Rules of Notice for Reading Fiction

Or, “The Unspoken Rules of Reading Fiction”
Adapted from Before Reading by Peter J. Rabinowitz
· Titles and subtitles tell us where to focus our attention and provide a core around which to organize our interpretation.  Ask questions about the meaning of titles.
· First and last sentences/beginnings and endings.  A valid interpretation of a text will be able to incorporate the message or meaning of the first and last sentences (of a chapter or of the work as a whole).  Authors often place important information in these positions.  Ask questions about the meaning or message of the first or last sentence of a chapter.
· Repetition.  Repeated actions/ideas are meant to attract the attention of the reader and suggest importance.  Ask questions about images, ideas, or details that are repeated.
· Metaphors and similes.  The author may use these types of figurative language to draw attention to a certain aspect or idea in the text.  Pay close attention to metaphors and similes.  Ask questions about what associations the author might intend the reader to make based on figurative language.
· Typography.  Words or phrases that are italicized or otherwise set apart from the rest of the text are meant to call the attention of the reader.  Ask questions about the purpose of certain elements of typography.
· Spacing and line breaks.  Pay attention to how the author chooses to break up the text – it may be a signal for a change in the time structure (like a flashback), a change in narration, etc.  Ask questions about the shifts created by the author and the purpose of those shifts.
· Epigraphs.  An epigraph is a quote that comes before the beginning of a text and can serve to raise the expectations of the reader about events to come.  Ask questions about the meaning or message of an epigraph.
· Threats, warnings, and promises.  These should be noticed because they may predict the shape of the text.  Ask questions about the reader’s interpretation or prediction based  on a threat, warning, or promise made by a character.
· Details given at a climactic moment receive special stress.  (For example, when an event changes a major character’s relationship to other characters, then the event is read as important; when an event or detail answers a question around which the narrative has been based, it is emphasized.)  Ask questions about moments of high suspense in the novel, focusing on possible shifts in character relationships, details, foreshadowing, etc.
· Apparent irrelevance/inappropriate behavior.  If a detail or comment by a character seems to have no relevance to the story, it is probably worth noting.  In the same way, if a character behaves in an unexpected or inappropriate way, it should be noted.  Ask questions about characters that behave unexpectedly, or details that seem to be random.  What might these changes or details mean to the story or message?
