
CSET Texts

Overview

The CSET wants to know if you can read.

Okay - to be specific, Sections I and III of the CSET want to know if you can read.  And not just 
“read,” as in “see words on a page and understand what they’re supposed to mean,” but “read” as in 
“figure out what the main idea of a text is, or the major topics it deals with, or how it is like or unlike 
other things that were written at the same time or by the same writer or by people who had the same 
basic ideas.”

Easy, right?

As it turns out, the parts of the CSET that deal with texts actually are easier than they appear.  You 
don’t have to know the name of every obscure 17th-century pre-Enlightenment poet, for instance, or be 
able to name his favorite poetic forms in the original Italian.  In fact, if you can develop a basic grasp 
of the major historical and literary periods - the “life cycle” of literature in English, so to speak - you 
can handle any text-related question the CSET throws your way.  We promise.

Basic Elements  

On the CSET, you’ll have to deal with both multiple-choice and essay-type questions that ask you to 
read and interpret texts.  Both types of questions share basic elements, which makes them easy to 
identify in the wild.

Multiple-Choice

The multiple-choice questions on the CSET are usually one of four basic types:
● Complete the Statement
● Which of the Following....
● Which is Least/Which is Not/All of These Except....
● Read the Passage

(Once upon a time, the CSET also contained what we’ll call “Roman Numeral” questions.  These 
haven’t been seen on the test in several years, but just in case the writers decide to resurrect them, we’ll 
also explain how these work.)

The Complete the Statement questions all look something like this:

Shakespeare’s poem “My mistress’s eyes are nothing like the sun” uses the poetic form known as:

A.  sonnet
B.  villanelle
C. quatrain
D.  pantoum



The Which of the Following questions look something like this:

Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet uses which of the following elements that was also used in Greek 
tragedies?

A.  three acts
B.  a chorus
C.  actors wearing masks
D.  it is always staged in an outdoor amphitheatre

The Which is Least/Which is Not/All of the Following Except questions ask you to pick out the one 
choice that does NOT answer the question, like this:

Which of the following is NOT a Modernist author?

A.  Ernest Hemingway
B.  Willa Cather
C.  William Faulkner
D.  Alexander Pope

The Reading Passage questions all involve - surprise! - reading a passage.  Often, they’re combined 
with one of the other types of questions, like the following example in which a Reading Passage meets 
a Complete the Statement:

Read the following passage and then answer the question.

“1801. - I have just returned from a visit to my landlord - the solitary neighbour that I shall be troubled 
with. This is certainly a beautiful country! In all England, I do not believe that I could have fixed on a 
situation so completely removed from the stir of society. A perfect misanthropist's heaven: and Mr. 
Heathcliff and I are such a suitable pair to divide the desolation between us. A capital fellow! He little 
imagined how my heart warmed towards him when I beheld his black eyes withdraw so suspiciously 
under their brows, as I rode up, and when his fingers sheltered themselves, with a jealous resolution, 
still further in his waistcoat, as I announced my name.”

This passage is part of the opening chapter in a novel by:

A.  Ernest Hemingway
B.  Toni Morrison
C.  Emily Bronte
D.  Jack Kerouac


