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1. Comment on the section titles listed on the Contents page: how do they relate to the events of that part?  Do you notice any pattern?  
The first and every other part is labelled 'Night', with one exception, called 'Nap', which also involves sleeping.  These are times when Offred dreams, remembers, takes us back into the past with her.  Her memories and the flashbacks are not confined to these sections, however.  
XIII Night, Chapter 40: she visits Nick.  There are no more flashbacks after this.  Indicative of her increasing acceptance of her situation, of her sense of disloyalty to Luke, of her complacency.
The titles between are taken from her daytime activities.  The first 'Shopping' begins with her domestic routine and takes us into the town, thus providing a geographical and social context.  After that, the titles begin at the centre of her experience – 'Waiting Room' – and gradually move outwards a step at a time: Household, Birth Day (women only), 'Soul Scrolls (she learns of Mayday), Jezebel's (a whole other world) and 'Salvaging' (the full horror of Gilead).  
Offred's story ends with 'Night', as it began: it begins in the Red Centre and ends with her removal in a black van.  In the first chapter of the present tense narrative, Offred sits in her room until the bell rings to tell her it is time to go shopping.  In the last chapter she sits in her room until she hears the doorbell "toll", and the Guardians take her away.
1. What do you notice about the use of present and past tense?  of speech marks? of capital letters?
The narrative uses the present tense for the events of the months at the Commander's; this both gives the idea of the repetitive and recurring nature of Offred's experiences, and also leaves open the question of survival.
Past tense is used for everything that happened earlier – Offred's childhood, her marriage and motherhood, and even the events of the five weeks before the start of the story proper, i.e. her arrival at the Commander's and her first meeting with Serena Joy.  
The visit to the doctor – "yesterday" – is told in the present tense; this confirms the idea that these events are recurring. 
Speech marks are generally used for dialogue in the present tense narrative, but not in the flashbacks and dreams.  Perhaps this is to suggest authenticity in the contemporary story but the vagueness of memory in the rest.  However, it is not fully consistent.  Chapter 32, for example, includes an account of a discussion between Offred and the Commander, and no speech marks are used. 
Capital letters are used for many nouns that normally do not have them - Wives, Angels, Guardians etc. - as well as for all the official activities: Prayvaganza, Salvaging.  This has the effect of lifting words like 'wife' to the status of titles, to make them official and significant.  This underlines the rigidity of what people are allowed to do, and how confined they are to gender roles.
1. Very little actually happens in Offred's story.  Why is this appropriate to the themes of the novel?
Offred's life has been reduced to almost total inactivity; little happens because her life is without incident.  She substitutes with close observation of the minutest details of her surroundings.  Since not paying attention to trends in society, not being vigilant about protecting rights and freedoms, helped to allow the revolution to happen and succeed, this is ironic.  Now all she can do is pay attention.
She is given food, shelter and clothing, and deprived of all else.  What is reinforced by the narrative is that these basic needs are inadequate; humans need more than this.
'Historical Notes'
This is an important part of the novel, and must not be ignored or overlooked.  Re-read it carefully.
1. What is the purpose of this part of the book?  What effect does it have on the rest of the story?
By splitting the POV – it is told in the omniscient technique, unlike the autobiographical POV of the rest of the story - it is able to provide details Offred couldn't know.  It adds a note of authenticity, explaining the reason for the disjointed narrative, and for the direct address.
The context (dates, place) and an explanation of the narrative are given through a parody of a scholarly symposium held two centuries later.  
The title which Offred's narrative has been given echoes those of Chaucer's Canterbury Tales: "The Knight's Tale" or "The Wife of Bath's Tale."
It makes an ironic comment on many of the themes addressed in the narrative.    (continued) 
