
Step One: Critical Reading 

To write analytically requires one to first read a text carefully, thoughtfully, and critically.   
Critical reading has four separate levels of attention that become progressively more complex:  
 

1. Observation: one considers the vocabulary, grammar, syntax, figurative language, literary 
devices, and other stylistic features; noting what is in the text and labeling parts for 
possible use later. The challenge is that some students never get beyond this step.  

2. Semantics: one defines words to determine their denotative and connotative importance to 
the work and reflects upon the implications of the language and how it is used. Identifying 
and defining meaning. 

3. Structural: one assesses the relationships and connections between words and ideas, 
including patterns, repetitions, contrasts, juxtapositions, symbols, figurative language. 
Readers evaluate the function of the language and the author’s purpose for expressing it in 
this manner. Assessing, examining, evaluating.  

4. Associative: one draws on prior knowledge and connects the theme of a text to ideas beyond 
it, arguing for a particular reading of a text. Providing judgments based on prior knowledge, 
synthesizing, and making claims (thesis).  

 
 

Step Two: Critical Thinking 

The second step to literary analysis comes after close reading when you begin making claims, 
judgments, and connections beyond the text that provide insight into and relevancy to the work.  
Critical thinking means paying close attention to  
 

• what the individual words, figurative language, structural elements are,  
• how the nuances and connotations of language affect the meaning, 
• the function of the author’s stylistic choice in the context in which they are being used,  
• the purpose the author intends by choosing a particular mode of expression, and 
• the theme the author conveys when one considers it as a whole. 

 
This level of analysis necessitates deliberate consideration of a work’s particular style, narrative 
structure, themes, and the worldview it offers—essentially a study that ranges from a microscopic 
analysis of style to a macroscopic analysis of the human condition.   
 

 



Step Three: Analytical writing (SQuEES) 

Compositional elements of analytical writing: 

Statement— claim or argument you will be making (thesis, topic sentences) 
Quote—specific text evidence illustrating thesis’ topic; theme FRQ will be specific events  
Explain— what is it? how is the evidence connected to your claim? 
Elaborate— how does the evidence function within the context of your argument?  

          why or for what purpose is the author using the evidence you’ve provided? 
Synthesize— so what? Tie back to the theme cited in the thesis. 

 
These elements are fluid and organic—they may change order, depending upon your argument.   
 
Each of the critical reading levels engages critical thinking to begin analytical writing.   
 
Statement: claim or argument you are positing after reading and analysis.  Assert a provable claim.   

 
Quotes: words, figurative language, structural elements you annotated while reading 
  
Explain:  what the words, figurative language, structural elements are (Observation) 

how the language/evidence affects the meaning and connects to the Statement (Semantics) 
 

Elaborate: the function/ how of the evidence of the author’s stylistic choice(s) in the claim (Structural)  
the purpose the author intends or why the author uses the evidence provided (Structural) 

 
Synthesis: connections beyond or outside the text that enhance or clarify the meaning (Associative) 

 
 

NOTE: Every thesis is three-pronged and should answer these questions 
 I) What is your topic? 
 II) What is the author’s purpose?  

III) What is the author’s theme? 
 
For example, let’s use these thesis statements about Milton: 
 

1. “John Milton is a fantastic poet who uses brilliant imagery and powerful symbols to describe Adam and Eve’s marriage.” 
 

2. “Milton suggests that God intended Man and Woman to be equals and co-partners in marriage when he illustrates the domestic content and 
matrimonial love evident through their epithets of affection and bucolic tone and imagery of the Garden.” 

 
I) What is my topic?  
 1.  “Milton is a fantastic poet who uses brilliant imagery and powerful symbols” 
 2.  “Adam and Eve’s epithets of affection and bucolic tone and imagery” 
 
II) What is the author’s purpose?   

  1.  “to describe Adam and Eve’s marriage” 
  2.  “illustrate the domestic content and matrimonial love”  
 
 III) What is the theme?  
  1.  no theme offered 
  2.  “to suggest that God intended Man and Woman to be equals and co-partners in marriage” 

 


