
English 11 Honors 

Unit III: Critical Nonfiction / Globalization Studies 

The Method1
 

 

When writing research-based essays, writers often begin by brainstorming ideas and seeking out texts that 

speak to the paper prompt.  Working with individual texts can be a challenge, but placing those texts in 

conversation with others is even more complicated.  Fortunately, we can explore a step-by-step approach to 

identifying valuable aspects of the research we have compiled, without getting bogged down in the rest of the 

information that might seem unnecessary.  We call this The Method.   

 

The Method is not about arranging an argument and getting quickly to the bottom line; it’s about really looking 

at things—reducing anxiety by getting rid of the bottom-line mentality and giving yourself something quasi-

mechanical to do that will let your mind play freely with the material.  Listing is a great form of 

brainstorming; the method makes the listing activity more coherent and systematic.  Here’s how it works:  

 

              The Method 

              Making Observation Systematic and Habitual 

 

Step 1.  
Locate Exact Repetitions—identical or nearly identical words or 

details—and the number of times each repeats. 

For example, if the word “seems” repeats three times, write “seems x 3.” 
Consider different forms of the same word—“seemed,” “seem”—as exact 
repetitions.  Similarly, if you are working with images rather than with words, 
the repeated appearance of high foreheads or of bare midriffs would constitute 
exact repetitions. 

Step 2.  
Locate repletion of the same kind of detail or word.  We call this 
a strand—a grouping of same or similar kind of words or details. 
(For example, “polite, courteous, mannerly” or “accuse, defense, 

justice, witness,” are strands.) 

Be able to explain the strand’s connective logic, how the words are linked.  Some 
people find it useful to think of strands as clusters or word-detail families that 
repeat throughout a verbal or visual subject.   

Step 3.  
Locate details or words that form or suggest binary oppositions.  
We call these binaries or organizing contrasts.  Here are some 

examples: open/closed, naïve/self-conscious, gray/brown (note 
the opposition doesn’t have to be as start as black/white or 

light/dark). 

Start with what’s on the page.  Gradually move to implied binaries but keep 
these close to the data.  Images of rocks and water, for example, might suggest 
the implied binary permanent/impermanent or the binary unchanging/changing. 
Understand that binaries ask us to think in terms of either/or.  Instead, ask 
the question To what extent? 

Step 4.  
Choose what you take to be the key repetitions, strands, and 

binaries—which may involve renaming or labeling them—and 
rank them in some order of importance.  Notice that choosing 

which binaries, strands, and repetitions are key is already in 
interpretive activity.   

At this point in the process (and not before) you can give yourself more space to 
start making the leap from data to claims (that is, from observations to 
conclusions).  If, for example, you had been analyzing a picture, your leap might 
answer the question “What does this picture ‘say’?” There will always be more 
than one plausible answer to this question. For now, you should concentrate on 
practicing the first four steps—the data gathering phase—and recognize that 
your choices of what goes with what, which is key, and so forth, already 
constitute moves toward interpretation. 

Step 5.  
Write up the three lists that you have been composing and then 
write one healthy paragraph in which you explain your choice of 

one repetition or one strand or one binary as especially 
significant. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 Much of this information is taken directly from Rosenwasser, David, Doug Babington, and Jill Stephen. "Chapter Two: Noticing to 
Observe." Writing Analytically: With Readings. Toronto: Nelson, 2006. 24-30. Print. 



 

Practicing The Method: 
 

 Advertisement 1 Advertisement 2 Advertisement 3 

Step 1 – Repetitions  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Step 2 – Strands  
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Step 3 – Binaries  
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Step 4 - Ranking  
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 

Final Paragraph 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


