They see 
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books or any work of fiction as dusty museum objects that they are obliged to appreciate rather 

than as a living text that could offer meaning. Reading in high school English class is often 

boring for students uninterested in reading, especially when English is not their native language. 

Since English is not the major of the vast number of students attending LAGCC, it makes 

sense that many who take an English class already come in with a mental block. For some 

students, their only desire is to pass the course and move on. These students can sometimes be 

the most problematic since they may not willingly seek to progress themselves if they feel they 

will pass one way or another. Others who are struggling or feel pressured to get an A for each 

course may feel it is better to drop the course than risk getting a low score or failing. This 

naturally halts the student’s personal progression when it comes to dealing with the bottleneck.  

 Another student perspective is the lack of value when it comes to learning English as a 

subject. Some students come into these English courses with a sense that their time is being 

wasted. Unlike math and science where students see direct connections to the outside world, 

there is a lack of a tangible quality when it comes to English. What am I going to do with 

literature in the “real” world? How can knowing this poem or that story help me when I am 

working at this company or completing this project? This type of mentality seems more apparent 

in the ENG 102 course since it is fiction-heavy. This could be because in the ENG 101 course 

the focus is on non-fiction and so it is more readily linked to the “real” world and thus relevant 

as information only. 

 Lastly, one more student perspective is how there are too many concepts and jargon to 

learn. For those who have not studied English as a subject, it can be daunting to learn not only 

about proper formatting, but also differing essay models, literary terms and elements, and even 

citation. With such a heavy focus on concepts and jargon, many students may feel the course is 
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just not worth it. For those that continue on with the course, the sheer amount of learning you 

must do can lead to despair and self-destruction.    

The Teachers’ perspectives on the bottleneck  

 At IHS, students struggle to navigate a new culture and a new language while frequently 

dealing with financial instability, family pressures, and adolescent issues. This can make 

teaching text analysis seem ambitious and learning text analysis seem useless. Just being sure 

students grasp a story’s plot requires more than twice as long as it would in a class of native 

English speakers. With English learners, comprehension gobbles up time and can leave analysis 

as an afterthought. A teacher’s desire to lead students into the more rewarding parts of literature 

that happen in analysis is often thwarted by limited time. 

In a heterogeneous class, some students do develop skills to analyze on their own, yet the 

achievement can seem magical to the teacher and the student. Usually, neither can explain 

exactly how the student is able to understand and analyze. It is as if the learning happened by 

osmosis which is how many English teachers might think of their own education in literature. 

There is a common belief that if you spend enough time around literary analysis experts, you will 

inevitably absorb their expertise. Meanwhile, high school students who cannot analyze on their 

own experience frustration as if analysis is a secret being kept from them.  

As previously mentioned, within the ENG 101 course, there are students who only view 

the assigned readings as providing information at best. For these students, the English course 

becomes akin to a history course. They learn about this person, this time period, this event and 

recount it when prodded. The text is only meant to be digested and then regurgitated back to 

another individual. Nowhere in this mindset is the belief that the text they read can be valued as 

anything more than information. For those of us who love English as a subject, we know that the 
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text is transformative. It is not simply about learning about and then remembering this 

information. It is about how this text resonates with us, our society, our beliefs, our 

understanding of the rest of the world. There is an exchange, a dialogue between the reader and 

text. This understanding is lost to those who only see information.  

 Intimidation is another big factor preventing students from overcoming the bottleneck. 

The text is an alien artifact. What do I do with it? What is its purpose? How am I supposed to use 

it? If you have not learned how to properly analyze, how to delve between the words and 

extrapolate multiple meanings, then the text simply is the text. It is what it says. When students 

struggle to comprehend analysis, it is because to them, the answer is there. If the text says the 

man is afraid, then that is all there is to it: the man is afraid. That is the analysis. What more do 

instructors want? This leads to apprehension, defensiveness, and intimidation. When instructors 

rejoice at the cadence of the sentences and exult at the multiple connotations within the word, for 

the students, could this not be like watching an insane person? If they cannot “see” what the 

instructor sees, then why bother? It is too difficult.   

Compiling the Rubric (The Expert’s mentality) 

 The insight the instructors have to analyzing can be unexplainable, even to the instructor 

himself/herself. Through years of reading, writing, and studying, we have found ways to deal 

with analysis. But if we are told to break down each mental step we take when analyzing, then 

even we have to pause and think.   

 Nilo – The way I understand analysis is through the why technique. In high school I was 

taught to always ask why or how after every sentence I wrote. According to my teacher, if the 

next sentence did not answer why or how, then it showed I was missing some logic. Though a 

very vague technique, I was able to write more and more. In fact, I think that was what my 
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teacher may have been going for at the time. She just wanted us to write more. Still, this 

technique has always stuck with me and I use it constantly. Connected to the why technique is 

questioning the author and text. Having to take multiple English courses per semester and 

reading and writing a lot, I quickly came to understand that it was OK to question the merit of 

the text or authorial intent. I could state how I agreed or disagreed as long as I proved my point. 

This became key for me. I could agree, disagree, or agree somewhat, disagree somewhat as long 

as I thought it through and showed where in the text my point could best be proven. This then led 

to understanding multiple perspectives. In debate class I learned how the same piece of evidence 

could be interpreted different ways. Once this clicked, I realized that my own interpretation of 

the quote could be analyzed differently by someone else. Afterwards, it became important to 

understand how others could look at it differently and if one interpretation was stronger or 

weaker than another. As I matured, I naturally started more and more of the questioning aspect 

and recognition of multiple interpretations of a text before even commencing to write. 

Oftentimes, I would analyze within my own annotations of the text in order to prioritize which 

sections or lines I wanted to quote and analyze from. 

Heather - For me, my love of grappling with texts comes from an early exposure to 

Shakespeare’s plays through performance as a young actor and as an avid audience member. 

Through years of theater, I learned that text is flexible and should be questioned and 

experienced.  After college, I worked in the education department at the Folger Shakespeare 

Library where I learned how to question Shakespeare’s plays as performative texts moving from 

comprehension questions - What is that character doing according to the text? - to interpretive 

questions - How will we (theatre artists) depict Shakespeare’s meaning? Later, at the Creative 

Arts Team, an educational theater company that uses process drama (question based inquiry), I 
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saw how excellent questions inspire deep thinking. However, my own analysis skills have come 

with years and years of conversations about and interactions with the performing arts, books, 

film and essays. I have learned how to analyze by listening to and reading the analysis of others. 

For me, analysis is all about questions.  However, I did not have any explicit understanding of 

the specific steps that I take to analyze until I became a teacher and had to explain it to my 

students. 

The Rubric (the initial setup) 

 Since the problem with analysis for students is varied, the initial means of sifting through 

analytical modes was a hierarchical model. In this first incarnation, there were four levels of 

analysis. From bottom to top, these included summary (pseudo-analysis), surface analysis, mid-

level analysis, and lastly, deep analysis. The summary level as its name implies is for students 

who consistently just repeat what the quote initial states without adding anything else. For 

example, a student from one of my ENG 102 classes wrote, “As said in the story, ‘I mean, I 

started on her foot. I took off her sock and bit into the heel’ (Solari 843). One of her students bit 

into the heel of her foot and started eating it.”   In the surface analysis, the student is trying to 

answer – What is the author doing with the text? In this level, the assumption is there is a 

specific meaning / answer in the quote being used. At the mid-level point, the analysis shifts 

from figuring out the authorial intent to understanding how best to use the quote to enhance your 

own points. At the deep analysis level, there is a recognition not only of possible authorial intent 

and personal interpretative viewpoint, but also multiple interpretations. In this last level, the 

student is able to navigate through such interpretive multiplicity that he/she can use many of 

these varied interpretations to weave a multi-leveled analytical response.  This experience of the 

levels at the college level is similar at the high school level: the surface level, particularly for 
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English Language Learners is simply a direct paraphrase of the quote; at the mid-point level the 

student is trying to apply the quote’s meaning to their own understanding of the text.  Frankly, 

most high school students to not progress beyond these two levels. 

 When we spoke about this initial setup, we quickly spotted some problems. At the mid-

level point, this shift from figuring out authorial intent to understanding how best to use the 

quote to enhance your own points is vague. How do students recognize authorial intent on their 

own? Additionally, how is this enhancement accomplished? There is no foundation, model, or 

tools readily available to aid students. The deep analysis level is the expert level. However, just 

as with the mid-level, there is no real guide to help students reach this level or even comprehend 

its full scope. How do students understand there can be multiple interpretations to a quote if they 

can only “see” one? What happens then? We agreed that some of the moving through these 

levels happens in one-on-one conferences with students that involve raising their awareness of 

how to recognize what happening in the text, but individual instruction opportunities are rare and 

“aha!” moments in conversations don’t necessarily guarantee a student can come upon these on 

their own. 

The Rubric (the Competencies) 

The second incarnation of the rubric was divided into four competencies. The first 

competency was labeled the observable. This is basically answering the Who? What? Where? 

When? Why? How? of a text. The second competency was identifying and using literary 

elements / devices in the text. The third was generating questions that are not the most obvious or 

simple to solve. The last was interpreting / inferring using the three aforementioned components. 

For the observable competency, the bottleneck can be understood as students limiting themselves 

or unable to use more than one of the five Ws. The proficient designation is for those students 
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who understands multiple components of the five Ws are at work and seek to not only describe 

them but also link them to a larger idea, theme, or point beyond the quote / section itself. When it 

comes to the second competency, there are three factors at play with the bottleneck. First, 

students are not able to recognize any of the elements in the quote itself. Second, they may not be 

able to competently explain the element. Third, they are not able to connect the element beyond 

the quote itself. Successful students here will be able to recognize the elements and explain them 

at length, and link these elements to a larger idea, themselves, or point beyond the quote itself. 

The third competency deals with generating questions and the problems students have here can 

simply be the inability to generate such questions and / or can only generate questions that are 

superficial, i.e. plot info or character descriptions alone. Proficient students will be able to 

generate multiple complex questions and use them to enhance larger issues beyond the quote 

itself. In the last competency, the one about interpreting / inferring, the problems for students are 

they can only restate what the text stated and they have trouble using the other competencies to 

generate complex ideas. Naturally, those who are proficient here can use the other competencies 

and use all the info they have gathered to generate new thoughts, questions, and ideas.  

Dealing with the bottleneck in class 

Heather/High School Level 

In my high school class, my focus was on moving toward developing analysis questions 

that would become a process for engaging with a text on their own. I began by valuing questions. 

to build student confidence and independence as a prelude to teaching analysis. Nilo and I agreed 

that literary analysis requires imagination and risk. I encouraged students to notice what 

interested them in the story (George Orwell’s Animal Farm, Shirley Jackson’s The Lottery and 

independent reading books), rather than wait for my lead, and to ask and answer text-based 
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questions that moved beyond comprehension to connection and meaning. In this way, they could 

move beyond the 5Ws and start to have ideas and opinions about the texts. Nearly every class 

included a questioning activity. Some classes were entirely about questions such as a stations 

activity (students rotate through a series of activities) where students posed questions about the 

text and then used text to answer one another’s questions (See appendices).  I opted to cover the 

classroom walls with the student-generated questions as a way to capture what students were 

thinking about the text.   

Throughout, I prompted students to “think like a detective,” the analogy that Nilo and I 

chose as means to address the bottleneck and which I unpacked for my students in the first week. 

I did this primarily through examples where students compared comprehension questions that 

they had posed to analysis questions asked by a few students or by me.  For example, a question 

like “Does Napoleon know that he is acting like Mr. Jones?” grew to “What does it mean if he is 

like a human?” and then “What is Orwell telling us by having Napoleon act like Mr. Jones?” 

Ideas were expanded with deeper questions. “Why do the animals let the pigs do what they want 

even though there are more animals than pigs?” would be expanded to “How do the pigs get and 

keep power? What does the story tell us about mindset and power? What do I do when I see 

people who have power who I don’t think deserve it?”  (See appendices).  For the first time, I 

was able to teach irony in a way that felt like it was genuine to the students because rather than 

me explaining it, they had discovered it themselves by questioning the text. 

As a way to make learning visible and to emphasize analysis as a non-linear process, we 

utilized the back wall of the classroom. We made an investigation wall where students displayed 

their work of “thinking like a detective” about the text. They followed text detective steps of 

read, reread, notice evidence, question evidence and make connections. 
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Nilo/College Level 

In trying to get my students to understand how to analyze, I came up with a handout titled 

“Engagement.” Here I broke down five ways to engage (analyze) the text. It is important to note, 

as Heather and I worked on revising the rubric, we realized that the traditional hierarchical order 

may be faulty. Instead of thinking from lowest level of analyzing to highest level, it is better to 

view analysis as differing modes, each with their own strengths and weaknesses. In the handout, 

there is the descriptive / jargon approach.  The descriptive deals with identifying the text’s 

structure – the sentences, introduction, body paragraphs, conclusion, etc. What can the reader 

recognize insofar as facts and opinions? Of equal importance to the descriptive is the jargon. It is 

important for students to be given the tools necessary to begin analyzing. They need to recognize 

that the terms and concepts given should be used when analyzing. Another approach to analyzing 

is the observable. This is the who? What? Where? When? Why? How? of a text. How many of 

these questions can the student answer after reading the text. Questioning is another approach 

that students may use. Instead of the simplistic one-word questions, questions here stem from the 

reader’s own priorities. What questions does this quote raise? Which one do I want to answer? It 

is imperative that the student feels agency in their analysis. This approach is meant to lessen that 

disconnect many students feel when analyzing. The last two approaches are interpretation and 

possible alternative interpretation. What is the “main meaning” of the text? How does it relate to 

the overall text? How does it connect to your own opinion or main point? The interpretation 

approach demands a student take a stance and state this is what I think the real meaning is. 

Again, this is about ownership. The student needs to recognize that whatever they think, it must 

connect to a larger issue they are dealing with (i.e. the thesis and purpose of an essay). The last 

approach is to force the student to think of another way of looking at the text and to solidify their 

own choice for which interpretation is the strongest.  
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Problems encountered in high school class with the competencies 

 Competency #1: the observable, Who? What? Where? When? Why? How? of a text. This 

competency defines what English Language Learners are constantly trying to do as they attempt 

to understand the content. I used the detective analogy of investigating a crime scene to find the 

5Ws when we were reading the text in class. The idea of “observable” became not only what we 

see in the text but how we express what we see in images and writing on our classroom walls. 

 Competency #2: identifying and using literary elements / devices in the text. The biggest 

success here was narrowing the number of literary elements that I expected students to know.  I 

gave them multiple opportunities to practice identify elements. Try as I might with modeling and 

examples, identifying symbolism, for example, remains difficult for students - until it is not.  

This is an area of analysis that still feels mysterious to me because students frequently cannot 

grasp literary elements in 11th grade and then in the 12th grade, suddenly they are able to find 

and point them out. My ultimate goal was for students to not only identify the literary elements 

but be able to explain what purpose it serves in developing the central idea. This required lots of 

modeling and practice but, generally, they did get better at this. 

 Competency #3: generating questions that are not the most obvious or simple to solve. 

This was the most successful of the competencies in terms of growth for my students and for me 

as a teacher.  Because I valued questions so intentionally, students were more willing to engage 

with the text on their own and see the text beyond having a “right” answer. 

Competency #4: interpreting / inferring using the observable, literary elements and 

questions.  When students began writing their literary essays at the end of the semester, I was 

able to see their mastery of this competency to greater, or lesser, degree.  Some students made 

connections and analyzed ideas based on the thinking they had done throughout the semester. I 
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was most proud of the ownership that students had about their ability to analyze the texts.  After 

conversations with Nilo about what “context” of a quote means, I was inspired to teach the 

writing of the quote analysis differently which allowed me to scaffold for my strugglers while 

also differentiate for more capable students.  I realized in process that I would need to revise 

many of the writing supports (handouts) that I give students. In the future, I will capture this 

process of step-by-step questions that students can use when they look at text on their own. 

Problems encountered in college class with the competencies and handout 

In my ENG 103 class, I gave a homework where I asked students to find a quote they feel 

was significant from Richard Wright’s “The Man Who Lived Underground” and analyze it 

thoroughly. A couple of students quoted the line, “I’ve got to hide, he told himself.” Both 

students wrote the main character had to hide. Another student in responding to “Now he sat. 

Now he had a reason for staying here in the underground” wrote the character has his reason to 

stay hidden.  What these responses showed me was that there needs to be a step before the 

competencies. My students needed to be taught that not all quotes can be used for analysis. This 

goes hand-in-hand with summarizing instead of analyzing. A main reasoning behind simply 

summarizing a quote is that some students have a hard time distinguishing between what has the 

potential to be analyzed and what appears to give enough clear information to write about. If 

students are not aware that some quotes simply won’t help them for their essays, they will 

instinctively look for a quote they feel they comprehend and explain what the quote says. Thus, 

they fall into the summarizing trap. I have begun to teach my students a simply statement: Not 

All Quotes are Created Equal. If all they are able to express is a summation of what the quote 

stated, then maybe that quote just won’t work for them and it is alright to get rid of that quote 

and find a more suitable one to use.  
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In the “Engagement” handout, I initially lumped the descriptive along with jargon. 

Working with my classes, I now believe I should separate these two and change some of the 

terminology. While I was hoping the term – the descriptive – would allow students to link essay 

structure with concrete terms, the term itself is confusing. Since it so clearly connects to 

description, I have found students tend to use this term more with the observable section. It is for 

this reason the term should be expunged and instead I should just have a section labeled Text 

Structure (essay structure) and have this section be about figuring out how the writer started and 

ended his/her paper and for what purpose. By separating structure and jargon, it will be easier to 

have the students focus on each more fully.   

The section labeled the observable has likewise proven to be problematic. While I was 

hoping to have this section encompass the 5Ws and be a springboard for students to analyze the 

quote deeper, time and time again, I have found that students are using the observable more to 

contextualize than to further analyze. For example, a student may respond to George 

Zimmerman proclaiming he was in fear for his life by stating “George Zimmerman is the man 

who killed Trayvon Martin.” The person here is clearly contextualizing who Zimmerman is and 

what he did, but there is no further analysis. I am seeing more and more of my students regard 

the observable section as contextualization that I no longer feel it should be its own section. 

Rather, it is perhaps better to use contextualization in the jargon section and slowly build up our 

understanding of what it is, its function in essay writing, and how it is not, by itself, analysis. 

Doing away with the section naturally puts priority on the questions section and so more work 

needs to be done there as well. 

The interpretation and alternative interpretation need to fused into one section. While I 

initially hoped to foster at least two ways of looking at a quote, what I have found in class is that 
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most students, once they found their main interpretation, they cannot think of an alternative 

interpretation or the alternative is severely underdeveloped. By having them do so much work on 

finding their main interpretation, it is too taxing finding another one. By combining both into one 

section, students can slowly learn to build multiple interpretations at once. This too will require 

additional work to be implemented properly.    

Modeling and practice assignments 

Heather: What I have most learned in this process is that modeling and practice must 

happen every day and be repeated and repeated.  Each of my “Do Now” activities - a staple in 

my class - has focused on some aspect of practice.  The concept of teaching through analogy has 

given me permission to embrace how I naturally learn. At the beginning of the course, I used the 

chocolate chip cookie recipe analogy to teach story elements. Last week, students were drafting 

thesis statements and I used the analogy of test driving a car. I created a handout for students to 

refine and then test out their thesis and subtopics by brainstorming evidence. It worked really 

well.  I shared it with a colleague and he refined the handout further and reported that it worked 

great in his class as well (see appendices).  For planning, drafting and revising the literary essay, 

I am using the analogy of building a house. Students drafted unique outlines (architectural plans) 

that they will revisit and refine. I have also expanded how and when I model for students and try 

to model often. Recently, students looked at a model of an analysis paragraph and discussed how 

the writer organized the information and used the quote. I plan to make this a weekly practice.  

Nilo: In thinking about how to model and deal with the bottleneck, I came up with a few 

approaches. A basic method would be to have students define a critical lens and compare and 

contrast it with previous critical lenses. Within Bloom’s Taxonomy Chart, this will fall under the 

Knowledge section: list and define. This defining and then joining with previous terms will 
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likewise cover the jargon aspect from the rubric we have devised as well.   Another method can 

be having the student try to connect the text with his/her background. For example, one question 

could be – Is there a difference between issues related to being a woman and or being defined by 

gender? What is it? Within Bloom’s Taxonomy Chart, this will fall under the Analysis section: 

relate, compare, contrast. Such questioning will reinforce the necessity for constant questioning 

as a means of generating ideas and further exploration, it will circle back to dealing with jargon, 

and it will offer a way for students to interact with the text on a personal level.  

Interestingly, when first going over the modeling approach via analogies, I realized my 

own bottleneck – I don’t tend to process information well through analogy. I can recognize 

analogy and work with it, but when asked to try to come up with an analogy to explain a concept, 

I struggle. Understanding this problem, I was amazed at Heather’s ability to work well with 

analogies. When we started work on this approach, we can up with the detective analogy. Just as 

a detective, the student has to gather as much clues as possible, piece them together, and then 

determine the answer. While this is a great analogy, as I continued to think of my own classes 

and their place in the contemporary world, I was not sure the detective analogy would be the best 

way to get them to comprehend what I wanted them to do. It is for this reason that I decided to 

craft an analogy connected to social media. Just as all social media users are aware that writing 

in all caps, or using certain acronyms or emojis can alter the meaning of a message, what also 

must be taken into account is who the person sending the message is, under what context is the 

person sending the message, and what the recipient thinks of the sender. Just as the recipient 

must process all of these factors to come up with what he / she believes is the “real” meaning of 

the message, so too must readers process all the various factors within a text to find its “real” 

meaning.  
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Feedback and Motivation 

 Heather: I think I have been able to give more useful feedback this semester than ever 

before because I am focusing on specific ideas of reading, writing and thinking related to 

analysis.  I feel like I am better able to coach my students to think and am better able to watch 

their development over time.  The analogies really helped motivate my students. Questioning has 

become central to my instruction and their learning. I also found that defining their “reader” 

helped make their writing more real to them. I feel absolutely that motivation for my students 

comes from picking relevant texts, student choice and knowing and respecting their experiences 

and cultures.  This will continue to be a priority for me.  My biggest challenge is trying to 

motivate my students to read.   

 Nilo: While what I am about to discuss falls outside the scope of the bottleneck alone, it 

is a crucial matter. During our workshops, many of us discussed a major reason why so many 

students struggle is because they have not been taught that it is OK to fail. By this I do not mean 

it is alright to fail the class, but rather it is alright to get an unsatisfactory mark on a homework or 

an essay. Speaking from the college perspective, too many students come in feeling they have to 

get a certain grade and that is all they seek. For instance, I have come across so many nursing 

students who come in to class and get into a panic the first time they receive anything but a 

perfect score for their assignments. I often joke I can tell my nursing students apart by their facial 

expressions as soon as I am about to hand back work. So many students are afraid of not getting 

an A, that they will even drop the class.  

Students have to be taught that writing is a process. It is about developing your own 

writing skills and getting stronger and stronger with each new draft or revision. Lately, I have 

begun giving my students a handout with some quotes from Donald M. Murray’s “The Maker’s 



CCRP 2019 Bermeo/Lester   19 

 

Eye: Revising Your Own Manuscripts.” The quotes there are meant to signal that writing takes 

time and revision is a key part of the writing process.  

In order to alleviate some of the stress with the grading, I have also begun to give number 

grades alongside letter grades for essays. The numbering seems to be more tangible evidence of 

progress than a simple letter. In addition, I continually tell my students that I will only count the 

final version of any work they hand in. Lastly, while this is a small step, for students who revise 

their papers, I ask them to highlight or underline any new sentences they add. This is a great 

visual marker for students themselves to see how much work they have done in their revisions. 

In dealing with the specific bottleneck, in my comments I often ask my students to please 

identify which type of analysis they are using based on the “Engagement” handout given. This 

allows them to recognize what they are working with. Additionally, I oftentimes suggest using 

another method from the handout if I feel more analysis is needed or if students are over-relying 

on only one method.  A last type of feedback I have used in class is to take a quote and student 

analysis and put it on the board. Without identifying the student, as a class, we go over what 

method is being used, its effectiveness, and what else can be added to the analysis itself.  

Conclusion 

 Heather: My greatest challenge was time. I realized something would need to “give” for 

me to make room for what was needed. At IHS, nearly all texts are read during class to be sure 

the majority of students understand. I opted to have students do some reading outside of class 

and then we did summary activities to keep everyone in sync. I will use all of what I learned and 

tried this year and I will get better at it, but it was very time consuming.  Hopefully, I can 

streamline some of the work to be more practical.  I did see a pay off at the end of the year 
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because students seemed more equipped to dive into the text and find quotes on their own.  They 

took risks in analysis and found exciting ways to look at the texts.   

 I have learned so much from this project that will likely take me another seven months to 

unpack and process. The chance to meet monthly with like-minded colleagues has been so 

energizing.  I know I will be a better teacher because of what I have learned through the 

workshops, refining my instruction and foremost, from my collaboration with Nilo. His ideas and 

stories about teaching have helped me think in new ways about how to organize and deliver 

information to my students. He has been an inspiration to me around how to think about texts. 

The best way for me to describe his gifts as an educator is to share that several times when we 

met in the Atrium of LaGuardia to plan, one of Nilo’s past students would approach our table, 

greet him and tell him how much he/she had enjoyed his class and learned from him. Nilo’s 

students are as grateful to work with him as I have been.   

 Nilo: These past two semesters, as I have tried to incorporate some of the work we have 

been doing on the bottleneck, I have seen marked improvement. I do feel many of my students 

are becoming stronger when it comes to analyzing. There is a trade-off here though. In order to 

really focus on this bottleneck, I have cut back significantly on multiple readings. While this has 

allowed me to really focus on a text in-depth with my class, there is something to be said with 

reading a lot of different authors and styles to really comprehend what is possible. What has also 

become increasingly clear is that out of all the methods the students have learned from the 

“Engagement” handout, most gravitate toward the questioning method. In fact, many students 

seem to automatically do the question method as soon as they engage with any quote. This 

makes perfect sense, especially when I reflect on how I prefer that method myself (it is a 

variation of the why technique) and ask multiple questions throughout class when going over the 
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required reading for the day. Since this is the preferred method, I feel it should probably be one 

of the first methods to be taught in the class. In addition, thanks to one of our last workshops, it 

was suggested that a better way to use the multiple methods for engagement (analysis) would be 

to divide them into differing lessons at differing times instead of trying to teach all of them at 

once in a day or week. Since there is really no way to fully understand if the students are 

understanding what is being taught, staggering the methods into different lessons over the 

semester may be the best way to help them learn the methods and get comfortable before moving 

on. Naturally, this will likewise mean we will have to keep reviewing the methods as to not 

forgot them over time.  

As these methods become refined, it will be possible to better categorize them and tailor 

them to the student. As part of their assignment, each student will be required to number the 

exact method / methods they are using when analyzing. The number typed will correspond to the 

numbered method on the handout. With careful bookkeeping, I can then keep track of which 

methods each student is using the most and how effective it is being used (I will have to create a 

scale for this). This in turn will then allow me to help students analyze using the methods they 

struggle with or simply ignore. Compiling this data will also allow me to gauge what lessons are 

and are not working.  

 Overall, the workshops and time interacting with all the educators there, and the times 

spent talking with Heather, have proven to be invaluable. It has definitely made me reevaluate 

what I need to do in class, and has motivated me to get better as an educator. While it is an 

impossibility to help every student, it is a goal we all should continue to reach out for. I am so 

grateful to be in the presence of others who think that way too.  
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APPENDICES 

 

The Competencies Rubric 

Nilo’s Engagement Handout 

Nilo’s Practice Assignment 

Heather’s Sample Unit Plan with Modeling and Practice 

Heather’s Assessment 

Heather’s Samples from Analogies used to teach  
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Nilo’s Engagement Handout 
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Nilo’s Practice Assignment 
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Sample of Heather’s Unit Plan with Modeling and Practice 
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Heather’s Student Assessment 

PURPOSE: to determine student ownership and awareness of text analysis skills. 
to get to know my students and their perceptions of themselves as learners. 

 

ASSESSMENT 
 

1. Which of these activities in English class are you GOOD at doing because you know 
what to do?  CIRCLE any answer below that applies to you. 

 

Reading Text   Analyzing Text   Writing Paragraphs 
 

Class Discussion  Researching    Typing  
 

Grammar   Planning my essay   Paraphrase   
 

2) Which of these activities in English class are DIFFICULT for you because you are not 
sure what to do?  CIRCLE any answer below that applies to you. 
 

Reading Text   Analyzing Text   Writing Paragraphs 
 

Class Discussion  Researching    Typing  
 

Grammar   Planning my essay   Paraphrase  
 

3) In your opinion, how challenging (hard, confusing, takes a lot of work) are English class 
assignments for you?  CIRCLE one answer below. 
 

Very challenging 

and sometimes 
impossible 

Sometimes very 
challenging but not 

impossible 

A little bit 
challenging, never 

impossible 

Not challenging 

Not impossible 

 

4) In any class, when a teacher gives you an assignment that you do not understand or 
cannot complete, what do you usually do next?  CHECK up to 3 below. 
 

______ I try my best by myself. 
 

______ I ask a friend for help. 
 

______ I ask someone at home for help. 
 

______ I try to find help on the internet. 

______ I go to small group for extra help. 
 

______ I wait for the teacher to explain 
 

______ I ask myself questions to think. 
 

______ I don’t do it. 

______ other (write what you do here: ___________________________________) 
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5) What help do you want / need from the teacher during class?  CHECK up to 2. 
 

______ I want / need individual help during every class. 
 

______ I want / need feedback on my work during every class. 
 

______ I want / need individual help during some classes. 
 

______ I want / need feedback on my work during some classes. 
 

______ I don’t want / need any individual help during class. 
 

______ I don’t want / need any feedback on my work during class. 
 

  

6) Imagine you have an English class assignment to read and analyze a short story and 
then explain the meaning in a paragraph. 
 

Below, write the steps, in order, that you would take to do this assignment on your own 
without help from anyone.  Use as many spaces as you need for the steps. 
 

1. ________________________________________________________________ 
 

2.  ________________________________________________________________ 
 

3. ________________________________________________________________ 
 

4. ________________________________________________________________ 
 

5. ________________________________________________________________ 
 

6. ________________________________________________________________ 
 

7. ________________________________________________________________ 
 

8 ________________________________________________________________ 
 

9. ________________________________________________________________ 

 

10. ________________________________________________________________ 
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Heather’s Samples from Analogies used to teach 

USING ANALOGY to TEACH CLOSE READING FOR ANALYSIS 
 

Detective Analogy  

(source: weareteachers.com) 

 

 

Detectives look closely at evidence 

(text) for clues. 
 

Detectives ask questions. 
 

Detectives infer from what they know. 
 

Detectives find meaning based on 

evidence. 
 

Detectives go back and look at evidence 

again and again (reread). 
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Using analogy of Test Driving a Car to teach thesis revision 
 

 

Before you buy a car, you must TEST DRIVE it so that you can 
decide if you will buy it.  Does it have everything you need? 

“TEST DRIVE” your thesis to see if it is will work for your essay.  Start 
by looking at the subtopics and brainstorming the evidence to prove your 
thesis. 

 

SUBTOPIC IDEA FOR EVIDENCE 

1.  

2.  

3.  

 

If your subtopics/evidence does not work, then you will need to revise your thesis to 
make it better.  Finally, write your DRAFT below “as is” or with changes.   
______________________________________________________________________ 
 

____________________________________________________________________ 

 

Using analogy of Building a House to teach essay organization 

 
 

 


