
Intro to Critical Reading Journal  

 

What is a “critical reading journal?” 
First, let me make clear that this is NOT a personal journal or diary, although I recognize 
that what we read in class may touch on deeply personal thoughts and feelings.  And you 
are free to write as openly as you would like about those things as they pertain to your 
thinking about our class. You may also like to include cartoons, artwork, references to 
other disciplines you are studying, or links to current events.   
 

Ummm, yeah.  One more time, what is a “critical reading journal?” 
Each time you read an assignment for class, you will write in your journal about what 
you’ve read.  Your mission is to USE the critical reading skills you’ve gained from Foster, 
Nabokov and Perrine to analyze your course reading.  Your goal is to develop and articulate 
legitimate readings of a text.  And while the particular skills might be most applicable in an 
English class, the notion of reading critically will serve you in a broad variety of capacities 
as adult thinkers, readers, writers and viewers. 
 
In your journal, you will 

• Log your reactions to, reflections on and interpretations of what we read in our 
class. 

• Try out and try on new ideas. 
• Explore concepts, to ask questions, to pose theories, and to express opinions. 
• Jot down quotes that intrigue you or inspire you.   
• Then on the left-hand side, analyzing yourself as a reader developing a more 

realistic sense of what legitimate critical reading looks like.  
 

What’s the “left side?” 
I expect you to keep a hefty margin of 
space on the left-hand side of your 
journal to go back and assess your own 
reading.   
 
When you’re finished with a text—or 
even as you’re finishing particular 
assignments, go back and comment on 
your original observations and make 
something of them: 
 

• Where are you using (or failing to 
use) the critical reading skills we’re 
discussing in class? 

• Do you see a pattern of changes in 
your “reading” that you experienced 
over time? 

• Why did you misread when you did?  
• What did you focus on?  In other 

words, what did you care about and 
what did you disregard?  Why? 

• What did you “get?”  Why?  What 
did you “miss?”  Why? 

F.A.Q.  
 

Q Will you read all of my journal entries? 
A No.  Your journal grade is 20% of your overall grade  

each trimester.  During 1st trimester, that grade is based  
on a series of spot checks and an informal discussion with me 
as well as class-discussion leadership 
opportunities. During second and third trimesters,   
that grade is based on a journal interview (see handout).  You 
cannot possibly have a full discussion without a thorough 
journal—period.  If you have not kept up with your journal, if 
you have not written full answers in full  
sentences to all of the questions asked, if you have not 
 integrated class notes, if you cannot demonstrate a  
consistent work ethic with your journal, do not expect  
a grade above a C-. You will have detailed  
instructions and a rubric to help you as you prepare  
for the conference. 

 
Q How often should I write? 
A You should also plan to write thoughtfully about any  

reading assignment we do. Also, whenever you have a  
prompt or a discussion question or a focus question,  
you should write in your journal.  You are expected to  
add to your journal as a result of class discussions.   
The journal is a MAJOR COMPONENT of this course; you 
should treat it that way. 
 

 
 



 

 
 

What to write about when you don’t have a prompt… 
1. Times when your reading changes because 

a. You see something you didn’t see before 
b. You recognize a pattern—the images start to overlap, 

gestures or phrases recur, some details seem associated with 
each other. 

c. The story suddenly seems to you to be about something 
different from what you thought. 

d. You discover that you were misreading. 
e. The writer introduces a new context or new perspective 
 

2. Times when you are surprised or puzzled because something doesn’t 
fit or things just don’t make sense—pose explicitly a question or 
problem that occurs to you 

 
3. Details that seem important and make you look again. 
 
4. Ways in which the story makes you speculate about life or a 

connection to another text or even another academic discipline. 
 
5. Your first impression of the ending—what exactly “ended” by the 

ending the author chose?  What does this tell you about what the book 
was actually saying? 

 
6. Rhetorical devices that you notice—how do they enhance meaning? 
 
7. Focus on style.  Style can include word choice (diction), sentence 

structure and length, figurative language and poetic characteristics.  
What interesting features of style are apparent about this work?  Does 
it/do they help to convey the content or does it hinder the 
communication of the message?  Is it an appealing style?  Does it 
remind you of another writer?  How would you change the style if 
you were this writer’s editor? 

 
8. Take a closer look at the beginnings and endings of chapters, sections, 

or the book itself.  What attention has the writer paid to these sections 
of the text?  Are there patterns or formulas he follows?  Are there 
microcosms s/he creates for the reader? 

 
9. Point of view becomes extremely critical in some works because the 

author chooses it to filter what the reader can and should know about 
the story.  What is the point of view and how does it work less or 
more effectively than other texts?  

 
PS) Lots of times students cut out this list & other journal criteria to tape them inside the front 
covers of their journals.  It makes for easy reference all year long. 

 

How do journals get 
evaluated? 
In three words: a journal interview. 
 
Let me explain.  Your work in the journal 
will count approximately 20% of your total 
grade. During 1st trimester, that grade is 
based on a series of spot checks and an 
informal discussion with me as well as class-
discussion leadership opportunities. During 
second and third trimesters, that grade is 
based on a journal interview (see handout). 
Your fundamental task is to demonstrate 
your growth as a critical reader using the 
particular skills we have focused on during 
the trimester.   
 
You will receive a specific list of interview 
questions and a rubric prior to the 
conference, but in general, you’ll want to 
prepare by  

• Reviewing your journals 
• Selecting 3-4 key critical reading 

skills you’ve grown in as a reader 
• Flagging or marking significant 

entries to read aloud to me when I 
ask you for evidence 

• Creating connective tissue that 
summarizes and interprets your work 
so as to show me what sense you 
make of your own growth as a 
reader.  
 

Our focus is not some “ideal” reading but 
your own real process of becoming a critical 
reader.  The interview will allow us to zero in 
quickly on the major successes you’ve had as 
well as the problems.  What begins in your 
“left side journaling” (see box on front) 
becomes actual dialogue in our interview.  

 


