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Analysis Deepening Guide 

Transform summary into sophisticated analysis using proven techniques 
 

 

THE FUNDAMENTAL DIFFERENCE 

Summary = WHAT Happens 

Focuses on: Events, actions, plot, content, literal meaning 

Example: “In The Great Gatsby, Nick Carraway moves to New York and meets his 
neighbor Gatsby, who throws elaborate parties hoping to reunite with Daisy.” 

 

Analysis = WHAT It MEANS 

Focuses on: Significance, interpretation, how/why, deeper implications 

Example: “Nick’s positioning as observer rather than participant establishes the novel’s 
exploration of the American Dream’s unattainability—by placing readers at the same 
remove from Gatsby’s world that Nick experiences, Fitzgerald makes the green light’s 
distance literal for both character and audience.” 

 

 

THE “SO WHAT?” METHOD 

Step-by-Step Process 

1. State the Observation (What you notice) Example: “Gatsby reaches toward the green 
light.” 

2. Ask “So What?” (Why does this matter?) Answer: “It shows he’s reaching for 
something distant.” 

3. Ask “So What?” Again (Dig deeper) Answer: “The distance represents the gap 
between his dream and reality.” 

4. Ask “How?” (What’s the mechanism?) Answer: “Fitzgerald uses physical distance as a 
metaphor for psychological impossibility.” 

5. Ask “Why Does This Matter to the Thesis?” Answer: “This establishes that the 
American Dream is fundamentally unattainable because it’s based on idealization rather than 
reality.” 

FINAL ANALYTICAL STATEMENT: “Gatsby’s reaching gesture toward the distant green 
light establishes the novel’s central argument: the American Dream fails because it’s rooted 
in idealization that creates an unbridgeable gap between aspiration and reality, making the 
dream’s failure inevitable from the start.” 

 

 

LEVELS OF ANALYSIS DEPTH 

LEVEL 1: OBSERVATION (Not Analysis) 

What it does: States what’s in the text Language: “The text says,” “This happens,” “The 
character does” 
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Example: “In Chapter 1, Gatsby reaches toward a green light at the end of Daisy’s dock.” 
 

 

LEVEL 2: SURFACE INTERPRETATION (Weak Analysis) 

What it does: States obvious meaning Language: “This shows,” “This means” 

Example: “This shows that Gatsby wants Daisy and the green light represents his goal.” 
 

 

LEVEL 3: DEEPER INTERPRETATION (Good Analysis) 

What it does: Explains how/why and connects to broader themes Language: “This 
reveals,” “This demonstrates how,” “By doing X, the author achieves Y” 

Example: “The physical distance between Gatsby and the light—separated by water he 
cannot cross—reveals that his desire is defined by impossibility; Fitzgerald positions the 
dream as perpetually out of reach, suggesting that longing itself, not achievement, fuels the 
American Dream.” 

 

 

LEVEL 4: SOPHISTICATED ANALYSIS (Excellent) 

What it does: Multiple layers of interpretation, connections to larger significance 

Language: Complex sentences showing relationships between ideas 

Example: “The reaching gesture functions on multiple levels: literally, Gatsby extends 
toward Daisy’s dock; symbolically, he grasps for an idealized past; thematically, Fitzgerald 
embodies the American Dream’s paradox—that its power derives from perpetual deferral 
rather than attainment. By opening the novel with this image of yearning, Fitzgerald 
establishes that tragedy is inevitable; Gatsby cannot succeed because success would 
destroy the very idealization that defines his identity. The green light must remain distant to 
remain meaningful.” 

 

 

ANALYTICAL VOCABULARY 

Instead of “shows” (overused): 

For Revealing/Making Clear: - reveals, demonstrates, illustrates, exhibits - exposes, 
uncovers, displays, manifests - makes evident, brings to light, clarifies 

For Suggesting/Implying: - suggests, implies, indicates, hints - intimates, insinuates, 
alludes to, connotes - points toward, evokes, signals 

For Arguing/Claiming: - argues, asserts, contends, maintains - posits, proposes, 
advances, claims - advocates, insists, declares 

For Creating Effects: - creates, generates, produces, constructs - establishes, builds, 
develops, crafts - evokes, provokes, elicits, engenders 

For Emphasizing: - emphasizes, underscores, highlights, stresses - accentuates, 
foregrounds, spotlights, draws attention to 

For Complicating: - complicates, challenges, questions, undermines - subverts, 
destabilizes, problematizes, interrogates - contradicts, counters, contests 

For Connecting: - connects, links, associates, relates - parallels, mirrors, echoes, 
corresponds to 

For Functioning: - functions as, operates as, serves to, works to - acts as, performs, 
accomplishes 
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ANALYTICAL SENTENCE STARTERS 

For Explaining Significance: 

 “This is significant because…” 
 “The importance of this lies in…” 
 “This reveals a deeper truth about…” 
 “The implications of this are…” 
 “This matters to the larger argument because…” 

 

For Explaining Mechanism (How): 

 “By [doing X], the author achieves…” 
 “Through [technique], the text creates…” 
 “This works by…” 
 “The mechanism here is…” 
 “This operates through…” 

 

For Making Connections: 

 “This connects to the broader theme of…” 
 “This pattern echoes…” 
 “Building on this idea…” 
 “This relates to the earlier…” 
 “This reinforces the notion that…” 

 

For Adding Complexity: 

 “However, this also suggests…” 
 “On a deeper level…” 
 “More significantly…” 
 “Beyond the surface meaning…” 
 “This complexity reveals…” 

 

For Cause and Effect: 

 “This leads to…” 
 “As a result…” 
 “This causes…” 
 “The consequence of this is…” 
 “This produces the effect of…” 

 

 

BEFORE → AFTER TRANSFORMATIONS 

EXAMPLE 1: Character Analysis 

BEFORE (Summary): “Hamlet delays killing Claudius throughout the play. He thinks 
about it a lot but doesn’t do it until the end.” 

AFTER (Analysis): “Hamlet’s delay stems from his philosophical nature, which demands 
certainty in a morally ambiguous situation. Shakespeare positions revenge—a medieval 
honor code—against Renaissance humanist questioning, making Hamlet’s paralysis 
inevitable; his intellectual depth becomes his tragic flaw because it prevents the unreflective 
action revenge requires. By dramatizing this conflict between thought and action, 
Shakespeare interrogates whether moral complexity can coexist with decisive violence.” 

What Changed: - ✓ Explains WHY delay occurs (philosophical nature) - ✓ Shows HOW 
this relates to larger themes (medieval vs. Renaissance) - ✓ Interprets what this reveals 
(intellectual depth as tragic flaw) - ✓ Connects to Shakespeare’s purpose (interrogating 
moral questions) 
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EXAMPLE 2: Symbolism Analysis 

BEFORE (Summary): “The green light appears several times in the novel. Gatsby looks at 
it in Chapter 1 and Daisy doesn’t notice it later.” 

AFTER (Analysis): “The green light’s transformation from sacred object to unremarkable 
dock light mirrors Gatsby’s disillusionment. When Gatsby reaches toward the light in 
solitude, it carries infinite meaning; when Daisy dismisses it as merely a light, reality 
shatters idealization. Fitzgerald uses this progression to demonstrate that the American 
Dream exists only in imagination—the moment dream becomes reality, it ceases to be a 
dream at all. The light’s diminishment thus represents the inevitable failure of romantic 
idealization when confronted with the mundane materiality of actual achievement.” 

What Changed: - ✓ Tracks symbol’s evolution (transformation over time) - ✓ Explains 
what change reveals (shattering of idealization) - ✓ Connects to theme (American Dream’s 
nature) - ✓ Analyzes mechanism (imagination vs. reality) 

 

 

EXAMPLE 3: Rhetorical Analysis 

BEFORE (Summary): “Martin Luther King Jr. uses repetition in his ‘I Have a Dream’ 
speech. He says ‘I have a dream’ many times.” 

AFTER (Analysis): “King’s anaphoric repetition of ‘I have a dream’ creates rhythmic 
momentum that transforms individual vision into collective prophecy. By repeating the 
phrase eight times in succession, King moves from personal testimony (‘I’) to universal 
aspiration (the dreams themselves), building from specific injustices toward an inevitable 
future. The repetition functions rhetorically as both incantation and insistence—the sheer 
accumulation of repeated dreams makes their realization feel destined rather than merely 
hoped for. This technique exploits repetition’s psychological power: what we hear 
repeatedly becomes truth, turning King’s vision from one man’s dream into historical 
inevitability.” 

What Changed: - ✓ Names specific technique (anaphora) - ✓ Explains psychological 
effect (momentum, inevitability) - ✓ Analyzes how it works (accumulation creates truth) - 
✓ Shows rhetorical strategy (personal to universal) 

 

 

EXAMPLE 4: Theme Analysis 

BEFORE (Summary): “The novel is about the American Dream. Gatsby wants to be rich 
and get Daisy back.” 

AFTER (Analysis): “The novel critiques the American Dream by exposing how success, 
rather than fulfilling desire, reveals its emptiness. Gatsby’s wealth should enable his reunion 
with Daisy, but Fitzgerald demonstrates that the dream’s power depends on deferral—once 
attained, Gatsby’s fortune proves meaningless because Daisy herself was never the true 
object. What Gatsby actually desires is the idealized past, which is by definition 
unattainable. The novel thus argues that the American Dream is structured around 
impossible nostalgia, with success serving only to reveal that what we chase isn’t what we 
actually want.” 

What Changed: - ✓ Makes argumentative claim (critiques, not just “about”) - ✓ 

Explains paradox (success reveals emptiness) - ✓ Distinguishes surface goal from actual 
desire - ✓ Articulates larger significance (nostalgia’s impossibility) 

 

 

EXAMPLE 5: Literary Device Analysis 

BEFORE (Summary): “Shakespeare uses dramatic irony because the audience knows 
Juliet isn’t really dead but Romeo doesn’t.” 
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AFTER (Analysis): “Shakespeare’s use of dramatic irony in the tomb scene transforms 
audience members into helpless witnesses to preventable tragedy, creating unbearable 
tension between what we know and what we cannot change. Our knowledge of Juliet’s 
false death makes Romeo’s grief simultaneously understandable and frustratingly 
unnecessary, positioning us emotionally between sympathy and frustration. This technique 
forces audiences to experience the play’s central theme viscerally: how miscommunication 
and haste destroy love. By making us desperate to intervene yet powerless to do so, 
Shakespeare ensures we feel—not just observe—how easily tragedy stems from timing 
rather than fate.” 

What Changed: - ✓ Analyzes effect on audience (unbearable tension) - ✓ Explains 
emotional positioning (sympathy + frustration) - ✓ Connects to theme 
(miscommunication, timing) - ✓ Shows purpose (making audience feel, not just see) 

 

 

STRATEGIES FOR DEEPENING ANALYSIS 

STRATEGY 1: Ask Multiple “Why” Questions 

Surface observation: “Nick is the narrator.” 

Why? → Because Fitzgerald needs an observer Why does he need an observer? → To 
maintain distance from Gatsby Why maintain distance? → So Gatsby remains 
mysterious and idealized Why must Gatsby be mysterious? → Because demystification 
would reveal emptiness Why does this matter? → Shows the American Dream requires 
illusion to function 

Deep analysis: “Fitzgerald’s choice of Nick as narrator creates necessary distance that 
preserves Gatsby’s mystique; by filtering Gatsby through an outside observer, the novel 
enacts its own argument about how the American Dream requires idealization and 
unknowability to maintain power.” 

 

 

STRATEGY 2: Look for Patterns and Repetition 

Don’t analyze single instance—find the pattern: 

Weak: “Gatsby reaches toward the green light in Chapter 1.” 

Strong: “Gatsby’s reaching gesture repeats throughout—toward the light (Ch. 1), toward 
Daisy’s voice (Ch. 5), toward the past (Ch. 6)—establishing a consistent pattern of 
grasping for the ungraspable that defines his character and symbolizes the American 
Dream’s futility.” 

 

 

STRATEGY 3: Explain the “How” (Mechanism) 

Weak: “The green light symbolizes the American Dream.” 

Strong: “The green light symbolizes the American Dream by embodying desire’s paradox: 
it must remain distant to remain meaningful, just as the Dream’s power derives from 
aspiration rather than achievement. Fitzgerald positions the light physically unreachable 
across water, making the geographical impossibility mirror the psychological impossibility 
of satisfied desire.” 

 

 

STRATEGY 4: Consider What’s NOT Said 

Surface: “Daisy cries over Gatsby’s shirts.” 

Deeper: “Daisy’s tears over Gatsby’s shirts reveal what she doesn’t cry about—his 
devotion, his long wait, his unchanged love. By crying over material objects rather than 
emotional connection, Daisy exposes how thoroughly she equates love with wealth, 
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reducing Gatsby’s spiritual devotion to the material proof of his success.” 
 

 

STRATEGY 5: Analyze Authorial Choices 

Weak: “The novel is narrated by Nick.” 

Strong: “Fitzgerald’s deliberate choice to narrate through Nick rather than Gatsby creates 
interpretive distance that mirrors the thematic distance between dream and reality. An 
omniscient narrator would demystify Gatsby; a first-person Gatsby would romanticize him. 
Nick’s limited third-person perspective allows simultaneous fascination and critique, 
making readers experience the same mixture of attraction and skepticism that defines 
America’s relationship with its own Dream.” 

 

 

STRATEGY 6: Connect Part to Whole 

Weak: “This quote shows Gatsby is idealistic.” 

Strong: “Gatsby’s idealism in this moment exemplifies the novel’s larger argument about 
American optimism: his belief that he can ‘repeat the past’ demonstrates both the Dream’s 
seductive power and its dangerous delusion. This individual character trait becomes 
Fitzgerald’s vehicle for critiquing national mythology.” 

 

 

STRATEGY 7: Explore Contradictions 

Surface: “Hamlet says he’ll kill Claudius but doesn’t.” 

Deeper: “The contradiction between Hamlet’s declared intentions and actual inaction isn’t 
weakness but Shakespeare’s deliberate dramatization of the gap between thought and 
action. By showing Hamlet’s sophisticated reasoning producing paralysis rather than clarity, 
Shakespeare questions whether intellectual depth enhances or impedes moral action, 
ultimately suggesting that excessive thinking can become its own form of evasion.” 

 

 

THE ANALYSIS EXPANSION FORMULA 

1. STATE what happens (one sentence) 2. EXPLAIN what it shows (one sentence) 3. 
ANALYZE how it works (2-3 sentences) 4. CONNECT to larger significance (1-2 
sentences) 

 

EXAMPLE: 

1. STATE: Gatsby throws extravagant parties every weekend. 

2. EXPLAIN: This shows his desperate attempt to attract Daisy’s attention. 

3. ANALYZE: The parties’ elaborate excess—orchestras, imported foods, hundreds of 
guests—transforms Gatsby’s mansion into a public spectacle designed to project wealth 
conspicuous enough to reach across the bay to Daisy’s home. Yet the parties 
simultaneously reveal Gatsby’s isolation: he doesn’t enjoy them, barely participates, and 
remains unknown to his own guests, making the gatherings less celebrations than 
performances of a success meant for an audience of one. 

4. CONNECT: This pattern epitomizes the American Dream’s loneliness—success 
achieved not for its own sake but as currency to purchase what cannot actually be bought: 
love, belonging, and the irretrievable past. Gatsby’s parties thus become metaphors for the 
Dream itself: elaborate, impressive, and ultimately empty. 
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COMMON ANALYSIS MISTAKES & FIXES 

MISTAKE: Stating the Obvious 

Too obvious: “This symbolizes hope.” 

Better: “This symbolizes hope specifically structured around impossibility—hope that 
derives its power from remaining unfulfilled, suggesting that American optimism depends 
on perpetual deferral rather than actual achievement.” 

 

 

MISTAKE: Vague Generalities 

Too vague: “This is interesting and important.” 

Better: “This moment’s significance lies in its inversion of expectations—by making the 
protagonist’s success precipitate his downfall, Fitzgerald challenges the conventional 
success narrative central to American mythology.” 

 

 

MISTAKE: Describing Instead of Interpreting 

Descriptive: “The author uses metaphor here.” 

Interpretive: “The author’s metaphor of Gatsby as a ‘son of God’ elevates him to mythic 
status while simultaneously marking him for sacrificial tragedy, paralleling Christ imagery 
that suggests both exceptional virtue and inevitable destruction.” 

 

 

MISTAKE: No Connection to Thesis 

Disconnected: “Gatsby’s parties are expensive.” 

Connected: “Gatsby’s parties’ excessive cost demonstrates the thesis that wealth, rather 
than enabling dreams, reveals their emptiness; the more lavish his displays become, the 
more apparent his isolation grows, proving that money purchases spectacle but not 
substance.” 

 

 

MISTAKE: Single-Level Reading 

Surface only: “Daisy hits Myrtle with the car.” 

Multi-layered: “Daisy’s literal failure to see Myrtle before hitting her—‘hit and run’ in 
multiple senses—operates both as plot climax and symbolic culmination of the novel’s 
vision theme. The upper class literally and figuratively doesn’t see the lower class; Daisy 
never ‘sees’ Myrtle as a person, only as an obstacle, making the accident a metaphor for 
class-based blindness that characterizes the entire social world Fitzgerald depicts.” 

 

 

PRACTICE: DEEPEN THESE STATEMENTS 

Transform these weak statements into strong analysis: 

1. Weak: “Hamlet talks to himself a lot.” 

Your Analysis: 
 

 

 

Sample Strong Version: “Hamlet’s seven soliloquies reveal not just his thoughts but 
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Shakespeare’s interrogation of whether consciousness enhances or prevents action. By 
giving Hamlet’s internal reasoning extensive stage time, Shakespeare dramatizes how 
intellectual reflection can become paralysis, suggesting that excessive self-awareness may 
be incompatible with the unreflective violence revenge requires.” 

 

2. Weak: “The author uses imagery in this scene.” 

Your Analysis: 
 

 

 

Sample Strong Version: “The author’s sensory imagery—specifically the recurring 
emphasis on smell and decay—transforms the setting from mere background into an 
embodiment of moral corruption. The physical rot described mirrors ethical deterioration, 
making the setting itself an argument about how environment shapes and reflects 
character.” 

 

3. Weak: “This character changes throughout the story.” 

Your Analysis: 
 

 

 

Sample Strong Version: “The character’s transformation from naive idealist to cynical 
realist tracks not just individual development but the novel’s larger critique of American 
innocence. By showing this change as loss rather than maturity, the author questions 
whether experience necessarily leads to wisdom or merely to the erosion of hope, 
suggesting that coming-of-age in America means learning to abandon dreams rather than 
achieve them.” 

 

 

QUICK ANALYSIS CHECKLIST 

Before calling something “analysis,” check: 

 Goes beyond plot summary (interprets, doesn’t describe) 

 Explains HOW (mechanism, not just observation) 

 Explains WHY (significance, not just identification) 

 Uses analytical language (not “shows” for everything) 

 Connects to thesis (relates to main argument) 

 Provides evidence (supports claims with text) 

 Avoids obvious statements (offers insight, not platitudes) 

 Multiple sentences per point (developed, not superficial) 

 Addresses complexity (nuanced, not simplistic) 
 

 

FINAL TIPS FOR DEEPER ANALYSIS 

1. Never stop at the first interpretation — Push yourself to ask “So what?” at least 
three times 

2. Assume complexity — Authors make deliberate choices; find the purpose behind every 
detail 

3. Look for patterns — One instance might be chance; repetition signals meaning 

4. Consider alternatives — Ask “Why this and not something else?” 
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interpretation feels obvious, you haven’t gone deep enough yet. 
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