Introducing Students to Layered Texts

One of the first questions teachers ask students who are trying to decide if they should take a Pre-AP English class is “Do you like to read?”  The basis of any Pre-AP English course is reading—active, dynamic, informed reading.  A student who enjoys reading and is able to commit to extensive reading assignments definitely belongs in a Pre-AP English class.  Any Pre-AP English class is based on the fundamentals of reading, writing, and thinking and their close connection to texts of all kinds. 

If reading is all-important, then, what criteria should guide Pre-AP teachers as they choose from hundreds and hundreds of texts?   The first and foremost rule is this: teach what you personally like to read.  The love a teacher has for a text will be transmitted to the students, who need to see the teacher’s passion and excitement for literature.  In preparing to teach a Pre-AP class for the first time, many teachers find they need to supplement their own reading background by studying the texts in other teachers’ syllabi.  Committed and conscientious teachers will want to add to their knowledge by continuing to read both classics and modern works of “literary merit.” Then following the premise that students should analyze a few works thoroughly, teachers will be able to choose texts perfectly suited for their class.

Once teachers have established what they like and have read widely, they may then follow the second rule: 


Students should read texts that span all time periods.  The reading of modern literature should be balanced with older texts containing more complicated sentence structure and more unfamiliar vocabulary.  For instance, students who wrestle with John Donne’s poetry find that if they can unravel his complicated syntax and understand his paradoxes, they will be able to find the patterns and meaning in any poem.  The key is variety.  Students who read a wide variety of texts will be able to draw on a wealth of knowledge that will help them to understand allusions in literature, conversation, and the media.  Students will benefit from reading 

· ancient literature

· the Bible for its centrality to culture

· Shakespeare for his universal themes and richness of language

· mythology for its importance to Western culture 

· metaphysical poetry for its complicated syntax and metaphors

· works by 17th, 18th, and 19th-century authors for their complex styles and weighty ideas 
· works by contemporary authors for fresh ideas and innovative methods of writing

· works which reflect non-Western cultures for wide exposure to diverse ideas and peoples

· works by minority authors

· works by women authors

· historical and philosophical works for their connections to literature and the world of ideas
· works of various types:  poetry, nonfiction, drama, fiction
Students should read widely to understand that authors of all cultures, races, and genders write to address and explain human motivation and experience.   With wide reading habits, students learn that people all over the world are linked by literature.   Most importantly, students should read books that are transformative, life-changing, filled with large and multi-layered ideas and themes.   

Keeping these criteria for a variety of texts in mind, teachers ultimately want their students to read for pleasure, to enter the world of the book and engage the characters so that the book is a living entity in the student’s mind.  Paradoxically perhaps, teachers also hope that books so affect students that their deepest feelings are touched.  Franz Kafka says this about the books that readers should choose:








  

English teachers can probably name that first book which seared their minds and hearts, producing both pain and pleasure.  The most important connection a student can make with a book is the personal relationship between text and reader—a relationship furthered and enabled by close reading, annotation, seminar-type discussion, and written literary analysis, both extemporaneous and planned—in fact, by all of the activities in which Pre-AP and AP students engage.  

In addition to a personal connection with a work, though, students of literature will need to move beyond a personal response to an objective analysis of the structure, language, characters, and themes of the work.  Once students learn to read in this more objective way, every text will evoke a personal response because students will have trained themselves to look at how the work is written and appreciate the writer’s craft as much as they appreciate the development of plot and character.  


To read this way literally takes years—this is why even sixth graders benefit from close reading practices.

Ideally, the enjoyment of literature should merge with a critical analysis of the text.  Many teachers find that they themselves did not learn this blending of purposes until undergraduate or graduate English courses, or never at all.  In fact, some teachers may discover the pleasure of reading both critically and for personal meaning right along with their Pre-AP students.

Once teachers have selected appropriate texts from a wide array of choices, then the task begins: formulating assignments that target critical thinking and close reading skills.  Often it is a matter of asking the right questions about the text.  

The questions could focus on these elements:

Other assignments might involve the following:


Students who read challenging literature and complete creative, well-planned assignments which allow them to focus on the text will eventually become engaged readers, writers, learners, and citizens of the world, who are, in a word—educated.
Committed and conscientious teachers will want to add to their knowledge by continuing to read both classics and modern works of “literary merit.”





Choose layered texts that





contain multiple themes


invite a close second or third reading, yielding new patterns of language at each reading


contain complex characters


are rhetorically and structurally dense, containing rich veins of





figurative language


varying syntactical patterns


appropriate and often surprising diction


shifts in tone


irony and ambiguity








The reading of modern literature should be balanced with older texts containing more complicated sentence structure and more unfamiliar vocabulary.  





Read only the kind of books that wound and stab us.  We need


books that affect us like a disaster, that grieve us deeply, like 


the death of someone we loved more than ourselves, like being


banished into forests far from everyone….A book must be the


axe for the frozen sea inside us.





			Franz Kafka


			Letter to Oskar Pollak 27 January 1904








Literature treats the whole range of choices and aspirations


and values out of which the individual must weave his own


personal philosophy.  The literary works that students are


urged to read offer not only “literary” values…but also some


approach to life, some image of people working out a common


fate or some assertion that certain kinds of experiences,


certain modes of feeling, are valuable.





Louise Rosenblatt


			 Literature as Exploration.  1996. 5th ed.


			New York: Modern Language Assoc.


			Of America.








literal vs. figurative language


ways tone is created through diction


shifts in tone


patterns of syntax such as sentence length and type, punctuation, inverted vs. natural order, etc.


patterns of imagery


other patterns such as parallelism, repetition, juxtaposition, transitions, rhetorical questions, etc.








annotating the text for patterns and contrasts


keeping a reader-response journal


writing original poetry inspired by the text


using imitation exercises to copy the syntactical pattern in the author’s sentences


writing critical essays discussing facets of the work such as diction, imagery, figurative language, and syntax


writing critical essays on the work as a whole


reading literary criticism


writing a new chapter of the book from another character’s point of view











Most importantly, students should read books that are transformative, life-changing, filled with large and multi-layered ideas and themes.   








Some teachers may discover the pleasure of reading both critically and for personal meaning right along with their Pre-AP students.





The most important connection a student can make with a book is the personal relationship between text and reader.








