
Dialectical Journal: How to Read Literature Like a Professor: A Lively 

and Entertaining Guide to Reading Between the Lines by Thomas C. 

Foster 

 
Foster’s text is an easy-to-read introduction to the themes and associations that all pieces of 

literature have with one another. We will be using this text throughout the year in combination 

with literature we read.  

As you read How to Read Literature Like a Professor, you will keep a double-entry journal. This 

journal is designed to organize your thoughts and illustrate your understanding of the text’s 

materials.  

Below is the procedure for these journals. Please hang on to this; we will use dialectical journals 

for other texts in this class, and it is important that you know how to correctly complete these 

assignments.  

 

Dialectical Reading Journals 

 

Your literary journal is not a diary; it is rather an important means by which you will develop a 

better understanding of the texts you will read in class. It is the place where you will incorporate 

the ideas we discuss in class, your own ideas about literature and the specific texts we study, and 

your personal relationship with those texts. It will be invaluable when you prepare for 

examinations, and class discussions.  

Dialectic means “the art of practice of arriving at the truth by using conversation involving 

question and answer.” This is what you must do in your journal—dialogue with yourself. In your 

journal, have a conversation with the text and with yourself. Write down your analysis, 

questions, insights, and ideas while you read.  

 

Procedure 

 

needed. Use this double-entry format to examine the details of a passage and to synthesize your 

understanding of the details of the texts.  

Reading Notes (something from the text). As 

you work, identify the chapter names for each set of entries.  

Analysis (something from you).  

(details, quotations, summaries, and/or key ideas and concepts) in the left column. These are 

your CONCRETE DETAILS!  

to the notations on the left. Make certain that you are specific in your observations. This is your 

COMMENTARY on the concrete detail you have chosen. I will expect these entries to be 

thoughtful, insightful, analytical responses to the detail you’ve chosen.  

 

Write when: 

 

you learn something that will aid you in your analysis of language and literature  



you learn something that will aid you in your writing  

you see something you didn’t see before (an epiphany)  

you recognize a pattern-overlapping images, repetition of ideas, details, colors that make a 

connection. (Motifs)  

you discover that the text is about something different from what you originally thought it 

was about (structural or content shifts)  

something puzzles you or confuses you  

you agree or disagree with an observation by the narrator or author  

certain details seem important to you  

you see circumstances or issues that are especially relevant to your life or the lives of others  

when the passage prompts deeper thinking or memory associations  

when you have a specific emotional response toward the author’s words  

when you see connections between passages or sections of a work or works  

 

Expectations: 

 

You are expected to have a bare minimum of three specific and detailed entries on each side of 

the dialectical journal for each chapter. (Please label each chapter.)  

Your journal should be a spiral-bound, college-ruled notebook or a composition notebook. 

Entries are to be written neatly and legibly. I won’t accept loose notebook paper. We will use 

these notebooks for other projects.  

 

Chapters to be addressed in your journal 

 

Introduction: How'd He Do That?  

Chapter 1 -- Every Trip Is a Quest  

Chapter 2 -- Nice to Eat with You: Acts of Communion  

Chapter 3: --Nice to Eat You: Acts of Vampires  

Chapter 4 -- If It's Square, It's a Sonnet  

Chapter 5 --Now, Where Have I Seen Her Before?  

Chapter 6 -- When in Doubt, It's from Shakespeare...  

Chapter 7 -- ...Or the Bible  

Chapter 8 -- Hanseldee and Greteldum  

Chapter 9 -- It's Greek to Me  

Chapter 10 -- It's More Than Just Rain or Snow  

Interlude -- Does He Mean That  

Chapter 11 --...More Than It's Gonna Hurt You…  

Chapter 12 -- Is That a Symbol?  

Chapter 13 -- It's All Political  

Chapter 14 -- Yes, She's a Christ Figure, Too  

Chapter 15 -- Flights of Fancy  

Chapter 16 -- It's All About Sex...  

Chapter 17 -- ...Except the Sex  

Chapter 18 -- If She Comes Up, It's Baptism  

Chapter 19 -- Geography Matters...  

Chapter 20 -- ...So Does Season  



Interlude -- One Story  

Chapter 21 -- Marked for Greatness  

Chapter 22 -- He's Blind for a Reason, You Know  

Chapter 23 -- It's Never Just Heart Disease...  

Chapter 24 -- ...And Rarely Just Illness  

Chapter 25 -- Don't Read with Your Eyes  

Chapter 26 -- Is He Serious? And Other Ironies  

*Read Chapter 27—The Test Case and the Envoi* 


