
AP English Language and Composition 

A Crash Course in Critical Reading 
For AP English Language and Composition, you will be required to give a close reading 
to (nearly) every text we read this year.   

What is a close reading?  In essence, it means having a dialogue with the text (a 
conversation between you and the author).   

Having a conversation with the text is very much like having a conversation with a 
person. You should: 

● Ask questions (probing questions that make YOU think and that should 
make the author think, if he were sitting across from you) 

● Summarize/paraphrase passages to make sure you understood them (we 
do this in normal conversation too; pay attention next time and notice how 
we repeat back information to each other when speaking) 

● Relate the material to your own ideas, experiences, and beliefs 
● Challenge/argue with the author and his ideas (make sure to give 

reasons why you disagree) 
● Agree with the author and his ideas… and add some thoughts of your own 

to keep the “conversation” moving forward 
● Comment on things that make you go “Wow!” or that surprise you (“I really 

liked that! It made me see things in a new way!”) 

In addition to the things you would do in a real conversation, a close reading means 
you should also: 

● Make predictions about what’s coming next/what the next idea will be 
● Look up words you don’t know and write down the definitions 
● Identify and comment on craft and writing style that is particularly 

effective (or vice versa… style that is NOT effective) 
● Notice words and their connotations (make notes about connotation in 

the margins) 
● Notice literary techniques (figurative language, symbolism, allegory, 

irony, imagery, etc.) 
● Notice syntax, sound, and rhythm and analyze their effectiveness 
● Notice patterns and repetitions, asking “Why is the author doing this?” 
● Keep track of motifs, important details, characters, settings, plot details, 

etc. 
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● Comment on things that surprise, frustrate, delight, and “punch you in the 
gut.” Analyze why these things affected you. 

● Identify and analyze the point of the view (1st, 2nd, 3rd limited, 3rd 
omniscient) 

● Identify and analyze the purpose of the piece  
● Identify and analyze the intended audience  
● Identify and analyze the tone 
● Identify and analyze how it’s organized 
● Look at structure and make notes about its effectiveness 
● Move beyond surface reading and ask the questions WHY…? HOW 

COME…? WHAT’S THE IMPORTANCE OF…? 

 The Mechanics of a Close Reading: 
1. Write your initial notes in the margins of the text or use sticky notes/slips of paper. (You may 

always transfer these notes to a notebook later, but for the first reading, keep the notes next 
to the text – it makes it easier to discuss the text and your thoughts when text/notes are 
side-by-side.) 

 
2. Write in pencil. (You might change your mind about something or want to revise based on 

comments from others.) 
 

3. Mark the text in whatever method works best for you (underlining, circling, boxing 
words/phrases, putting stars or asterisks, LOLs, smiley faces, shorthand abbreviations such as 
e.g. – use whatever combination of markings you like best). WARNING: You should also 
include some kind of writing/words in addition to symbols. If all you do is underline stuff 
without writing anything in the margins, you won’t remember why you underlined. 

 
4. Keep your mind engaged and attentive (this is easier to do when you have a pencil in your 

hand and you’re writing in the margins). 
 

5. Don’t just accept what the author says at face value. Challenge, question, pose your own 
ideas. 

 
6. Read when you are wide awake (not falling asleep at night).  Read in a quiet place away from 

distractions.  
 

7. Reread passages if you need to.  Work to understand what you read; don’t wait for the 
teacher to give you “the answers.” 
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Below is an example of what a close reading looks like on the page: 
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Options for what to do after you mark-up the text with your annotations: 

➢ Create an Excerpt Journal 
➢ Write a Reading Journal of your personal response to the text 
➢ Create a Double-Entry Journal 
➢ Create Discussion Questions for a Socratic Circle 

See below for details on how to complete these critical reading assignments. 

 

Excerpt Journals 

Choose SIX to EIGHT excerpts from the text that illustrate important ideas, powerful 
writing style, or something you feel is important to discuss. 

FORMAT:  Each excerpt should be a paragraph in length. Make sure to include page 
number notation.  After each passage, discuss why you feel the excerpt is important. 
Each written discussion should be at least 150 words in length. 

WHAT EXCERPTS SHOULD YOU CHOOSE? 

● Something that seems important to you 
● Something that caused you to have an epiphany 
● Something that caused you to learn a new idea or think about an old idea in a 

new way 
● Something you disagree/agree with 
● Something that’s powerfully written and memorable 
● Something that uses heavily connotative language, is particularly strong in tone 

 

Reading Journal (personal response) 

This journal can be done after reading the entire book or after reading each chapter. 

Make sure to include the title of the book/chapter, the name of the author, and any 

relevant page numbers.  Your goal is to fill out at least two FULL pages (typed) of your 

personal response to the book (or one full page per chapter, depending on what the 

teacher assigns).  Below are some prompts to get you started on your personal response: 

1. I wonder what _____________ means… 

2. I really don’t understand this part because… 

3. I really like or dislike this book because… 
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4. This person, ________________, reminds me of somebody I know because… 

5. This person, ________________, reminds me of myself because… 

6. This person, ________________, is like ______________ in _______________ 

because… 

7. This scene/part reminds me of a similar scene/part in _________________ because… 

8. This part is very realistic or unrealistic because… 

9. I like or dislike this style of writing because… 

10. This section makes me think about ________________ because… 

11. This section is particularly effective because… 

12. I think the relationship between ___________ and __________ is interesting 

because… 

13. The ideas here remind me of the ideas in _____________ because… 

14. I like or dislike this person, ______________, because… 

15. This situation reminds me of a similar situation in my own life when… 

Avoid merely summarizing the text.  Explore your thoughts, feelings, reactions, 

questions. Take some risks. Write about what you like or dislike, what seems confusing or 

unusual to you. Tell what you think something means. Make connections between the text 

and other things you’ve read.  Make connections to your own personal experiences as well 

as the outside world. Give your opinion on style and language. Challenge the text. 

 

Dialectical Journal 

When you’re reading a text, you’re always interacting with it (and with yourself!). 

A dialectical journal is a running dialogue between you and the text. This is done by 
recording notes in the form of quotations or paraphrases and then commenting upon 
what you have recorded. 

How do you record the information? 

➢ Quotation/passage on the left side of the page and your reflection on the right 
side. 
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What to record? 

Quotation (page #) Reaction/Response 
Sentence, line, phrase, or paraphrase that: 

1. May hit with some force 
2. May remind you of something 
3. May make you think or questions 
4. May be an example of pleasing or 

disturbing writing 

 

Explanation of why you chose the 
quotation/passage: 

● Question/Predict: Ask questions 
while you read and try to predict 

● Connect: to personal experiences 
or the outside world 

● Analyze/Evaluate: Form opinions 
both while you’re reading and after 
you’ve finished. Develop your own 
ideas 

● Interpret: determine the meaning of 
what you’ve read 

● Reflect: what does the quote say 
about all people and humanity? 

 

Dialectical Journal Response Ideas (i.e.: what could go in the right hand column): 

● Explanation: Explain why you chose the quotation/passage. Why is it important? 
Why did it stand out to you? 

● Question/Prediction: Ask questions while you read and try to predict what will 
come next. 

● Connect: To personal experiences – relate to your own life, someone you know, 
another text, or the world in general. 

● Analyze/Evaluate: Form opinions both while you’re reading and after you’ve 
finished. Develop your own judgments about the text and your own ideas about 
the content. 

● Interpret: Determine the meaning of what you’ve read and why it is important to 
the rest of the text (i.e.: to purpose, audience, message, main point, theme, etc.) 

● Reflect: What does the quote say about all people and about humanity in 
general? Can most people relate to what is in the text? Can you? 

To receive full credit for a dialectical journal: 

1. The required number of entries (this should be set by your teacher, or use your 
best judgment) 

2. Neatly printed or typed 
3. Quotations/paraphrases must include page number (and/or Act, scene, line, 

stanza, etc. depending on the text) 
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4. Reactions/responses must reveal that you were truly interacting with your 
reading both personally and intellectually 

 

Discussion Questions for Socratic Circle 
A Socratic Circle is a discussion in which everything is student-led (the teacher sits outside of the 
circle and observes but does not ask questions or get involved in the discussion). The purpose of 
a Socratic Circle is for students to actively engage in conversation about complex topics without 
aid from a teacher or other “expert.” All the topics, questions, and arguments are made by the 
students. 

Many Socratic Circles have two circles: The Inner and the Outer. 

The Inner Circle 

● Serves as the discussion panel for student-generated questions and topics 
● Students may take notes, but not required 
● Each member should provide at least two (2) quality responses fully supported by textual 

evidence 
● No moderator; no hands raised – listen and “jump in” respectfully 
● Follow rules of courteous discussion 
● May ask questions of each other only 
● No “yes” or “no” questions allowed 
● No interactions with Outer Circle or teacher 

The Outer Circle 

● Listen/take notes 
● Write down everything your Target (person you are responsible for documenting) says 
● No interaction with Inner Circle or teacher 
● May not respond to the Inner Circle discussion 

Ways to engage the Outer Circle: 

1. Write down your favorite question from the discussion and explain what you liked about it. 

2. Describe the answer that you thought was most balanced between evidence and commentary. 

3.Write an answer that you would have liked to discuss if you had been part of the Inner Circle. 

4. Write a better answer to one of the discussion questions that you felt was not discussed 
enough. 

In order to participate in the Socratic Circle, students must bring an “Admissions Ticket.” This 
Ticket includes the following: 
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1. Annotated text from the reading 
2. TWO questions at each of the following question levels: Factual/Literal, 

Interpretive/Inferential, Experiential/Connecting 

Literal/Factual questions can be answered by using facts in the text or easily accessible 
information in other texts. They are fact-based.  Good answers lead to an accurate and complete 
summary of the text. 

Interpretive/Inferential questions are textually implicit, requiring analyzing or interpreting 
specific parts of the text. They are inference-based. You must “read between the lines” for the 
answers. Good answers lead to an identification of the significant patterns in the text. 

Experiential/Connecting questions are open-ended and go beyond the text. Bring your own 
personal experience into the discussion in addition to evidence from the text. These questions 
will provoke discussion of an abstract idea or issue. Good answers lead to an appreciation of the 
text and further discussion. 

 

**SUMMER READING EXPECTATIONS** 

For your summer reading you are expected to annotate each text (using a pencil, 
writing in the margins or using sticky notes/bookmark slips).  These annotations will be 
checked and graded on the first day of class. 

You must also complete the following close reading activities for each text by the first 
day of class: 

Zen in the Art of Writing by Ray Bradbury:  Dialectical Journal (minimum 6 entries per 
chapter) + Reading Journal/Personal Response essay (2 pages minimum) 

How to Think by Alan Jacobs: Excerpt Journal (6 to 8 entries for the entire book) + 
Reading Journal/Personal Response essay (2 pages minimum) 

Steal Like an Artist by Austin Kleon: Dialectical Journal (minimum 3 entries per chapter) + 
Reading Journal/Personal Response essay (2 pages minimum) 

 

As you read each text, think about purpose, audience, style, tone, and the central 
argument the author is making. Always ask yourself: “What is the argument?” 

Remember: “Everything's an argument.” 

 

Please email me with any questions you may have about these summer assignments: 

jzbytowski@saintcatherineacademy.org 
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A final parting word before you embark on your adventures in critical 
reading… 

 

Some books are to be tasted; others swallowed; and 

some to be chewed and digested. – Francis Bacon 

 

(Bon appetit!) 

 

 

 

 

Reading exercises adapted from College Board: Pre-AP Literature and Language Advanced 
Placement Summer Institute. PDF. Sandra Effinger. http://mseffie.com. 
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