
[active reading: literary works] 

Use a highlighter, pen/pencil and or post-it notes to track your reading. Make margin notes (or 
post-it note margin notes) on personal copies of texts to track your reading.  

It is expected that every literary work you encounter from this point will be processed through 
the following steps. 

• review questions if applicable. 

• analyze graphics, illustrations and titles for meaning and pre-knowledge 

• identify new and/or important vocabulary/terminology. Research the synonyms and definitions. 
Know how to use new vocabulary and terminology in your arsenal of writing tools

• identify main theme or themes in the text. Think about them. 

• identify minor themes in the text. Think about them. Connect them to the major themes. 

• identify colourful language (i.e. metaphor, juxtaposition). Think about the meaning. 

• identify allusions within the text. If they are used, they usually have significance. 

• identify symbols within the text and consider the significance of each. 

• identify important, interesting and integral ideas/lines within the text. Anticipate how the ideas 
might be questioned/discussed/used in the future. 

• identify plot elements (i.e atmosphere, mood, setting, characterization, conflicts, climax). 

• identify tone and language that reflects/conveys the tone. For example: two titles with similar 
words, can convey/reflect completely different tones, such as The Single Man and The 
Solitary Man  

• identify sub-plots. 

• connect the text to other literary, media or non-fictional texts that you have encountered and 
think about why those connections came to mind. 

• answer questions if applicable. 

• connect the text - themes, ideas, message - to personal knowledge and experience. Think 
about what you think about the ideas/themes, what you know about the ideas/themes and 
what you want to know more about the ideas/themes. Think about the style of the writing 
and whether you like it or not. Think about how you envisioned (the images, characters, 
"film") the text.

• synthesize the process. For shorter texts - poems, short story handouts - this might be to 
simply review the highlights and margin notes, however, for longer texts - plays, novels - this 
might require extensive notes.
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[active reading: non-fiction works]

Use a highlighter, pen/pencil and or post-it notes to track your reading. Make margin notes (or 
post-it note margin notes) on personal copies of texts to track your reading.  

It is expected that every non-fiction (essay, article, review, memoir, journal) you encounter from 
this point will be processed through the following steps. 

• review questions if applicable. 

• analyze graphics, illustrations and titles for meaning and pre-knowledge 

• identify new and/or important vocabulary/terminology. Research the synonyms and definitions. 
Know how to use new vocabulary and terminology in your arsenal of writing tools

• identify main arguments/ideas/thesis in the text. Think about them. 

• identify arguments/ideas/thesis in the text. Think about them. Connect them to the major 
arguments/ideas/thesis. 

• identify evidence that supports the arguments/ideas/thesis. This may include expert 
references, statistics, examples, anecdotes or allusions.

• identify colourful language (i.e. metaphor, juxtaposition). Think about the meaning. 

• identify important, interesting and integral ideas/lines within the text. Anticipate how the ideas 
might be questioned/discussed/used in the future. 

• identify tone and language that reflects/conveys the tone. For example: two titles with similar 
words, can convey/reflect completely different tones, such as The Single Man and The 
Solitary Man  

• answer questions if applicable. 

• connect the text - idea, arguments, thesis - to personal knowledge and experience. Think 
about what you think about the ideas, what you know about the ideas and what you want to 
know more about the ideas. 

• think about the style of the writing and whether you like it or not. Think about how you 
envisioned (images that pop into your mind when reading; faces and places; photos) the text. 

• synthesize the process. For shorter texts - poems, short story handouts - this might be to 
simply review the highlights and margin notes, however, for longer texts - plays, novels - this 
might require extensive notes.
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[active listening]

When listening to an audio "soundtrack" of any kind - live in-person, radio, film, song - there 
are many variables that mesh together to create meaning. A lecturer may use only notes, voice 
and physicality to convey the intended message to varying degrees of effectiveness. Is the 
lecturer reading the notes, with sporadic eye contact, and minimal movement? Or is the lecturer 
referring to the notes and using grand gestures to engage the audience? The words may be 
the same, but the message will be interpreted/learned differently by the audience. A lecture, 
like a novel or essay, is a text. All audio soundtracks are texts. They contain content and style. 
And often style rules. 

When you actively listen to a text, it is essential that you interact with it on a number of 
sensory levels. You need to understand what is being said, but also must determine how it is 
being said. As a listener, you engage with audio texts differently. You approach a text delivered 
by a teacher in a classroom differently than you would a text delivered through your earphones 
by a musician you are listening to. This may seem obvious, but an active listener of audio texts 
will be able to deconstruct the various elements - content, style - to determine the whole 
message being delivered.  

[content]

Jot down the following: 

• identify the major and minor messages being delivered. 

• identify important words or terminology being used. 

• note any visual aids being used to highlight key points or explanations. 

• identify the intended purpose of the audio text. 

[style]

Jot down the following: 

• how are pauses in a lecture, discussion or speech being used? 

• what is the tempo of the audio text? Fast? Clipped? Slow and thoughtful? 

• what is the tone of the audio text? Humorous? Educational? Angry?

• what is the level of language being used? Is it easy? Sophisticated? Middle of the road? 

• what words are stressed? Why do you think these words are being stressed? 

• are any words or expressions being used in repetition? Why do you think they are being 
repeated? 
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• does the audio text use colourful language (i.e. metaphor) or is the language dry and 
academic?

• are visuals being used? Are they being used to compliment or juxtapose the message? 

• are additional sound effects being used (background music, real-life recordings)? Are they 
being used to compliment or juxtapose the message? 

• is physicality being used to heighten the delivery of the message? Is it effective?

The elements of style may have more of an impact on how the message resonates with the 
audience than the content itself.  An effective audio text consciously understands the nature of 
the audience and will design/style an audio text that will likely engage the audience. Listening 
to political speeches is an excellent way to witness style over substance. A politician delivering 
a speech on the future of the economy will often revert to bulleted catch-phrases or slogans 
aimed at a mass audience, whereas a radio documentary on the same topic will likely use 
more in-depth language to analyze the subject. The audience will be more elite. 

Being an active and aware listener will help you understand the depth of the content being 
delivered. It will also help you recall the information more easily.   

10 ACADEMIC SKILLS                                                                                                        2011 - 2012



FIGURATIVE v. LITERAL

Characteristics of FIGURATIVE language:

imaginative
literary
creative
artful
abstract
subjective
poetic
connotative
language that describes the world from an IMAGINATIVE 
point of view. Tell us how the world should or ought to be

Characteristics of LITERAL language:

concrete
factual
scientific
objective
no exaggeration
no embellishment
no imagination
denotative
language that describe the world as it is
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[figurative / poetic devices]
imagery: the use of language that heightens the “mental picture” when reading literary and non-fiction 
texts through the use of figurative language devices – metaphor, simile, personification, connotation and 
denotation. 

hyperbole: the use of over-exaggeration in writing.
My eyes are burning. 
I’ve walked a hundred miles just to cross the street.

apostrophe: addresses the absent as if present or inanimate as if able to understand.
Die loneliness (inanimate), die! 
Car (inanimate), don’t fail me now.
Why did you have to die? Why? Why? I miss you. I miss you (absent).

metaphor: comparing two unlike things using IS
His hair is a stinky, messed-up brillo pad.
Her eyes are Mona Lisa’s.

simile: comparing two unlike things using LIKE or AS.
His voice resonated like a Sunday morning preacher’s,
Her skin is as clear as a pane of glass.

allusion: references made in literature and non-fiction writing to:

personal connections: these are intimate connections made BY the reader to the text. 
Sometimes the allusion is not purposefully used by the author, but the reader connects to the 
material from personal experience.
history: events, personalities, politics, wars
religion: Moses, Buddha, Mohammed
literature: famous characters, famous novels/poems/plays, famous quotes, famous authors
pop culture: famous movies, art, TV shows, actors, music, singers, musicians, architecture, songs, 
movie lines

tone: sarcastic, humourous, preachy, serious, casual etc.

symbol (symbolism): symbols/symbolism takes you beyond the literal to a whole new world of connotative 
meaning. Writers will often appeal to our senses by invoking symbols – the cross, colours, objects, 
allusions – within writing, making us think outside the literal definition of the word. Use of symbols is an 
excellent way to heighten imagery.

personification: attaching human qualities to inanimate or non-human things
The statue stared protectively over the darkened square,

onomatopoeia: words that resemble a sound (spelled phonetically)
agh, psst, sshh

euphony: melodic or pleasing sounding words that usually have dominant S, L, M, V W sounds
murmur, sly, lullaby 

cacophony: words that are harsh sounding that usually have dominant K, C, G, P B sounds
clutch, scratch, gross, puke

alliteration: repetition of initial consonant sounds in a series of words
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THE STRUCTURE OF A SENTENCE

Remember that every clause is, in a sense, a miniature sentence. A simple sentences contains 
only a single clause, while a compound sentence, a complex sentence, or a compound-complex 
sentence contains at least two clauses.

[the SIMPLE sentence]

The most basic type of sentence is the simple sentence, which contains only one clause. A 
simple sentence can be as short as one word:

Run!

Usually, however, the sentence has a subject as well as a predicate and both the subject and 
the predicate may have modifiers. All of the following are simple sentences, because each 
contains only one clause:

Melt!
Ice melts.
The ice melts quickly.
The ice on the river melts quickly under the warm March sun.
Lying exposed without its blanket of snow, the ice on the river melts quickly under the 
warm March sun.

As you can see, a simple sentence can be quite long -- it is a mistake to think that you can 
tell a simple sentence from a compound sentence or a complex sentence simply by its length.

The most natural sentence structure is the simple sentence: it is the first kind which children 
learn to speak, and it remains by far the most common sentence in the spoken language of 
people of all ages. In written work, simple sentences can be very effective for grabbing a 
reader's attention or for summing up an argument, but you have to use them with care: too 
many simple sentences can make your writing seem childish.

When you do use simple sentences, you should add transitional phrases to connect them to 
the surrounding sentences.

[the COMPOUND sentence]

A compound sentence consists of two or more independent clauses (or simple sentences) 
joined by co-ordinating conjunctions like "and," "but," and "or":

simple
Canada is a rich country.

simple
Still, it has many poor people.

compound
Canada is a rich country, but still it has many poor people.
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Compound sentences are very natural for English speakers -- small children learn to use them 
early on to connect their ideas and to avoid pausing (and allowing an adult to interrupt):

Today at school Mr. Moore brought in his pet rabbit, and he showed it to the class, 
and I got to pet it, and Kate held it, and we coloured pictures of it, and it ate part of 
my carrot at lunch, and ...

Of course, this is an extreme example, but if you over-use compound sentences in written work, 
your writing might seem immature.

A compound sentence is most effective when you use it to create a sense of balance or 
contrast between two (or more) equally-important pieces of information:

Montréal has better clubs, but Toronto has better cinemas.

[special cases of COMPOUND sentences]

There are two special types of compound sentences which you might want to note. First, rather 
than joining two simple sentences together, a co-ordinating conjunction sometimes joins two 
complex sentences, or one simple sentence and one complex sentence. In this case, the 
sentence is called a compound-complex sentence:

compound-complex

The package arrived in the morning, but the courier left before I could check the 
contents.

The second special case involves punctuation. It is possible to join two originally separate 
sentences into a compound sentence using a semicolon instead of a co-ordinating conjunction:

Sir John A. Macdonald had a serious drinking problem; when sober, however, he 
could be a formidable foe in the House of Commons.

Usually, a conjunctive adverb like "however" or "consequently" will appear near the beginning of 
the second part, but it is not required:

The sun rises in the east; it sets in the west.

[the COMPLEX sentence]

A complex sentence contains one independent clause and at least one dependent clause. 
Unlike a compound sentence, however, a complex sentence contains clauses which are not 
equal. Consider the following examples:

10 ACADEMIC SKILLS                                                                                                        2011 - 2012



simple
My friend invited me to a party. I do not want to go.

compound
My friend invited me to a party, but I do not want to go.

complex
Although my friend invited me to a party, I do not want to go.

In the first example, there are two separate simple sentences: "My friend invited me to a party" 
and "I do not want to go." The second example joins them together into a single sentence with 
the co-ordinating conjunction "but," but both parts could still stand as independent sentences -- 
they are entirely equal, and the reader cannot tell which is most important. In the third 
example, however, the sentence has changed quite a bit: the first clause, "Although my friend 
invited me to a party," has become incomplete, or a dependent clause.

A complex sentence is very different from a simple sentence or a compound sentence because 
it makes clear which ideas are most important. When you write

My friend invited me to a party. I do not want to go.

or even

My friend invited me to a party, but I do not want to go.

The reader will have trouble knowing which piece of information is most important to you. 
When you write the subordinating conjunction "although" at the beginning of the first clause, 
however, you make it clear that the fact that your friend invited you is less important than, or 
subordinate, to the fact that you do not want to go.
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[rhetorical sentence patterns]

Add style and depth to writing by using the following patterns/techniques for future writing 
tasks. Use variety of sentence length (i.e. simple, compound) and style (rhetoric, balanced 
antithesis) to have a more profound impact on the reader (i.e. influence the psychology of the 
reader’s mind). 

All future writing activities will require the use of rhetorical sentence patterns and sentence 
variety strategies to strengthen your writing.

ANADIPLOSIS: ("doubling back") the rhetorical repetition of one or several words; specifically, repetition 
of a word that ends one clause at the beginning of the next.

Men in great place are thrice servants: servants of the sovereign or state; servants of fame; and 
servants of business. 

Francis Bacon

ANAPHORA: the repetition of a word or phrase at the beginning of successive phrases, clauses or lines.

We shall not flag or fail. We shall go on to the end. We shall fight in France, we shall fight on 
the seas and oceans, we shall fight with growing confidence and growing strength in the air, we 
shall defend our island, whatever the cost may be, we shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on 
the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills. We 
shall never surrender. 

Churchill

ANTITHESIS: opposition, or contrast of ideas or words in a balanced or parallel construction.

Extremism in defense of liberty is no vice, moderation in the pursuit of justice is no virtue. 

Barry Goldwater

BALANCED / ANTITHESIS: a balanced sentence is made up of two units (ideas, arguments, examples) 
that are similar in form. use balance sentences when you want emphasize and parallel two or more ideas.  
Balance occurs when there is a comma, semi-colon, or “is” between two ideas.

To err is human; to forgive, divine.

Alexander Pope

Antithesis occurs when the balanced parts of a sentence contain ideas that are in contrast.

The more we love our friends, the less we flatter them.

Moliere
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CLIMACTIC / ANTI-CLIMACTIC: in climactic order, a series of details are arranged in ascending order 
(from least important to most important) to establish/enhance atmospheric or emotional effect. 

Quality, will power, geographical advantages, natural and financial resources, the command of the 
sea, and, above all, a cause which rouses the spontaneous surgings of the human spirit in millions 
of hearts-these have proved to be the decisive factors in the human story.

Winston Churchill

To make an anti-climax, arrange a series of details in descending order (from most important to the least 
important) within a sentence for humourous effect.

Men will confess to treason, murder, arson, false teeth, or a wig. How many of them will own up 
to a lack of humor?

Frank Moore Colby

PARALLELISM: parallel structure means using the same pattern of words to show that two or more 
ideas have the same level of importance. This can happen at the word, phrase, or clause level. The usual 
way to join parallel structures is with the use of coordinating conjunctions such as "and" or "or."

Not Parallel: 
Mary likes hiking, swimming, and to ride a bicycle.

Parallel: 
Mary likes hiking, swimming, and riding a bicycle.

Example 2

Not Parallel: 
The production manager was asked to write his report quickly, accurately, and in a detailed manner.

Parallel: 
The production manager was asked to write his report quickly, accurately, and thoroughly.

Example 3

Not Parallel: 
The teacher said that he was a poor student because he waited until the last minute to study for the exam, completed his 
lab problems in a careless manner, and his motivation was low.

Parallel: 
The teacher said that he was a poor student because he waited until the last minute to study for the exam, completed his 
lab problems in a careless manner, and lacked motivation.
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LOGICAL RELATIONSHIP : TRANSITIONAL EXPRESSION

similarity

also, in the same way, just as ... so too, likewise, similarly

exception/contrast

but, however, in spite of, on the one hand ... on the other hand, nevertheless, nonetheless, 
notwithstanding, in contrast, on the contrary, still, yet

sequence/order

first, second, third, ... next, then, finally

time

after, afterward, at last, before, currently, during, earlier, immediately, later, meanwhile, now, 
recently, simultaneously, subsequently, then

example

for example, for instance, namely, specifically, to illustrate

emphasis

even, indeed, in fact, of course, truly

place/position

above, adjacent, below, beyond, here, in front, in back, nearby, there

cause and effect

accordingly, consequently, hence, so, therefore, thus

additional support or Evidence

additionally, again, also, and, as well, besides, equally important, further, furthermore, in 
addition, moreover, then

conclusion/summary

finally, in a word, in brief, in conclusion, in the end, in the final analysis, on the whole, thus, to 
conclude, to summarize, in sum, in summary 
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