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Part 1 of 3: Things Fall Apart By Chinua Achebe 

 

On one level, this novel tells a simple story, in very simple terms, of a great warrior named 

Okonkwo of an Ibo village in Nigeria. One many more complex levels, this novel challenges us 

to evaluate the fall of a tragic hero and the clash of incongruent cultures. It’s a great story, one 

that has appeared many times on the AP exam.  

 

As you read the novel, you will create notes. You will take notes for every novel and play that 

we read this year. The focus of these types of notes will vary depending on the purpose and 

intent of the reading. In the course of the year, you will be permitted to handwrite your notes. 

However, since you are turning in this work over the summer, you need to type your notes for 

these assignments.  The note are evidence of your close reading; they will help you to develop a 

deeper understanding of the stories, and they will serve as a study guide for you in preparation 

for the AP exam at the end of the year.  

 

Note Taking #1: Summarizing 

You are to prepare a summary of each chapter of the novel. Your summary should reflect careful 

thought to what is important to know and include, and what does not appear to be significant and 

can be left out. Length of entries will vary depending on the chapter, but a rule for full credit 

should be between 100 and 200 words. I present you with a summary for Chapter 1 - so that one 

is done! Follow this model for the remaining story chapters. Consider how I organized the 

information differently from the chapter because it helped me to understand the gist of the story. 

I also left myself a question that I may come back to later. Type all of your notes in this 

document and return the document to me by June 30th.  

 

Chapter 1:  The story starts with a brief introduction to Okonkwo (the protagonist) and Unoka, 

his father. Unoka had died 10 years ago. He was a musician and happiest when he was playing 

his flute and enjoying the company of his friends. But he squandered the family’s finances and 

died in debt. He was the complete opposite of Okonkwo which is why Okonkwo had had no 

patience for him. Okonkwo is now at least 38 years old. In his early years, he was a wrestler and 

his rose to prominence in his village (1 of 9). He also proved his courage in two inter-tribal wars.  

He has 3 wives and children who live in different houses. Okonkwo is wealthy, has two titles 

(some kind of position in the tribe?), and is highly respected in the tribe. The chapter ends with a 

cliffhanger reference to some boy named Ikemefuna.  

 

Chapter 2: 

And so on . . . . 

 

 

  



Note Taking #2:  Close Reading 

The AP Literature and Composition course is all about close, analytical reading of a variety of 

texts. You will often be asked to consider a discrete passage for WHAT does it mean and HOW 

is the meaning accomplished by the writer.  You will start this practice by selecting ONE 

passage from the story for analysis.  

 

Type your passage here and include a parenthetical citation (which of course you know how to 

do).  This passage should be long enough to not only reveal an important idea or point of the 

story, but it should also illustrate the writer’s use of two or more literary elements or techniques. 

Color mark your passage for these literary elements or techniques. Then in a brief analysis, 

explain how these elements and/or literary techniques reinforce or illustrate the writer’s meaning. 

Did they help you to discover something about the story? A character? A theme? Answer the 

WHAT and HOW questions. Your analysis should be between 200 and 300 words.  If you need 

more than 300 words, you probably copied too long a passage. 

 

 

 

Note Taking #3: Characterization 

The complexity of a character is frequently subject to examination on the AP test.  Okonkwo is 

the type of character well-suited for the AP exam because of his complex feelings and views of 

the world. In an honors level class, we would track examples of text that reveal this complexity. 

This you will do. But at the AP level, we must go further in our analysis by considering the 

stylistic techniques, literary elements,  and/or rhetorical devices used to develop this character’s 

complexity.  

 

Divide the book into thirds and for each section find ONE textual example that reveals some 

aspect of Okonkwo’s complex character. An entry that describes him as having thick eyebrows 

and a broad nose reveals nothing on this point. Explain what the textual example reveals AND 

how Achebe approaches this characterization.  Your entries should look like this: 

 

Character trait #1: “‘An Umuofia man does not refuse a call,’ he said. ‘He may refuse to do what 

he is asked; he does not refuse to be asked’” (193). Okonkwo follows the laws of the clan 

without question. His fierce loyalty to the clan and its governance is revealed through the use of 

parallelism.  

 

 

Character trait #2: repeat 

Character trait #3: repeat 

 

 
 


