
CLOSE READING A 

Letter from Jourdon Anderson: A Freedman Writes His Former Master
Close reading is carefully and purposefully rereading a text. It’s an encounter with the text in which we closely 
focus on what the author has to say, what the author’s purpose is, what the words mean, and what the structure of 
the text tells us. Close reading ensures that we truly understand what we’ve read. At Facing History and Ourselves, 
we use this careful investigation of text to make connections to essential questions about history, human behavior, 
and ourselves. !is protocol can be used to implement a close reading for select documents during the Reconstruction 
unit. Adapt the following procedure to best meet your goals and the needs of your students.

FIRST READ:  Read aloud. Either the teacher or an extremely �uent student can read the text aloud. Ask 
students to circle unfamiliar words as they listen. After the read-aloud, as students share these words with 
the class, decide which words to de�ne immediately to limit confusion and which de�nitions you want 
students to uncover through careful reading.

SECOND READ:  Individual read. Ask students to read silently to get a feel for the text. !ey can note 
speci�c words or phrases that jump out at them for any number of reasons: because they are interesting, 
familiar, strange, confusing, funny, troubling, di"cult, etc. Share some of these as a class. Particular 
questions to ask students at this stage of the reading are:

• What can you already infer about the author of this text?

• How is the text structured?

• Does this structure make it easy or di"cult to make meaning?

• Does this structure tell us anything about the author’s style or purpose?

THIRD READ:  Text-dependent questions. In small groups, have students read the text in chunks and 
answer a set of text-dependent questions. !ese questions are included with each close reading exemplar. 
Sample answers are provided to help guide the teacher. See the “Close Reading A: Student Handout” form for 
a student version of the document; see “Close Reading A: Teacher Guide” for the teacher’s version.

FOURTH READ:  Visual image. In small groups, have students create a visual image on paper that captures 
the essence of the text. You may also ask them to include three words or a sentence summary of each section 
of text. Groups can be assigned either the entire text or sections of text for this portion of the close reading.

FIFTH READ:  Gallery read. Ask students to do a “gallery read” of the images that have been created.
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TR ANSITION TO DISCUSSION

At this point, we recommend organizing a class discussion so that students can make connections beyond 
the text. !is discussion can be informal or can use the format of the “Socratic Seminar” or “Save the Last 
Word for Me” strategy.

DISCUSSION SUGGESTIONS

As mentioned earlier, this unit includes two writing prompts. Both prompts can be used to launch a 
discussion after a close reading. Examples include:

• To connect to the argumentative writing prompt (Support, refute, or modify the statement: Laws are the 
most important factor in overcoming discrimination):

• What is the role of laws in creating a just democracy? How do you think Jourdon Anderson would 
answer that question? How do you answer that question? What else might we need to create a just 
democracy?

• To connect to the informative writing prompt: Historian Eric Foner calls Reconstruction “America’s 
un"nished revolution.” What debates and dilemmas from the Reconstruction era remain unresolved? After 
researching informational texts on Reconstruction, write an essay in which you explain one debate that was 
central to this period that remained unresolved. Explain why the debate was signi"cant to the history of 
Reconstruction. In your conclusion, discuss the legacy of the debate not being resolved.

• Ask students to consider connections between Anderson’s letter and contemporary issues 
surrounding membership and justice in American society today. What aspects of Anderson’s 
argument remain “un�nished” in the twenty-�rst century?

• To connect to more general Facing History and Ourselves themes:

• What does it mean to be free? How does Anderson de�ne freedom?

• What can you infer about how Anderson is de�ning justice for freedpeople? How does that connect to 
how he might be viewing the universe of obligation of former slaveholders?

• How would you describe the di#erent “universes of obligation” of individuals, groups, institutions, 
and the government at this point in American history?

• It’s also possible to have students themselves create the questions for a discussion. To do this, you 
might guide students by asking them to �nd connections between the essential questions and the text 
or to write questions based on what resonates for them. !ey might choose to make connections to 
the author’s purpose, the structure of the text, the tone of the text, or the main messages of the text. 
Alternatively, they may want to make connections to issues related to the individual and society, to 
examples of discrimination, to the role of government in a democracy, and beyond.
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