A Classification of the Kinds of Questions you might ask about a text. 

Please add to this list.

1. What’s the main point of this text? What passages are particularly relevant in conveying this main point? What tricks might be effective in remembering the main point in conjunction with the text and its author?

2. Questions about the main point – I find it useful to try putting the main point into the form of an “if …, then …” statement.  This can work in either of two ways:  

a. “if …, then the main point of the text.” This form helps me to focus on the hypotheses (whether implicit or explicit) that the author relies upon in order to reach his/her main conclusion.

b. “if the main point of the text, then ….” This form helps me to consider the consequences that follow from the truth of the author’s assertion.

Taken together, these considerations help me to situate the author’s main point within the context of some kind of argument and help me to follow the logic the author has employed.

3. Questions of organization and style.  Often a text will have subtexts within it, whether these consist of subplots in a novel or consist of subpoints the author wishes to establish.  In answering the question of “How the text works”, you can often focus on the effectiveness of the organization and style and achieve success. Personally, I find it interesting to consider the expectations the author sets up in the reader’s mind and then satisfies in some way.

4. Questions of background knowledge and of potential future influence.  What would the educated reader be expected to know in coming to this text?  How do readers react to the text? What are they likely to get out of the text, particularly what may they find to have lasting value?

5. Questions of content clarification – usually of the form “What did the author mean by including this particular passage?”

6. Questions of interpretation – usually of the form “In what ways could the reader interpret this ambiguous passage?”  

7. Questions about connections between parts of a single text or between different texts.

8. Questions of connection between the text and your life here and now or between the text and the big problems of human existence faced by everyone everywhere (even the Simpsons).

