Why you need to know how to write a commentary. 

(if you are an IB student)

You write a two hour examination that consists solely of your comments, opinions and observations on a previously unseen passage – either prose or poetry, your choice – for 25% of your final IB grade. 

You also complete a Formal Oral (15 minutes taped), consisting of your comments, opinions and observations on an undisclosed but previously “seen” passage – either prose or poetry, not your choice – for 15% of your final IB grade.

The World Literature Two paper has, as option 2c, the writing of a commentary on a passage from a world Literature text.  This is your choice of passage and your comments, opinions and observations on why it is important or interesting for 10% of your final IB grade.

That’s makes a potential 50% of your final IB assessment on this skill.  The thing is, writing a commentary is a skill and while brilliance might not be easy to accomplish, competence only takes time and effort.  Below is a skeleton format for writing commentaries.  It is not the only way to write them, nor should it be followed at the expense of any of your own thoughts or ideas, but it might give you a comfortable place to start and from which to develop your own style.  

How to write a commentary.
These suggestions work for all types of commentaries and should be adjusted to your own style and the specifics of Oral or Written commentaries.

1. Pick up a pen and the text.

· Take a pen, pencil, highlighter, coloured crayons, whatever works for you, and begin to make your notes and observations – anything you see or think, any connections that come to you about the given text.  Write them down.  Draw arrows.  Colour code if you are so inclined.  Where possible work from a large print copy with plenty of white space around the text.  

2. Begin at the top and work down.
· This is a general rule – don’t jump around in your response – organize it by moving basically from the beginning to the end of the passage.  

· Beginning at the top may include the title of the passage or information about the author – but not necessarily.  Comments on the title or the author may work better if dealt with lower in the commentary – but they should be in the commentary at some point.

· Beginning at the top and working down is part of the PREPARATION process.  Your actual commentary will/should not look totally linear, but looking at things in this manner will make sure you do not miss important aspects of the text. 

3. Group your ideas and responses.

·  Just like Sesame Street – put like things together.  Indicate Rhetorical or Poetic devices on your text as you work through it and then link them together (deal with all examples of Personification at once).

· Note similar ideas or structure – deal with them as a group in your written or spoken commentary when you come to the first example in the text.

· Organizing your response adds confidence to your presentation/answer and often causes the evaluator to trust you in your response.

4. Break down the commentary into units.  

· Each line, sentence, and stanza / paragraph has something to reveal in a quality passage.  Do not try to “get” the passage as a whole without looking at the various structural parts of the text. 

5. Read sentence by sentence.

· If you are dealing with poetry make sure you read the poem sentence by sentence, using the punctuation.  This should aid you in getting the basic meaning and ideas of what is being written.  Even in poetry (most often) a sentence indicates a single idea.  Looking at the number of sentences helps indicate the number of “basic” ideas in the passage.  Surprisingly this is a good piece of advice for prose as well.  Reading by sentence will give you the ideas the content.

6. Read line by line (for poetry).

·  Line by line reading will give you information about the form of the poem.  

· This is the time to look for the structural devices such as rhyme scheme, meter and poetic and rhetorical devices (enjambment, caesura).  You are looking at how it is written.

7. Form and Content. 
· You should now have a grasp of the poems ideas from reading by sentence and of its form by looking at it line by line, the combination of these two things is how the poem/passage achieves its overall meaning.  Each aspect of the poem should contribute to delivering the message or ideas, adding depth and meaning.  What is being said, and how it is being said, are the basic building blocks of your commentary so some time should be taken in this investigation.
· Feel free to make connections based on how the form and content match up, and where they create meaning by opposition.  (Construct and deconstruct.)
8. Check the context of the passage.

· Know how the passage fits in to the overall work.  Look at your notes and see if they match what you know about the text, or if they illuminate the text in a different way.  Be sure to give the context in your commentary as it makes the reader, listener aware of , and comfortable with where they are, and confident in you as a guide to the passage.
9. What is the main message – what do you want to say?

· Look at your notes and formulate a main idea.  This will become your reference point for your discussion.  Yes it may also be a thesis, but don’t let it scare you.  It really is just the thing that ties your various points together.
9. Inside – Outside - In.

· Remember as you make your points, moving from top to bottom of the text, that you may make comments or references outside the actual text you are examining.  
· From inside move outside --- if you are studying a poet you know and you find a great example of their style inside your passage, you can refer to how that style is evident in another poem outside the passage.  Make your comment and then get back inside the passage you are commenting on.  Inside – Outside - In.  
· Making connections to other stylistic examples, other works, or other works in the same genre or by the same author is a way to show depth of understanding.  Making connections to other authors, genres or juxtaposing ideas / styles is a way to show breadth of understanding.
· Making a connection to your experience or your life if applicable is a way to show a personal connection and understanding.  (Just make it topical and brief!) 
· Whatever connection you want to make, be sure to highlight where in the text the idea originated and get back in as soon as possible – the big marks are for analysis of the text itself. 
· Inside – Outside - In.  
AT THIS POINT YOU HAVE COMPLETED YOUR ANNOTATION – YOUR NOTES.  NOW ORGANISE THESE NOTES AND BEGIN WRITING OR PERFORMING YOUR COMMENTARY.
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