Major Schools of Literary Criticism
Objective formalist criticism: 
Involves a close reading of the text. All critical approaches should begin here. Formalist critics such as New Critics believe that all information essential to the interpretation of a work can be found within the work itself and that the work has coherence overall. There is no need to bring in outside information about the context of a work or the writer’s life. Formalist critics concentrate on such literary elements as imagery, figures of speech, symbols, setting, characterisation, irony, point of view, units of structure etc. (This approach needs little secondary research and emphasises the timeless quality of literature, but it demands close attention to detail, patterning and nuance in the language and at its most extreme is closer to linguistic philosophy than literature.) 
Contextualised approaches: 

Historical critics see works of literature as the reflection of an author’s time and place. They believe it’s important to know about the work’s political, sociological and economic context in order to truly understand it. (This approach can be very helpful in overall understanding and appreciation but should not be considered a substitute for close reading of the text itself. It also demands a breadth of research)
Biographical critics seek to interpret by placing the work in context of the author’s life, times and influences. They believe it is important to understand the author’s life events and relationships in order to assess their impact on the content and meaning of the works. (This approach can become shallow, simplifying as it does the creative process and is useless where the author’s life, or even identity, is not known. Very popular at the moment perhaps because of ‘celebrity culture’)

Psychoanalytical critics view the work through the lens of psychology, scrutinizing the motivations of characters often by relation to Freud’s theories such as the id, the ego and the superego; eros and thanatos; or Jungian theories such as the collective unconscious. (Some works invite this sort of critical approach more readily than others; however, subtle characterisation can be limited by being subsumed into a psychological pigeon hole)
Marxist criticism depends upon Marx’s view of the class-based structure of society, emphasising power differentials between the haves and the have-nots.

(Can be very useful when discussing the novel, but it is not as helpful for analysis of lyric poetry) 

Feminist criticism assesses the presentation of gender in literary works. Like Marxist critics, feminist critics believe that a powerful dynamic underlies all social conditions, but where the Marxist critics focuses on class-related forces, the feminist critic looks to the unequal distribution of power between genders. (Very illuminating; one can read works in an entirely different way, but it’s important to keep a historical perspective on what were givens at the time of writing.)
A subjective approach: 
Reader response theory values the experiences of the reader in determining meaning and significance. Because of differences in life experiences each reader will offer a different subjective interpretation of the work and this response becomes an integral part of the reading (This appeals to all readers for obvious reasons, but can become simply self-indulgent, relating everything to individual personal experience rather than close analysis) 

Late 20th 21st Century Criticism is post-modern, emphasising deconstruction, disunity and intertextuality.
