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WRITING THE CRITICAL RESPONSE (CRITICAL ESSAY)

WHAT IS A CRITICAL RESPONSE?

A critical response is a serious essay examining a topic or literary work for its own sake, without reference to
personal views, biases, values or beliefs. A critical response does not use first person pronouns.  It aims to be
objective and neutral in its presentation of ideas and supporting evidence.1   A critical response does more than
explain negative aspects of literature.

WHAT IS EXPECTED IN A CRITICAL ESSAY?

Students are to comment on whether the author communicated his theme effectively through his use of
various critical elements (characterization, symbolism, setting, etc.). This essay must present ideas in a
well-organized, well-defended, logical and clearly explained manner.

WHAT IS THEME?

Theme is the central idea or writer’s message in a piece of writing. Theme is not a statement of a moral
such as, “Don’t talk to strangers”, nor a statement of topic such as  “The story is about jealousy in families.”
Theme answers the question, “What is the author trying to communicate to the reader about life or the human
condition?” An example of a statement of theme is “A careless attitude and greedy nature may result in
irreversible damage to the environment.”

WHAT ARE THE CRITICAL ELEMENTS OF LITERATURE?

Critical elements are the techniques authors use to communicate their message. This list provides some
possible elements/techniques:

Literary Devices Elements Techniques
irony characterization foreshadowing

metaphor climax point of view
simile conflict setting

imagery tone symbolism

HOW DO STUDENTS ANALYZE THE CRITICAL ELEMENTS?

While reading literature, students need to be aware of various critical elements that emphasize the writer’s
message.

The following generic charts, adapted from Essay Writing for Canadian Students2 , will apply to any piece
of fiction, poetry, drama or non-fiction. Answering the questions from the charts will focus students’
attention on the elements being used by the author.

1 Richard Davies and Glen Kirkand, Canadian Writer’s Handbook (Toronto: Gage Publishing, 2000), p. 177.
2 Kay L. Stewart, Chris Bullock and Marian E. Allen, Essay Writing for Canadian Students (Scarborough: Prentice-Hall, 1994), pp. 462-

465.
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Categories for Textural Analysis of Fiction1

1 Kay L. Stewart, Chris Bullock and Marian E. Allen, Essay Writing for Canadian Students (Scarborough: Prentice-Hall, 1994), pp. 462-465.
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Categories for Textural Analysis of Poetry1

1 Kay L. Stewart, Chris Bullock and Marian E. Allen, Essay Writing for Canadian Students (Scarborough: Prentice-Hall, 1994), pp. 462-465.
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Categories for Textural Analysis of Nonfiction1

1 Kay L. Stewart, Chris Bullock and Marian E. Allen, Essay Writing for Canadian Students (Scarborough: Prentice-Hall, 1994), pp. 462-465.
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Categories for Textural Analysis of Drama1

1 Kay L. Stewart, Chris Bullock and Marian E. Allen, Essay Writing for Canadian Students (Scarborough: Prentice-Hall, 1994), pp. 462-465.
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WHAT’S THE NEXT STEP AFTER THE TEXTUAL ANALYSIS CHARTS?

Once students have identified the various critical elements in a work of literature, they must decide which
elements are most significant and effective in helping readers understand the literature’s theme.

• Most critical essays will require students to discuss two or three critical elements.

• Students are not expected to discuss each element from the analysis charts!

• However, discussing only one element may result in an adequate mark if the element has been well
explained and well supported.

WHAT IS THE FORMAT FOR A CRITICAL ESSAY?

As with all formal essays, organization is the key! Planning ideas and support before writing the actual essay will
result in a better product. The essay must have

• an introduction,

• body paragraphs, and

• a conclusion.

SUGGESTIONS FOR WRITING THE CRITICAL ESSAY:

The following suggestions, adapted from Canadian Writer’s Handbook, provide general guidelines for
students when writing critical essays.

• Avoid giving plot summary. Retelling the story is not necessary.

• Be specific.  Specific examples show support for an interpretation or opinion.

• Be accurate. The writer must be clear about what he is communicating to the reader. Facts from the
literature must be accurate.

• Use the correct term. Use a dictionary to ensure the correct terms are used. For example, the terms
narrator and character are not interchangeable.

• Refer to the selection by its correct genre. Do not call a play a movie or a novel a story, etc.

• Use relevant literary terms correctly. If analyzing poetry, for example, know the difference
between metaphor and simile and use the correct term.

• Use some quotations. Using three to five key quotations illustrates that the student has prepared the
essay, read the text closely, and understood what is important. Embedding the quote within the writer’s text
illustrates its point well: The speaker, however, is not so optimistic. He sees that there are “no more
clowns… no more children… no more old ladies” left to inspire the poet/artist.1

SAMPLE ESSAY FOR STUDENTS:

A sample essay, which analyses the film Casablanca, follows on the next page. Students are
advised to give close attention to the organization and support of ideas in this sample essay
because it illustrates the expectations of a critical essay.

1 Adapted from Anthony C. Winkler and Jo Ray McCuen, Rhetoric Made Plain (Don Mills: Harcourt Brace Jovanvich,1987), p. 298.
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h 
au

th
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 p
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 c
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ra
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 o
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 m
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 d
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 c
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s.

 T
hi

s 
is

su
e 

ar
is

es
 f

or
 s

ev
er

al
 o

f 
th

e
m

in
or

 c
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R
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R
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 c
re

di
t r

ai
se

s 
th

e 
po

ss
ib

il
it

y 
th

at
 h

e 
w

il
l r

ef
us

e 
to

 h
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t f
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 m
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 p
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, m
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 b
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 d
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 s
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e 

fi
lm

.  
B

ec
au

se
m

os
t p

eo
pl

e 
ar

e 
fa

ce
d 

w
it

h 
di

ff
ic

ul
t m

or
al

 c
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 s
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 o
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 p
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 b
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