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Heuristics

• Helps discover things to say about what 

you are studying  

• Two broad categories:  

• 1. Observation strategies  

• 2. Interpretive prompts 



Five steps

1. Notice and focus + ranking  

2. The Method  

3. Asking “so what?”  

4. Paraphrase  

5. Identifying a “go to” sentence  



 1. Notice and focus  

+ ranking

• Step #1 – list details you notice (words, 

images) 

• Step #2 – rank the details (specific 

features of the subject matter) 

• Step #3 – say why 3 things you selected 

struck as most interesting/strange/

revealing or significant 



 1. Notice and focus  

+ ranking

• *interesting = the beginning of an 

analysis 

• * strange = noticing oddities and things 

that initially seem not to fit; features 

that are not explainable 

• * revealing/significant = requires you 

to make choices that can lead to 

interpretive laps 



2. The Method

• Working with patterns of repetition and 

contrast:  

• What repeats? 

• What goes with what? (strands)  

• What is opposed to what? (binaries)  

• What does not fit in? (anomalies) 



2. The Method

• Step#1 – list exact repetitions and the number of each 

(words/images) meaning- carrying words  

• Step #2 – list repetition of the same/similar kind of words/

details (strands); be able to explain the logic of the strand  

• Step #3 – list details or words that form or suggest binary 

oppositions and select the most important ones, which 

function as organising contrasts  

• Step #4 – choose one repetition/strand/binary and write a 

paragraph on why you think it is important  

• Step #5 – locate anomalies, exceptions to the pattern you 

have found 



3. Asking “So What?”

• Pushing observation to conclusion  

• What does the observation imply? 

• What does the observation matter? 

• Where does this observation get us? 

• How can we begin to theorize the 

significance of observation? 



3. Asking “So What?”

• Observation > So What > Implication  

• Implication > So What > Conclusion 



4. Paraphrase x (times) 

3 

• Step #1 – Locate a short key passage (also a 

sentence, or a phrase, just to begin with) 

• Step #2 – Assume you don’t understand it completely 

• Step #3 – Substitute other concrete language for 

all key words (produce a parallel version) 

• Step #4 – Repeat this 3 times (on the same sentence/

phrase; which makes 3 parallel versions)  

• Step #5 – Ponder the difference in implication 

among versions



5. The “Go To” sentence 

• A characteristic way of putting things – 

it reveals how the writer thinks/

approaches the world 



5. The “Go To” sentence 

• Step #1 – Select one single sentence, a 

characteristic one, a sentence shape that 

repeats, or that can be found at a certain 

habitual spot. 

• Step #2 – Describe the structure of the sentence 

(how was it built? word order, kinds of words, 

and sentence type – coordinate, subordinate)  

• Step #3 – Decide how this sentence reveals 

tendencies of the way the writer thinks 



“A sentence is the shape thought takes”.



Counterproductive 

habits of mind

• Premature leaps  

• The judgement reflex  

• Generalizing  

• Naturalising our assumptions 

(overpersonalising) 



Homework for Lesson 6

• Pair/group work – Apply 

Step #1 + Step #2 (notice 

& focus + ranking; the 

Method) on the essay on 

p.31 of the IELTS 

Masterclass, and upload 

your notes on Google 

Drive. 

• Study IELTS essay useful 

vocabulary: https://

www.ielts-mentor.com/

essay-vocabulary 

https://www.ielts-mentor.com/essay-vocabulary
https://www.ielts-mentor.com/essay-vocabulary
https://www.ielts-mentor.com/essay-vocabulary



