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Prologue: A Title Without a Course 

In the fall of 1999 at a meeting for the Minnesota English Center (MEC) at the 

University of Minnesota, I looked at an overhead on which was written a list of the 

classes that would be offered in the spring term. At the bottom of the list ofregular 

classes with titles such as "composition" and "oral skills," was the title "English Through 

Literature." Not much was said about this new course, except that it was open to whoever 

wanted to develop and teach it. The idea of teaching a literature-based course intrigued 

me, not just because it would be a way for me to get out of teaching Composition 771, 

which I had not enjoyed, but because it would also give me a chance to combine my 

backgronnd in literature (I had been an English major in college) with my present studies 

and career. 

When I talked with Susan Gillette, the associate director of the MEC, about 

"English Through Literature" (ETL), she informed me that it was a title without a course. 

That is, it was up to me to ch9ose the books, if any, and write the syllabus, choosing also 

the language elements I wanted to highlight. I was given some literature-for-ESL 

(English as a Second Language) textbooks to look over as possible texts or inspiration. 

My mind was immediately flooded with the possibilities of what could be done 

with such a class, but also with the difficulties and constraints that existed to impede 

those possibilities. My enthusiasm for novels collided with the time factor -- it was only 

a seven-week course. My desire to include most of the writers I enjoyed was shadowed 

by the need for a nnifying theme to bring the works of those diverse writers together. My 

tendency to make the class more literary than linguistic in emphasis was tempered by the 



need to recruit students, many of whom came from a science or business background. I 

encountered contradictory elements in almost every aspect of planning. 

Without knowing who my students would be, I had to clarify the course objectives 

in order to promote the class successfully to the students. It seemed to me as though 

literature lent itself well to cultural discussion, so culture quickly emerged as the key 

selling point for the class, but then I was left with the question of "Whose culture?" As 

the majority of students in the MEC are on an academic track, I also had to highlight 

something more obviously relevant to academics. I promoted ETL then as a class that 

could both teach American culture and help students to improve their reading skills ("It 

will help you on the TOEFL!"). Stating those two objectives - culture and academic 

skills -- was just the beginning, though. 

In trying to flesh out the syllabus for ETL, I realized that this class provided a 

wonderful opportunity for me to flex my creative muscles. The textbooks I had been 

given to consider were fine, but I was not satisfied with them, as one did not include 

enough American writers and the other seemed only to contain stories by American 

writers who had attended Ivy League schools. More importantly, both contained 

extensive classroom support for ESL students, such as pre-reading activities, glossed 

vocabulary, and questions for comprehension and discussion. There would be no need 

for me to be creative if I used those textbooks. I also received some advice to focus on 

immigration writing, similar to a class offered in General College. It would have been 

very easy for me to pattern ETL on the immigration class or on units developed by 

textbook publishers, but then I would be teaching someone else's idea of an ESL literature 
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class and not mine. I was not opposed to using other sources for help or inspiration; I 

merely wanted to create a literature class that was my own doing. And so I did. 
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Part I: Theory 

1.0: Introduction 

For some people, the word "literature" carries with it some connotations of serious 

and heavy tomes, of "classic" yet often dry or dull stories, or of complex and esoteric 

writing that requires a good amount of study to become comprehensible. Literature is 

part of "Culture," the assortment of arts of which one should have at least a surface 

knowledge in order to be considered "sophisticated" or "cultured." The world of English 

second-language teaching long supported these images ofliterature through the use of the 

grammar translation method, where the purpose of learning a foreign/second language 

was to read its literature and analyze its grannnar. When more communicative methods 

of ESL/EFL teaching came to the forefront, the use ofliterature fell into the margins. The 

past twenty years, however, have seen a shift in the way literature is viewed and can be 

exploited in a communicative second-language learning context. The justifications for 

using literature in teaching a second language are many, yet there is still some hesitation 

on the part of many institutions to incorporate literature fully into their curricula. It is 

evident, through this review of the academic discussion on the issue, that literature 

justifies itself through the myriad creative possibilities it not only allows, but demands of 

those who interact with it. 

2.0: The arguments against using literature 

One of the main arguments against the use of literature in L2 classrooms has been 

its inherent difficulty. Literature written for a native-speaking readership provides input 
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that is wonderfully rich yet terribly overwhehning. In fact, it has often been argued, 

"literature should be excluded from the ESL curriculum because of its structural 

complexity, lack of conformity to standard grammatical rules, and remote cultural 

perspective" (Topping, 1968, cited in Spack, 1985, p. 704). A variation on this stance is: 

"Since creative writers do not compose by reference to a check list of graded words and 

sentence patterns they produce language complexity out of sequence, thereby creating 

nothing but alarm and despondency'' (Widdowson, 1981, p. 2). One suggested solution 

to this problem has been the use of simplified texts. This solution, however, is not 

without its own drawbacks. Honeyfield (1977, cited in McKay, 1982) states that 

simplification dilutes information and, thus, may "reduce cohesion and readability'' (p. 

531). Additionally, McKay (1982) purports that eliminating the cohesive devices that 

cause structural complexity "contribute[s] little to the development of reading skills" (p. 

531 ). Therefore, the argument against literature in language classes rests on the 

assumption that the grammatical and structural complexity of literature discourages 

students, while the simplification of this complexity serves little benefit in the promotion 

of proficient readers. 

Cultural remoteness is often cited as the other culprit in making literature too 

difficult for second language students. As Carrell and Eisterhold (1983) point out, 

"problems with individual lexical items may not be as pervasive as problems related to 

the absence of appropriate generalized information assumed by the writer and possessed 

by a reader sharing that writer's cultural background" (p. 564). What appears to be a 

simple story to a native speaker may, in fact, be incomprehensible to a language learner 

because of the cultural assumptions upon which the plot is based. It falls to the teacher 
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then to prepare the students for the reading by giving sufficient instruction about those 

cultural values and behaviors. This is work for which the teacher may not have time. 

Yet another reason for keeping novels, short stories, and poems out of L2 

classrooms comes frequently from the students themselves. Many students, particularly 

those with a functional motivation for learning English, feel that time spent with fiction is 

time taken away from advancing their academic or professional objectives. Widdowson 

(1981) mocks this attitude: "The Scarlet Letter will be of no earthly use to students on 

business correspondence courses. Students of botany will get nothing specific to their 

purpose out of poems on birches or daffodils or the lesser celandine" (p. 1 ). As fiction is 

often read for pleasure, these students, as well as some educators, believe that students 

should be left to discover such pleasure reading on their own outside of a class for which 

they are paying to be taught certain language skills. As this resistance springs from the 

students' personal motivation and beliefs about learning, it can be very difficult to 

overcome. 

3.0: The arguments in favor of using literature 

The essence of the arguments against using poetry and fiction in an ESL class is 

that such literature is too difficult and possibly irrelevant to student needs. To counter 

these arguments, one must first consider the effects of extensive reading on second 

language learners. Krashen (1989) states, "Nearly everyone in the language teaching 

profession agrees that [extensive] reading is beneficial.... Yet, few first language and 

nearly no second or foreign language teaching programs do anything to encourage it" (p. 
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454). Guiding students through learning to understand the literature of a language or 

culture can play a role in the process of encouraging students to read more for pleasure. 

The most obvious benefits of leisure reading are derived from increased exposure 

to the building blocks of language: words. Krashen (1989) asserts," ... competence in 

spelling and vocabulary is most efficiently attained by comprehensible input in the form 

ofreading" (p. 440). Various studies have shown that students, whether adults or 

children, and workers who report doing leisure reading, whether in their first or second 

language, tend to have more advanced vocabularies and better spelling ability (Krashen, 

1989). The vocabularies are not built by words that have been read only once; repeated 

exposure may be necessary for a full, or at least adequate, understanding. Twaddell 

(1973) describes this range of understanding: "We may 'know' a very large number of 

words with various degrees of vagueness - words which are in a twilight zone between 

the darkness of entire unfamiliarity and the brightness of complete familiarity" (cited in 

Krashen, 1989, p. 446). Reading presents words " .. .in a variety of contexts, which help 

readers acquire their full semantic and syntactic properties" (Krashen, 1989, p. 450). 

Thus, if a student enjoys reading in English, it stands to reason that he/she will acquire 

more English, including more advanced vocabulary. 

However, literature is much more than words and clauses strung together -- the 

"big picture," or meaning of the work as a whole, has primacy in any discussion of 

literature. Breaking a novel or poem down into sentence-level grammar misses the point 

of literature, which is to engage and interact with the reader. Understanding at the 

sentence level is not enough to understand a novel or poem; the readers must see the 

relationship between the sentences. As Widdowson (1981) asserts, "Sentences [found in 
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grammar books and ESL readers J are not intended to provoke natural language reactions; 

they force the learner into compliant participation and they are not meant to engage the 

learner at the level of use" (p. 7). Literary discourse is crafted with the aim of provoking 

the reader in a variety of ways, not the least of which is the provocation to make sense out 

of the entirety of the work. Povey (1967) affirms " ... there can be a general 

comprehension even when there has not been a precise understanding of a certain 

syntactic structure" (p. 43). Partridge (1992) echoes this belief: "[The students] do not 

need to understand every word in order to understand the overall meaning" (p. 54). In 

fact, once students see that they can make sense of a literary work initially perceived to be 

"difficult," their confidence in the target language may increase. It is a chance, as 

Partridge (1992) states, "to tell them, 'See, you understood more than you thought"' (p. 

55). 

The context in which language is used not only helps in understanding the 

particular piece of spoken or written communication, but determines the meaning of that 

language. Whereas spoken language makes reference to objects and situations in reality 

(one step removed from it), literature refers to a world that only exists in the abstract (two 

steps from reality). This "double absence" of context forces the reader to make 

extrapolations, interpretations, and inferences, and engage in "exploration and discovery" 

in order to make meaning (Gajdusek, 1988, p. 230). This distance from the "real world," 

then, forces learners to attend closely to the language of the story or poem, "in particular 

the clusters of words which reverberate throughout the text to create a web of interlocking 

meanings and multiple connotations" (Lazar, 1990, p. 206). Students must discover 

collocations and connotations on their own, which will demonstrate the creative ways in 
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which the target language can be used. Such activities are, or should be, the goal of any 

educational system that seeks to develop learners who engage in critical and creative 

thinking. 

Cook (2000) refers to the use of fiction and poetry in a second language classroom 

as a type of "language play," thus drawing a distinction between what is often considered 

useful and what is enjoyable. He draws an analogy with animals that first learn to hunt 

not by immediately attacking prey, but by playing with others. So, too, is language first 

learned through play: " ... although the acquisition of a first language enables us to use that 

language for practical transactional purposes, it is not developed by using it exclusively 

for such purposes straight away, but largely indirectly, through the most useless uses of 

language imaginable: nursery tales and rhymes" (p. 153). Extending that concept to the 

adult second language learner, such play can enhance learning because it is a safe way to 

express one's ideas and practice new forms. The remoteness ofliterature provides a 

harmless and enjoyable way to discuss sensitive and important subjects, as the world 

being discussed or the characters within are fictional. Cook (2000) writes, "Our inherent 

fascination with the controversial, combined with the need to avoid actual antagonism, is 

a further argument for the reinstatement ofliterature in language teaching" (p. 160). In 

short, language play, whether in the form ofliterature, games, or another sort, is 

beneficial to the process of acquiring a second language. 

4.0: Course Development: English Through Literature 080 

The framework of course components described by Graves (1996) provides a set 

of questions that help teachers organize their classes and explore the various issues that 
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are raised in the process of developing a course. I found this framework very helpful in 

clarifying my thoughts and streamlining my plans for ETL. Though I did not necessarily 

follow the steps of the framework in a sequential order (I had ideas for some activities 

before I had selected the material, for instance), I appreciated the abstract-to-more

specific and chronological order of the steps. Graves starts with questions about student 

needs assessment, then goals and objectives, conceptualizing content, then material 

selection, organization, and finally evaluation (p. 13). The thought processes involved in 

placing my ideas into Graves's framework assisted me in expressing the rationale behind 

those ideas. 

4.1: Needs assessment 

Before I could proceed with developing ETL, I had to consider the student 

population in the MEC. The majority ofMEC students are from Northeast Asia (Korea, 

Japan, Taiwan), South America, or the Middle East (Saudi Arabia and the U.A.E.) and 

are academically-bound, that is, plarming to take regular, credit-bearing courses at the 

University of Minnesota or other academic institutions. They require ESL classes that 

prepare them for such courses. Most of the students at the level I imagined for ETL (level 

617, the highest level) have been in the MEC for at least two terms and are sometimes 

bored with the usual offerings: grammar, composition, listening and speaking. Therefore, 

the MEC offers a specialty course every spring for those students who still want more 

English language training but are looking for something different. As a significant 

number of students are not from a humanities-based educational background, I knew it 

would not be desirable, or even possible, to make the course entirely literature-focused. 
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Thus ETL would have to have a more linguistic focus as well to ensure the students that 

they would not be wasting their time. Not knowing who would register for the class, I 

could not determine what specific areas of linguistic knowledge or academic preparation 

the students would need. To answer that question, I had to look at the possibilities that 

literature allows. 

One piece of information I had about the students, which seems rather obvious but 

is highly important, was that most, if not all, of the students who would register for the 

course would be international students who had been in the U.S. for less than two years. 

Therefore, for a majority of the students at the MEC, their cultural knowledge of the U.S. 

was primarily or initially developed through television and movies. The problem with 

relying on popular media for knowledge of American culture is that the images presented 

are often distorted. The distortion usually happens in the areas of wealth and race, with 

the latter being the more problematic issue. In countries with a racially homogeneous 

population, such as Korea, the only exposure a student may have with African-Americans 

may be through films, many of which are violent. Such images may prejudice a person 

against an entire race or culture unless knowledge and experience can counteract the 

portrait painted by Hollywood. Therefore, in order for the students to maximize their 

understanding and, hopefully, enjoyment of their time in the United States, as well as at 

the University of Minnesota, they would need to learn more about the cultures here. As 

literature is embedded in the culture from which it comes, understanding it necessitates an 

understanding of that culture to some extent. Carrell and Eisterhold (1983) affirm, 

"Using literature to teach culture may be the most direct way to teach culture ... " (p. 565). 

It is not the only way to teach culture, nor the easiest, but it can be highly effective. 
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4.2: Goals and objectives 

After identifying the students' needs (academic preparation, cultural learning, and 

"something different from other ESL classes"), I needed to establish goals that could 

guide me in the creation of the class. I focused on these four main goals: 

1. Students will expand their vocabularies. 

2. Students will gain more understanding of American culture. 

3. Students will explore and develop strategies for reading. 

4. Students will be inspired to read for pleasure in English. 

Along with these four goals, I considered two others which have traditionally been goals 

for literature courses in the past: introducing sophistication or "high culture" to the 

students, and inspiring creative writing. A discussion of each of the goals follows with an 

explanation of how literature meets these objectives. 

4.2a: Linguistic aims 

The first goal is that of "extend[ing] linguistic knowledge by giving evidence of 

extensive and subtle vocabulary usage, and complex and exact syntax" (Povey, 1967, p. 

41-42). This aim satisfies part of the academic need of the students. The dialogues and 

fictions created by ESL/EFL textbook makers are often developed with an eye to form 

only. Widdowson (1981) decries the use of this sort of "pedagogic presentation" because 

it does not "realize the meaning potential of language to create alternative contexts of 

reality; it simply manifests language usage, puts it on show disposed in a way that makes 

minimal demands on thought" (p. 10). That is, pedagogic presentations fit into neat 
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categories of grammatical structures, but they fail to convey the wondrous evocative 

powers of the language. Literature demands more thought, and thus, greater participation 

of the reader. During the journey of following the plot of a story or finding the purpose of 

a poem, the students must attend to the discourse in order to grasp the relationship 

between ideas and may pick up grammar or vocabulary along the way. What literature 

provides is rich input of the patterns, structures, and subtleties of the language. Because 

it is written, students may take their time, rereading if necessary, to understand the story, 

and by doing so, may become more familiar with those patterns and words. The 

repetition of an unfamiliar word in the context of a story may help students build 

associations of meaning for the word or perhaps lead them to understand the word 

without translation into their native language. Thus, literature does not work against a 

language program's linguistic aims but assists the program in reaching them. 

4.2b: Cultural aims 

The second aim addresses the need I identified of gaining cultural understanding. 

Any culture is too complex for complete or accurate understanding by a non-native, 

especially without concerted effort. American culture, with its mix of races and 

ethnicities, can be particularly confusing for people from more homogeneous countries. 

Developing a course with stories from various cultures within the United States would be 

one way to access those cultures. Povey (1967) states, "Literature is a link towards that 

culture which sustains the expression of any language" (p. 42). Though knowledge about 

a culture does not always lead to appreciation or acceptance of that culture, the fictional 
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world of literature can help the readers see through the eyes of the target culture, if only 

for a moment. 

By reading fiction, the learners may be able to identify with people from different 

backgrounds, people previously viewed as "exotic," "strange," or simply "different." The 

"other" may not just be a different culture, but someone of a different race in the same 

country, or even just someone of a different gender. Realization that there is more than 

one way to see the world can be threatening to many people, but in fiction, readers often 

must see through the eyes of others (the characters) and are, therefore, able to explore that 

perspective without personal risk. Oster (1989) explains, "What we are saying ... is, Read 

this story. Let it move you. Please notice that you have seen it through only one lens. 

Now, what would happen if you change lenses?" (p. 88). Literature, therefore, makes a 

good vehicle for promoting the understanding of other lifestyles. 

Literature is not just a relic of a people's culture, but is also part of "Culture with 

a capital 'C'" or a society's sophisticated fine arts. One of the more traditional objectives 

in studying literature in a second-language course is "giving one awareness and human 

insight," much like "listening to a major symphony," which emphasizes the learning of 

"high culture" (Povey, 1967, p. 42). While this description ofliterature study perhaps 

seems a bit too elitist, it is a reminder that literature can be a window on the world, 

showing readers places and lifestyles they may have never known. Shofer (1990) 

declares that " ... literature remains the repository of great myths which are conveyed from 

one generation to another" (p. 329). However, limiting the literature selections in an ESL 

class to only those works considered classics or that have won acclaim for their "human 

insight" may turn away students who prefer romance novels, mysteries, or anything else 
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not considered "high literature." There is value in reading, even if the type ofliterature 

itself is not valued. As Britton (1970) points out," ... a taste for the stereotyped, the 

second-rate, may at times be the first rung of a ladder and not the first step to damnation" 

(cited in Krashen, 1989, p.5 5). Therefore, the development of an appreciation of classic 

works of literature would not be a primary concern for ETL. 

4.2c: Strategies training 

Instead of merely reading and talking about the stories or poems, as is the standard 

procedure for most literature classes for native speakers, we would have the goal of 

finding strategies that could help second-language learners tackle the more difficult 

readings. Using effective reading strategies benefits ESL/EFL students in reading on 

their own and reading for a class. Bretz (1990) highlights the importance of strategies 

training: 

When confronted with a text in another language, 
students tend to lose the abilities for contextual 
guessing, skimming, scanning, etc. that they use with 
at least some confidence [in their native language]. 
Instead of working on the level of the phrase, clause, 
or other unit of meaning, they focus on the individual 
word and then build upwards in a laborious and 
frustrating process (p. 335). 

A course centered on literature could be an excellent opportunity for the teacher to guide 

the students in rediscovering and reapplying the strategies they may already possess but 

lack sufficient confidence to use. The areas of strategies training included in ETL were 

handling unknown vocabulary, reading for gist, making predictions, surmnarizing 
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passages to check understanding, using various charts and timelines to take notes on a 

story, and participating in in-class discussions. The strategy of tolerating vagueness 

quickly became key to success in reading the literature for this class. As I instructed the 

students about these strategies, I emphasized ways each one could be used for other 

reading they may have to do; thus, I was able to reinforce the idea that ETL could be 

beneficial for their academic and occupational goals as well. 

4.2d: Inspiration 

I chose to focus ETL on the comprehension, and hopefully, the enjoyment of the 

language in hopes that it would inspire further reading in English. This objective, in part, 

springs from the belief that the more that students read in English, the better their English 

will be. The exposure to new vocabulary and creative expressions provides rich input, 

while at the same time helping the students to see that "English can be a beautiful 

language, and not just practical and utilitarian" (McConochie, 1982, cited in Spack, 1985, 

p. 705). 

Inspiring students to express themselves in English in a creative way is another 

common goal in second-language literature courses. It is a grand goal, though it is 

achievable. Literature provides models of discourse and effective communication in the 

target language. The students may compare, for example, the succinctness of Hemingway 

to the more voluble style of Fitzgerald to discover a writing style that appeals to their own 

personality. Moreover, the act of writing a simple poem in the target language can be a 

great enhancer of the student's confidence with that language. I had seen the effects of 

poem-writing on student confidence in other classes and believed that the students in ETL 
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would be no different. My assumption was proven correct; though my students were 

timid at first about writing a poem in English, they soon discovered that they were quite 

capable of creating an evocative picture with their words. Later assigmnents to write a 

poem and an epilogue to an assigned story were greeted with enthusiasm instead of 

trepidation. 

5.0: Materials selection 

The issue of time became a limiting factor in my choice of literature for ETL. The 

length of the course, seven to eight weeks, put constraints on what type of material I 

could choose. Novels, which often provide more depth, are simply too long. Spack 

(1985) states, "Short fiction is assigned precisely because it is short: It is easier for 

students to read when they have less to read and easier for them to write when the work is 

short enough for them to absorb and study closely" (p. 710). Short stories then, along 

with one drama which would allow for work on oral language skills, were to be the basis 

of the class. I felt poetry, too, should be included, as poems show best how one can be 

economical with language, but still have a tremendous impact on the reader. 

The next step was to choose the actual literature and the type of treatment it would 

receive. Ifliterature can be seen as a "cultural artifact" (Gajdusek, 1988, p. 233), then the 

question becomes "whose culture?" International or multi-cultural contemporary 

literature is gaining popularity in schools, as consumers ofliterature are increasingly 

seeking out reading that reflects who they are. The traditional canon of American and 

British literature is predominantly written by and about white males, but the rest of the 

world is starting to demand a voice and a place in literature, too. There is a tremendous 
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benefit in presenting multi-cultural writing in ESL classes, especially if these students, 

studying in the U.S., want to learn more about modern American culture. Vandrick 

(1996) states, 

These students often have many stereotypical notions 
about the U.S., derived from inadequate knowledge and 
from movies and other aspects of popular culture. Reading 
multi-cultural literature about various groups in the U.S. 
may help to dispel or clarify some of the stereotypes, at 
the very least showing students that U.S. culture is far 
from monolithic (p. 257). 

Care must be taken, however, to present these various groups not just in the role of the 

oppressed and suffering victims, but with their strengths and contributions to society, too 

(Vandrick, 1996, p. 262). 

I opted for three texts for the course: an anthology of short stories, a play, and a 

course packet containing poetry and other short stories that were not in the anthology. 

My main textbook was an anthology entitled Points of View (Moffett & McElheny, 

1995), which I chose because it contains 44 stories by primarily American, contemporary 

writers. I was pleased to note that the writers came from various ethnic and social 

backgrounds and from different parts of the U.S., which would assist in my goal of 

destroying the image of "monolithic American culture." Points of View, however, does 

not contain any linguistic support or biographical information to assist ESL/EFL readers 

(or the teacher); therefore, I knew that I would have to emphasize reading strategies to the 

students early on and develop my own activities to help them make sense of the works. 

As a springboard for making activities, I used the teacher resource book Literature (Duff 

& Maley, 1990), which contains a multitude of suggestions for using literature in the 

18 



language classroom. However, part of the strategies-training goal I had envisioned was 

about developing skills for in-class discussions, which was largely neglected in these 

texts. For that, I decided to include some model discussion questions from two stories 

from the ESL books. These stories, which were relatively short and easy to read, and the 

questions for discussion were included in the course packet to ease the students into 

reading literature for native speakers. I wanted the students to have a model for 

discussion questions, but eventually be able to develop their own questions to spark a 

discussion. The other additions to the course packet were poetry and stories by various 

writers from Minnesota which were not included in the anthology. The final text for the 

class was the script for Death of a Salesman by Arthur Miller, chosen because studying a 

play gives ample opportunity to perform role-plays and work on pronunciation, 

intonation, and other oral skills. It was also the only play for which the MEC had an 

entire set of student copies, proving that price is often a deciding factor in choosing 

textbooks. 

6.0: Organization of materials 

My struggles in selecting poems for the course packet helped me discover a way 

to organize the class. With 44 short stories to choose from and volumes of American 

poetry, I needed a way to tie my selections into a coherent package. When I came across 

poems by Langston Hughes and Louise Erdrich, two authors featured in the anthology, I 

realized that I should focus on poems by writers from the various cultural groups that I 

would explore through the short stories. That is, Hughes would be read in a unit on 

African-American writing (focusing on the Harlem Renaissance), Erdrich in a unit on 
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Native Americans, and so I would choose my cultures and then find the writers. Along 

with the aforementioned cultural groups, I highlighted Mexican-American and Chinese

American writing. White, mainstream American culture would be represented by Arthur 

Miller and some of the poets and writers included in the course packet. 

A straight, linear arrangement to these cultural units did not seem entirely 

feasible, due to the length of the play, the difficulty of some of the writing, and the need 

for variety from week to week. I chose to start with the story "ESL" by Lucy Honig, 

which not only would have a familiar setting to the students (an ESL class), but which 

also contains extensive ESL support from the publishers of the textbook in which I found 

it. The students could then see how to discuss a story based on the model provided by 

that text. The next story, "Story of an Hour" by Kate Chopin, also contained ESL 

support, but the story itself was less familiar, being set more than 100 years ago. With 

these two stories at the start of the course, I hoped to "strike a balance ... between writing 

which stresses cultural universality, the generality of human emotions, and those cultural 

elements which are most specifically and individually American" (Povey, 1967, p. 42). I 

randomly determined the placement of the other writers: first, Native Americans, second, 

African-Americans, third, Mexican-Americans, fourth, Chinese-Americans, and finally, 

writers from Minnesota. I deviated from the ethnicity-based structure for the final unit in 

order to provide some local interest and allow for the possibility of extension activities 

that could be done outside of the classroom. The activities I had envisioned were a 

walking tour of the neighborhood where F. Scott Fitzgerald grew up and set the story of 

"Bernice Bobs Her Hair," a classroom visit from Patricia Hamp!, and possibly a book 

. reading event by Jon Hassler. One of the reasons for placing the Minnesotan writers last 
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was that a couple of the stories I had selected were rather difficult to understand fully, 

even for a native speaker of English, and thus, I would save such a challenge until the 

end. 

7.0: Classroom practice 

The traditional model of a literature class, where the students read and the 

professor lectures, has long been deemed inadequate. More discussion-based lessons can 

now be found at most universities. However, a class composed entirely of international 

students poses its own unique challenges, especially when the class is part of an intensive 

academic English program. Therefore, special attention must be paid to what can or 

should happen in the classroom when literature is part of the curriculum. 

7.1: Treatment of the texts 

A major issue in the use of literature is how much authority to give the text. In a 

traditional literature class, the readers are challenged to discern the author's intention. 

Students pore over a text in attempts to find the "truth" or the "correct" meaning, thus 

playing "a secondary, or dependent, role to the text in the response process, since the 

emphasis is on decoding what the author/text says" (Hirvela, 1996, p. 130). Hirvela 

(1996) makes a distinction between this "author's text" (or "personal-response") approach 

and the "reader's text" (or "reader's response") approach. By stating that the meaning of a 

text exists in the interaction between the reader and the words, the reader-response 

approach requires creative production of the student instead of repetition of the same 

words and ideas that are printed on the page. For example, questions that require 
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speculation on the part of the student typify the reader-response approach: (in discussion 

of "This is just to say" by William Carlos Williams) "In your readings of the poem, 

... [w]hat relationship between the writer and the plums' owner did you picture? Why?" 

and "Based upon your interpretation of the poem, which of its three stanzas do you think 

would most upset the owner of the plums? Why?" (Hirvela, 1996, p. 133). The integrity 

of the poem is not lost by asking such questions; it is enhanced by bringing the readers' 

own experiences and cultural lenses into the process of making sense. Even the struggles 

to understand have value. Fish (1972) declares that literature needs to be seen "as an 

experience of the reader, so that false starts, hesitations, errors, and changes of mind are 

not assumed to be the predictable failings of ill-equipped students but part of the 

experience, and thus part of the meaning, of that text" (cited in Costello, 1990, p. 27). 

The interaction between the text and the reader is highlighted even more through 

"oppositional practice," which involves "transforming imposed structures, languages, 

codes, rules, etc., in ways that serve individual or group purposes other than those 

'intended"' (de Certeau, 1984, cited in Kramsch, 1994, p. 29). Essentially, the reader 

should be allowed to maintain their cultural lens while learning how the story is viewed 

through the author's own lens. Comparing the text that the author wrote with the text that 

the reader read may yield an understanding of these divergent perspectives. Kramsch 

(1985) explains, 

Taking learners' perceptions into account does not mean 
that the students should not learn about the text's cultural 
and historical frame of reference, but only through the prism 
of parallel texts and their own constructs can they grasp the 
unique nature of the literary work they are reading (p. 364). 
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Kramsch (1994) refers to this practice as a focus on "the essence of particularity and how 

this particularity is inscribed in the very language that people use" (p. 30). Thus, neither 

the author's efforts to write nor the students' efforts to read are taken for granted but are 

each validated. 

7.2: Gajdusek's four levels for activities with literature 

The next step in deciding to incorporate literature into an ESL class is to find 

ways to reap the maximum benefits from the work. Gajdusek (1988) proposes a four

level sequence for handling the work in class. By moving from general speculation 

through to deeper involvement with the text, such a framework gives focus and 

organization to a syllabus. It also mirrors the way in which many ESL students are 

instructed to read: start with skimming the text, read first for gist, re-read for deeper 

meaning and details, and finally go beyond the text to make connections with their reality. 

Planning a syllabus that reaffirms this approach to reading can add an element of 

cohesion to the class as a whole. 

7.2a: Pre-reading activities 

The first step, pre-reading, involves the teacher providing essential background 

information, such as historical or cultural notes, and vocabulary that will ease 

understanding of the story. Gajdusek (1988) warns that this stage should not take much 

time or involve too much information lest we· "run the risk of doing too much, of simply 

telling the students what there is instead of allowing them the excitement and pleasure of 

discovery" (p. 235). This sentiment is echoed by Costello (1990), who suggests that 
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speculation about the title or reading a short excerpt may be enough to give students some 

expectations and contexts to facilitate their reading (p. 23). 

Though it is wise to avoid spoon-feeding information to students, care must be 

taken to ensure that their schemata, or "universes of discourse based on their knowledge 

of the world and the totality of their experience," are well activated (Kramsch, 1985, 

p.357). Steffenson and Joag-Dev (1979) emphasize that such knowledge provides 

the framework for understanding the setting, the 
mood, the characters, and the chain of events .... 
[A]n individual who reads a story that presupposes 
the schemata of a foreign culture will comprehend it 
quite differently from a native, and probably make 
what a native would classify as mistakes (p. 11 ). 

Moreover, as Gatbonton, Tucker, and Anderson (1971) found in a study of Filipino 

students' reactions to American literature, these mistakes or misunderstandings "may lead 

to boredom on the part of many students, and a general loss of interest in the study of 

English or even via English" (p. 142). As a major aim for using literature in an ESL class 

is to inspire students to pursue further reading and/or writing in English, it is therefore 

critical to provide a "cultural orientation" to build schemata for international students 

(Gatbonton, et al., 1971). 

7.2b: Getting the facts 

The second step in Gajdusek's sequence, after reading the assigmnent, is the 

factual discussion of who the characters are, what they are doing, and where and when the 

story is set. These types of questions usually have definite answers which are not open to 
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interpretation (though there are some exceptions). Thus, this level acts as a sort ofreading 

comprehension check. The early days of incorporating literature in the language 

classroom focused primarily on this level, often completely ignoring the students' 

personal experiences ofreading. The shift from fact-focus to feeling-focus that occurred 

in the 1970's, however, may have ignored the importance of the facts the authors are 

presenting. For example, without understanding that F. Scott Fitzgerald's story "Bernice 

Bobs Her Hair" is set in the early 1920's when bobbed hair on women was considered 

shocking and possibly a sign of immorality, the reader may misinterpret, or even miss 

completely, the reactions of the characters to Bernice's daring new hair-do. These 

reactions are important to understanding the heart of this story about competition for 

social popularity. 

Rosenblatt (1978, cited in McKay, 1982) uses the term "efferent" for this type of 

reading approach wherein the reader seeks information, or something "to carry away" (p. 

532). Along with information about the setting or plot, students and teachers often use 

literature to "carry away" examples of grammar and sentence structure. While some 

educators may believe that such use of literature is "a lack of authenticity i.e. an 

inappropriate relationship between the text and the reader" (Widdowson, 1979, cited in 

McKay, 1982, p. 533), a balance between efferent reading and "aesthetic reading" would 

assist the reader in having an experience that has linguistic as well as personal value 

(Rosenblatt 1978, cited in McKay, 1982). 

25 



7.2c: Analysis 

After the facts of the story have been established, it is time for the third level, 

which delves into the analysis of structure, theme, and style. Possible activities for this 

level include creating a timeline of events or picking one sentence in the story that 

contains the climax. This level builds on the previous level, as understanding the 

sequence of events is crucial if one is to construct a timeline for a story that is told out of 

sequence, such as "Birthday" by David Wong Louie. 

At this level, an examination of why a writer chose a particular style or even a 

particular word to describe a scene forms the connection between elements of the 

language. That is, students would be able to discover that the arrangement of words in a 

language is often not random or without intention beyond its obvious purpose. 

Analytical activities may illuminate the fact that there are different "languages" within a 

single language. For instance, the class distinction between the wealthy white man and 

the poor black men in Hughes's "Why, You Reckon?" becomes apparent in their 

dialogue. Fitzgerald's "Bernice Bobs Her Hair" contains many ironical comments 

scattered amongst the literal descriptions. The devices available in a language, such as 

register, dialect, and irony, give its users more creative, and often more effective, ways to 

express themselves. Shofer (1990) purports that the discourse analysis ofliterature 

;:illows students to " .. .learn in a limited way how different types of languages actually 

function" (p. 333). It is at this stage as well that the teacher can point out to the students 

how " .. .literature, even great literature, is intricately woven into the languages that 

surround them" (p. 327). Thus, the literary analysis serves not only to expand the 
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students' awareness of the forms of a language, but to show the literary underpinnings of 

that same language community. 

7.2d: Extension 

The fourth level extends ideas or situations from the text. Various activities are 

possible at this stage, including written response (Gajdusek, 1988, p. 233). This stage is 

crucial as it allows the student to "own" the text or manipulate it in a way that promotes 

their personal expression. Kramsch (1994) states that making the students become 

authors gives them a "voice" in the target language. She contends, " ... the very fact that 

they are using a language that is not theirs to express a world that is or isn't of their 

choosing, opens up the opportunity to be 'other in their own language and to be 

themselves in someone else's language"' (p. 30). Shofer (1990) gives examples ofpost

reading activities for a poem. One activity he describes is writing a poem in the style of 

the one which was read in class. Another is to use the vocabulary from the poem to write 

an original poem or story on a different subject or with a different tone. Imitation in these 

activities is not only acceptable, but encouraged, as it gives students a framework of 

language with which they may develop their ideas (p. 331). 

Often in literature classes, there is not much room for discussion of whether or not 

the students enjoyed the text and why. The extension activities could provide an outlet 

for voicing their likes and dislikes, whether in a journal, essay, or presentation. Activities 

that link the story from the target culture to the students' native culture could also be 

interesting and enlightening. Some questions that could be used as a springboard for 

further development are, "How would this story be different if set in your country?" and 
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"What do these images mean in your culture? How does that change the meaning of the 

story or poem?" The goal of this level of activity is to validate both the author's intention 

and the reader's experience while, hopefully, further deepening the understanding of both 

worlds. 

Reading comprehension and written response are far from being the only skills 

that benefit from the use of literature. Class discussions of a story can be a starting point 

for improving spoken fluency. In a teacher-centered class, there is not much room for 

student interest to assert itself. Having students form their own questions about a text, 

however, gives students control over the discussion, allowing their interest to direct the 

conversation (Gerber, 1990). Quiet students will benefit from this format as well, 

because they will have their own questions to ask. Elliott (1990) recommends using 

improvisation or role-play to highlight central themes and discuss characters. Klippel 

(1983) also advocates using drama-based techniques, in particular an activity called 

"fishbowl" where students are assigned character roles and must talk to one another about 

the events in their lives as though they were in heaven (cited in Gerber, 1990, p. 200) 

Such activities can also provide the teacher with an indication of what areas of 

pronunciation, grammar, and vocabulary need improvement. 

8.0: Conclusion 

Clearly, it is time to dust off the shelves ofliterature and re-introduce short 

stories, poetry, and plays to the language classroom. Widdowson (1981) affirms that 

literature "can contribute significantly to both the process and the purpose of learning 
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because it is a significant use of language" (p. 14). It is significant in the way that art 

imitates life: the characters, though fictional, are people we have met or may yet meet; the 

themes are the issues we face in our lives; the struggles and the learning that happen 

when we read are experiences that help us in other areas of our lives. The limits of what 

can be done with literature are only the limits of our imaginations. 
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Part II: Activities 

1.0: Introduction 

The following items are lessons and activities that I used in my class in roughly 

the order in which they occurred during the seven-week course. In a single class period, 

there were often several different and sometimes unrelated activities. Though I would 

plan lessons for the week that seemed to have some "flow" or connection, those plans 

would often be changed depending on the pace of the students and any unforeseen 

problems that would arise (an impromptu pronunciation lesson on "beef' versus "Biff' 

during discussion of Death of a Salesman, for instance). Therefore, I have chosen to 

describe the major activities by unit instead of by strict chronology. I have started with 

the activities that I actually used during the first two days of the class, referred to here as 

"Start-up Activities." This is followed by a description of the poetry activities, which 

happened at various times throughout the course. The other units follow in generally the 

order they were studied in the course: the Native American unit, the African-American 

unit (Harlem Renaissance), the Latino unit, the Chinese American unit, the Minnesotan 

unit, and the Death of a Salesman unit (which was started in the second week of class and 

finished in week six), and the final project. Many of the activities within each unit can 

be modified for other stories, which I note in the instructions. (For a complete list of 

activities and the time-table, see the syllabus in Appendix B.) 

In addition to the description of the activities and their purposes, I have also 

indicated in which level of Gajdusek's sequence the activity falls (see section 7.2 of Part I 

of this paper for an explanation of the sequence). Gajdusek's sequence describes 
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activities that are based around the reading of a specific piece ofliterature. Some of the 

activities for ETL, though, were not based on a reading assignment but were included in 

the course as either a way to introduce a reading strategy or to reduce the students' 

anxiety about tackling literature in a second language. Such activities are included in 

stage one (pre-reading background exploration) with their type indicated. The activities 

for stages two and three (respectively, establishing the facts after reading and analyzing 

theme, structure, and style) are indicated by number alone. Much of the work at these 

stages was done in class discussions, however, so they seem underrepresented in the 

description of the special activities that follow. The fourth stage, extension of ideas from 

a story, also involves some activities that are not directly inspired by a particular reading 

assignment. Activities where the students had to write their own poetry, for instance, fall 

into this final stage. 

(Note: Gajdusek uses the word "level" to describe each part of her literature

activities sequence, whereas I use the word "stage" in the descriptions that follow. The 

reason for this word change is that often the word "level" is used in descriptions of 

activities to indicate the ability of the students. The students in ETL, however, were all of 

the same level - high intermediate to advanced - and, thus, such an indication is 

urmecessary.) 

2.0: Description of the activities 

2.1: Start-up Activities 

Title: Dialogue Match. (from Duff & Maley, 1992, pp. 23 - 25) 

Time: 10 to 15 minutes 
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Stage: 1 - anxiety reduction 

Instructions: On the first day of class, take several dialogue exchanges from stories that 

are to be read in class and write them on separate strips of paper. In this case, I chose 

dialogue from Death of a Salesman and "ESL." The strips are distributed amongst the 

students who then try to find the matching half. After making a match, they must explain 

the relationship of the speakers. 

Purpose: The purpose of this activity is not so much to find the correct half, but to 

understand the connection between the phrases. The students have to be able to explain 

why they think the pieces go together. Readers must be able to link separate sentences 

together to make sense of the whole. In literature, especially dialogue, the connections 

often are not obvious, thus readers need to be able to recreate the context suggested by the 

author. 

Rationale: Practicing guesswork and predictions helps students fill in any gaps in 

information or understanding they might experience while reading. As a start-up activity, 

the dialogue match works to reduce anxiety about not being able to understand the stories 

they will be assigned to read. If the students are able to construct a plausible context and 

explanation from just two sentences, they may feel more confident about being able to do 

the same when given the entire story. 

(For a copy ofthis activity, see Appendix A. la.) 

Title: Sentence Storyline (from Duff & Maley, 1992, pp. 52 - 53) 

Time: 25 to 30 minutes 

Stage: 1 - reading strategies 
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Instructions: On the first or second day of class, copy the first and last lines and a few 

key sentences of some of the short stories to be read in class during the course. The 

students should work in pairs or small groups to try to answer these questions: Who are 

the characters? What is the setting? What do you think the story is about? (What is the 

plot?) 

Purpose: The purpose of this activity is to demonstrate how there can be understanding 

without complete knowledge. The students also have to practice guessing and making 

predictions, as well as looking for clues within the few sentences they are given. This 

activity prepares students for the strategy of skimming by only providing a few key 

sentences. 

Rationale: Providing titillating snippets may provoke interest in reading the stories, 

either by motivating the students to see iftheir predictions were correct or by giving a 

preview of the stories. The element of suspense can motivate people to find out more, 

and the link between motivation and learning has been widely acknowledged. 

(For a copy of this activity, see Appendix A. I b.) 

2.2: Poetry 

Title: Poetry or Prose? (from Duff & Maley 1992, pp. 20 - 23) 

Time: 15 to 20 minutes 

Stage: 1 - anxiety reduction 

Instructions: Select a few beginning passages from short stories and a few short poems. 

Copy some of each out as they are written, but select some poems to write out in prose 

style and some stories to write out in poem fashion. Distribute the list to the students, 
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who may either work alone or with a partner to decide which of the selections are actually 

poems and which are prose. 

Purpose: The discussions generated by trying to assign the selections to a category of 

writing will raise questions as to what constitutes poetry and what constitutes prose. The 

students may become more aware of their expectations of what literature looks like. 

Rationale: Many people have a fear of poetry, thinking its language is more arcane than 

stories and certainly more complicated than everyday language. By changing the 

presentation of the words, however, the rhythm and beauty of standard prose and the 

accessibility of poetry are rendered, if not obvious, at least more apparent. The students 

can also see natural thought or language divisions in the prose that is written out as 

poetry. 

(For a copy of this activity, see Appendix A.2a.) 

Title: Memory Poems 

Time: 15 to 20 minutes 

Stage: 4 - creative writing 

Instructions: Instruct the students to close their eyes and recall a memory from their 

childhood or early teen years. As they are visualizing the scene of the memory, ask them 

to note the senses that are activated: What do they hear/smell/taste/feel? After a couple 

minutes, have them open their eyes and write what they remembered in this format: 

Name 
Age at time of memory 
Doing what (short phrase about the main action) 
I remember ... 

the sound of ... 
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the taste of .. . 
the smell of .. . 

At (location of the event in memory). 

The phrases should be short but descriptive enough to "paint a picture" of the scene. 

Purpose: The students will be able to create their own poems by recalling a special 

moment in their lives and using simple but evocative words to capture the essence of the 

memory. 

Rationale: By creating their own poems, the students' confidence may be bolstered. 

Writing poetry may seem like a too difficult task in a second language, but by using 

simple imagery to express more complex scenes, they see that they can be effective and 

creative in that language. 

(For a copy of the poems created in class, see Appendix A.2b.) 

Title: Grandmother Poems 

Time: 30 minutes, plus time outside of class 

Stage: 4 -- creative writing, extension 

Instructions: Students read "[It Was a Long Time Before]" by Leslie Marmon Sitko, 

which is about the poet's grandmother. Discuss the poem briefly in class to check for 

comprehension. Call the students' attention to the sentence structure, which is much like 

regular prose. Then have the students spend the next ten minutes or so writing down 

facts and memories they have about a grandparent or somebody else close to them who is 

from an older generation. For homework, have them take these sentences and edit them 

to put them into a poem form similar to Silko's poem. The students can then exchange 

their poems in the next class. 
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Purpose: The students can once again see that poetry is not some esoteric language form 

and that it is not beyond their abilities. They must also attend to the language they use to 

find appropriate places to divide a line and perhaps use alliteration, imagery, or other 

poetic devices. 

Rationale: Meaningful events and people in one's life are good subjects for expression, 

as there is usually much that can be said. Writing about a person they know well and care 

about will hopefully lead to more fluency of expression, which can then be modified and 

improved for granunar and form. 

Title: Personal Poetry Presentation 

Time: One class period, plus time outside of class 

Stage: 2 & 4 -- extension 

Instructions: Students are assigned to find five poems that they like. They may choose 

any poem, including ones worked on in class or poems originally written in their native 

language (they must find an English translation of these, however). For a minimum of 

ten minutes, they must tell the class the title, the name of the poet, briefly what the poem 

is about, and why they chose each poem. 

Purpose: The students must be able to express why they like the poems and present their 

ideas in an organized manner for the presentation. As each student presents, the others 

get an opportunity to learn about poets or poems that may have been previously unknown 

to them, as well as learn a bit more about their classmates. 

Rationale: In many literature courses, including this one, though literary criticism is 

expected, there is little room for the question whether or not the students like a work. 
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This presentation gives students an opportunity to state how they have connected to 

certain poems in a personal way, thus taking a step to "owning" their reading. For those 

who have favorite poets in their native language, the act of finding a translation and 

comparing it to the original may provide an interesting look at how ideas are expressed in 

English. 

2.3: The Native American Unit 

Readings: "Scales" by Louise Erdrich, Poems:"[It Was a Long Time Before]" and 

"[Long Time Ago]" by Leslie Marmon Silko, "Indian Boarding School: The Runaways" 

by Louise Erdrich, and "Star Quilt" by Roberta Hill Whiteman. 

Video: segments of Surviving Columbus, the Story of the Pueblo People, PBS Home 

Videos, 1992. 

Listening: Unit 8: From One World to Another (interview with Roberta Hill Whiteman) 

(from Numrich, 1997. Face the Issues. Addison Wesley Longman, p. 93 - 105). 

Optional: Attend presentation given on campus by Leslie Marmon Silko. 

Activities with "Scales" 

Title: Word Blank 

Time: 20 minutes 

Stage: 1 - reading strategies, background 
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Instructions: Copy the first page and a half of the story, then erase every fifth word. 

After each section, list some basic questions about the characters and setting. (This 

activity may also be done with other stories.) 

Purpose: The students should be able to determine basic factors about the story without 

knowing every word. They also get a preview of the story. 

Rationale: The words that are deleted could be considered similar to words that the 

students do not know. By relying on what is there (what they already know), they will see 

that they can still have a good understanding of the story. This activity stresses the skill 

of being able to read without stopping for every unknown word. 

(For a copy of this activity, see Appendix A.3a.) 

Title: Character Sketch and Plot Outline 

Time: 10 to 15 minutes 

Stage: 2 

Instructions: In small groups, the students write on the board what they know about the 

three main characters (Gerry, Dot, and the narrator). They then write in brief sentences 

what the major actions in the story are and what the main conflict is. Compare the lists. 

(This activity may also be done with other stories.) 

Purpose: The students can check their interpretations of the story and understanding of 

the characters with one another. 

Rationale: In drama, the plot often turns on the basis of the characters' personalities 

more than the action. Making a list helps the class see what they have learned about the 

38 



characters. They can then more easily predict how they characters might respond to 

events in the story. 

(For a copy of the compilation of the students' ideas, see Appendix A.3b.) 

2.4: The African-American Unit (Focus on the Harlem Renaissance) 

Readings: "Why, You Reckon?" by Langston Hughes, "Come Out the Wilderness" by 

James Baldwin, Poems: "Outcast" by Claude McKay, "Afro-American Fragment" by 

Langston Hughes, "Beyond What" by Alice Walker, "A Song in the Front Yard" and 

"Sadie and Maud" by Gwendolyn Brooks. (For comparison with "Why, You Reckon?", 

we read the poem "Richard Corey" by Edward Arlington Robinson.) 

Video: segments from The Cotton Club (1984, Metro Goldwyn Mayer, Orion Pictures) 

Worksheet: Vocabulary for "Why, You Reckon?" 

Title: Introduction to the Harlem Renaissance 

Time: 25 to 35 minutes 

Stage: 1 -- background 

Instructions: In a large classroom, set up four stations. The first station has print-outs 

from a website that discusses the Harlem Renaissance as a social movement 

(www.nku.edu/-diesmanj/harlem.html and www.unc.edu/courses/eng81br11 

harlem.html). The second station has two cassette players with headphones and 

recordings of music by Duke Ellington and Fats Waller. The third station has art books 

that contain prints of paintings by artists of the Harlem Renaissance (When Harlem was 

in Vogue by David Levering Lewis and color plates from Harlem Renaissance: Art of 

Black America by Mary Schmidt Campbell). The fourth station shows a video clip of the 
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movie The Cotton Club. In four groups, the students circulate around the room to visit 

each station. 

Purpose: The Harlem Renaissance was more than a period of literary accomplishment 

for African-Americans. The various stations attempt to give the students some 

background information -to activate or build their schemata - in order to assist them in 

understanding the settings for the two stories in this unit. From their knowledge of 

American mass media, the students may presuppose that African-American literature is 

literature of the oppressed and angry. However, the literature of the Harlem Renaissance, 

while always aware of the brutality of racism, focuses on the joy of claiming a space in 

American culture. 

Rationale: A lecture or handout about the Harlem Renaissance would not do the time 

period justice, as my own knowledge of it is not extensive, and the vitality and vibrancy 

of the time would not be conveyed. Moving around to different stations may be new to 

the students and, thus, catch their interest. 

2.5: The Latino Unit 

Readings: "The Circuit" by Francisco Jimenez, Poems: "A Dream of Husbands" by 

Albert Rios, and "Caunery Town in August" by Lorna Dee Cervantes. 

Group discussions were used for the readings in this unit. 

2.6: The Chinese-American Unit 

Readings: "The Voice from the Wall" by Amy Tan, "Birthday" by David Wong Louie. 
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Informational handout: "Fathers and Sons: Novel illuminates immigrant family 

dynamics," critical review by Mary Ann Grossman, Saint Paul Pioneer Press, March 12, 

2000. 

Title: Finding Elements of Culture 

Time: 15 to 20 minutes 

Stage: 1 -- background 

Instructions: In small groups, students make two lists of the values, artifacts, and 

symbols of Chinese culture and American culture. Have the class compile their lists on 

the board. Then show the beginning of the movie The Joy Luck Club, having the students 

pay attention to items from the list which appear in the movie and other cultural elements 

that appear in the movie but are not on the list. After the clip, discuss with the class how 

this fictional family has incorporated elements from both cultures. 

Purpose: The lists help activate the students' previous knowledge, whether factual or 

stereotypical, of the two cultures. The first reading is a selection from the novel The Joy 

Luck Club, so the students also get a sense of the author's attitude toward the subject 

matter. 

Rationale: Many people in the United States today, including several prominent writers, 

are bi-cultural. Paying attention to how these writers express their understanding of 

culture may help the students not only better understand the writing, but also some of the 

dynamics of American culture. 
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Title: Timeline 

Time: 10 to 15 minutes 

Stage: 2 

Instructions: After reading David Wong Louie's "Birthday" the class creates a timeline 

on the board, placing the major plot points of the story in the correct order. (This activity 

may also be done with other stories, particularly those that are not told chronologically.) 

Purpose: This story does not follow a sequential time order. By making a timeline, the 

students may be better able to understand the story and the connection between the 

various incidents. 

Rationale: Though charts such as timelines tend to simplify matters, they can also reveal 

complexity. With a narrative that jumps around in time, better understanding can be 

achieved by such simplification. The plotting of story points along a line, however, can 

also lead to discussion about the writer's style. Questions such as "What is the benefit of 

arranging the story in this manner?" can lead to more understanding of the structural 

elements of literature. 

2.7: The Minnesotan Writers Unit 

Readings: "Look at a Teacup" by Patricia Hamp!, "Bernice Bobs Her Hair" by F. Scott 

Fitzgerald, an excerpt from Staggerford by Jon Hassler, and an excerpt from Cass 

Timberlane by Sinclair Lewis. 

Video: "Bernice Bobs Her Hair" (1976, Learning in Focus, Inc., Coronet/MT! Film & 

Video) 
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Title: Cherished Object 

Time: 3 to 5 minutes per student 

Stage: 4 -- extension 

Instructions: After reading Hampl's "Look at a Teacup," the students should find an 

object that either has sentimental value or has a story behind it. The next day the students 

are asked to bring in the object and tell the class about it. This activity can be followed 

by writing about the object in a journal and perhaps doing a journal exchange between 

students. 

Purpose: This story is somewhat difficult, but the basic concept is simple: a woman 

cherishes the teacups that she received from her mother. By realizing that they also may 

have objects with stories and sentimental value, they may better grasp the narrator's 

attitude towards the teacup. 

Rationale: Being able to make the connection between the subject of a story and one's 

own life can have value not just in helping understanding, but also in providing 

motivation for deeper reading. It is also an opportunity for the students to practice their 

presentation skills. 

Title: Section Summaries 

Time: 10 to 3 0 minutes 

Stage: 2 & 3 

Instructions: After every section of Fitzgerald's "Bernice Bobs Her Hair," have the 

students write brief summaries of what happens in that section, then compare the 
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summanes. The teacher should also write a summary for sake of comparison. As long as 

there are no glaring errors of comprehension, the teacher should point out to the class any 

differences in interpretation and ask the students to think of possible cultural or historical 

reasons for the difference. (This activity may also be done with other stories.) 

Purpose: Summarizing is a good technique for checking for understanding. At first, the 

students may find this story a bit difficult, as the style is complex and uses many words 

that the students may never have encountered. The actual plot, however, is fairly simple, 

so the summaries are a good indication of how well the students can read for gist. 

Rationale: The comparisons of the summaries not only show whether the students 

understand the plot, but can also show which themes stand out to them and how they are 

interpreting the characters' behaviors. This point of this activity, Kramsch (1994) states, 

" ... is not to teach them the one correct reading, but to make them understand that a 

summary is already an interpretation and a way of inserting oneself into someone else's 

story (p. 33). 

Title: Find the Climax 

Time: 20 minutes 

Stage: 3 

Instructions: After reading Fitzgerald's "Bernice Bobs Her Hair," the students are 

instructed in small groups to find the sentence or sentences that mark the climax of the 

story. As a class, they then must explain their reasons and discuss the meaning behind 

differing opinions. (This activity may also be done with other stories.) 
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Purpose: Stories often build up to a climax point, which can be determined by 

recognizing plot developments and the author's purpose or underlying message. By 

finding the climax, the students have to support their ideas with evidence from the text. 

Rationale: Testing the students' understanding of a story goes beyond asking who did 

what; the more important question is "How are you understanding this story? What parts 

seem relevant to you?" In the case of Fitzgerald's story of competing cousins, the 

different climax points identified reveals which themes the students noticed most or 

found most important. The message they take away from story -- the message with which 

they interact the most -- could either be Bernice's public defeat or personal victory. Either 

theme shows as much about the reader as about the story. 

Title: Write the Epilogue 

Time: 20 to 30 minutes 

Stage: 4 - creative writing, extension 

Instructions: After reading Fitzgerald's "Bernice Bobs Her Hair," the students are 

divided into pairs or small groups to write the epilogue to the story. That is, they must 

decide what happens after Bernice cuts off her cousin's hair and returns to her hometown. 

When the students are finished writing, they should exchange their papers with other 

groups. 

Purpose: This activity gives the students a chance to exercise their creativity and writing 

skills. They must also be able to negotiate their predictions or hopes for Bernice and the 

other characters with their partners. 
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Rationale: This story ends with only hints of how the future will be for the main 

characters. By having to write an epilogue, the students get to check whether their 

understanding of the characters is similar to the way other readers interpreted the 

characters. It provides a springboard for discussion about how and why people might 

have felt differently about the characters. 

Title: Literary Comparisons 

Time: 15 to 20 minutes 

Stage: 3 

Instructions: Assign half of the class to read the excerpt from Staggerford by Hassler, 

the other half the excerpt from Cass Timberlane by Lewis. The students then discuss 

their story with the other students who have read the same. The discussion should focus 

on basic plot events and character descriptions. When all members have achieved an 

understanding, they then find a partner from the other group. Taking turns, they explain 

the story that they read and try to find similarities between the two. 

Purpose: The first group discussions are to reach a consensus on what the story was 

about. The second discussion is to practice summarizing and finding patterns 

(similarities) between stories by different authors. 

Rationale: Being able to summarize a reading so that others can understand is an 

important academic skill. Looking for similarities in literature can help students focus on 

larger elements than plot, which is an important literary skill. 
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2.8: The Death of a Salesman Unit 

Reading: Death of a Salesman by Arthur Miller (Viking Penguin, 1989) 

Video: Death of a Salesman (V. Schlondorff. Karl-Lorimar Productions, 1985) 

Title: Character Portrait 

Time: 10 to 15 minutes 

Stage: 3 

Instructions: On an overhead transparency, write as many personality adjectives as 

possible. In pairs or small groups, the students should find adjectives that describe the 

four main characters in the play. This activity can be done after reading part of Act One 

and then referred to after reading Act Two to see if anyone has changed their mind about 

the characters. (This activity may also be done with other stories.) 

Purpose: This activity allows the students to see how they are interpreting the characters 

compared to other members of class. It also gives the students more vocabulary to use 

when discussing the characters later. 

Rationale: As plays do not contain much commentary about the characters other than the 

stage directions and their dialogue with other characters, it can be difficult to visualize a 

character; however, readers tend to pick up on verbal cues to flesh out the personalities. 

By having to choose adjectives, the students have to turn to the text to find support for 

their concepts of the characters' personalities. Once they feel they "know" a character, 

they are more able to predict how that character may act/react to possible plot 

developments. 

(For a copy of this transparency, see Appendix A.6a.) 

47 



Title: How Is It Said? 

Time: 15 to 30 minutes 

Stage: 3 

Instructions: Copy a section of the play and erase any stage directions that explain how 

something is said ("with anger," "sounding concerned," "hopefully'~. In pairs, the 

students guess what the characters' expressions should be based on the content of the 

dialogue. When they finish guessing, show a video clip of the same section. Give 

students time to discuss with their partner whether they want to change any of their 

answers after seeing the scene on video. Then allow them to check in their books. 

Discuss any surprising differences. 

Purpose: This activity focuses attention on the meaning of the language and what it 

suggests about the relationships between the characters. It also gives the students 

something to listen for while watching the video, as well as a better grasp of adverbs of 

manner. 

Rationale: Intonation carries its own meaning. When students can comprehend a 

situation and the characters well enough to make a guess at the intonation, they may be 

able to reach a better understanding not only of the play, but of the language as well. 

(For a copy of this activity, see Appendix A.6b.) 

2.9: Final Project 

Title: Literary Analysis Essay 

Time: Outside of class. 
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Stage: 4 -- extension 

Description: For the final project, I had the students write a literary analysis paper on one 

of four possible topics: a description of the author, analysis of an unassigned story from 

our book, comparison of two stories or poems by different authors, or a comparison of a 

novel or short story with the film version. The students wrote a rough draft and a final 

copy. As this class did not focus on writing about literature in a critical essay, the papers 

were graded more on depth of content rather than following strict academic style. In 

hindsight, the assignment for the paper should have been given earlier in the semester, as 

suggested by a student in the final evaluations, because then there could have been more 

instruction about essay form. 

(For a copy of the assigmnent sheet, see Appendix A.7.) 
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3.0: Alternative plans for ETL 

Teaching, like most other fields that do not involve exact science, can always be 

improved upon. Inspiration for innovative activities may come after a unit or class has 

already finished. A lesson that flops with one group of students may fly successfully with 

another. Limitations that exist in one institution or at one time may be removed at 

another. "English through Literature" is no exception. The course was a field for trying 

out my ideas for literary and linguistic pedagogy to see if they would fly, and the ideas did 

not stop when the course finished. As much of my motivation for modifying the course 

came from the students themselves, I will start with a summary of the students' 

evaluations of the course. 

3.1: Student evaluations 

The main focus of my evaluation form was to ascertain what the students expected 

. from the course when they registered for it and what they felt they learned from it. 

Overall, the response was very positive. Most said that EL T was what they expected 

(cultural learning and English language skills), but one student expected it to be more of a 

traditional literary focus with an examination of the lives of the writers. The students, in 

general, expressed that they learned a lot from the course, especially in the area of poetry, 

which was mentioned in five out of seven evaluations. My expectation was that many 

students would feel intimidated by poetry in another language, and thus I was motivated 

to break down those barriers to understanding and enjoying poetry. The students' 

comments make me believe that I was, in at least a small way, successful in that venture. 
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I asked the students to assist me in improving the course by telling me what they 

most enjoyed, so that I could duplicate that in future classes, and what changes they 

would make to improve the course. Overwhelmingly, the students responded that they 

enjoyed watching videos of the stories they read and also enjoyed the discussions of the 

stories. In future classes, I would consider doing more with video to fulfill the visual 

component oflearning. For stories that do not have accompanying videos, I could assist 

the students in dramatizing the stories and videotape those role-plays. The issue of time 

emerged in the answers to my question about improving the class. One student expressed 

concern that there were so many topics in the class and that perhaps it would be better to 

focus on just a few. Another student wanted more time to work on the final paper and 

read novels. The students' responses did not surprise me because I felt the pressure of 

having too little time and too many possibilities. (See Appendix C for the students' 

evaluations of the course.) 

3. 2: Syllabus changes 

In retrospect, including so many different ethnicities in a seven-week course may 

not have done justice to some of the groups. The Mexican-American unit, for instance, 

was very brief and the additional information, a newspaper article about migrant workers, 

was not very engaging. Two alternatives suggest themselves: either eliminate the unit or 

include more student-directed activities. The first would involve focusing on only four or 

five main cultural groups or authors, especially those who have written both short stories 

and poetry, such as Langston Hughes and Louis Erdrich, or have film adaptations of their 

work, such as F. Scott Fitzgerald, Arthur Miller, and Amy Tan. Reducing the amount of 
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reading would allow time for instruction on critical writing for the final project and a 

closer analysis of the texts, including discourse analysis of the grammar. The other 

option, involving more student-directed activities, would make the students responsible 

for finding the background information necessary to understand the socio-cultural settings 

of the stories, most likely using the Internet. 

Theories on second language acquisition support the idea of "narrow reading," or 

confining the material to a single subject/theme or the works of only a very few authors 

(Krashen, 1981, cited in Carrell & Eisterhold, 1983). Carrell and Eisterhold (1983) 

maintain that putting too many topics and/or authors into a course "force[ s] students to 

move from frustration to frustration," as the students are not then able to "adjust to an 

author's style, to become familiar with the specialized vocabulary of the topic, or to 

develop enough context to facilitate comprehension" (p. 566 - 567). For that reason, ifl 

were to teach ETL again, I would limit the texts to the authors mentioned in the previous 

paragraph. The students would still be able to develop the image of the United States as a 

multi-cultural nation, but they would also have time to absorb the background and issues 

related to each group. 

In conclusion, I am grateful for having had this opportunity to develop and teach 

English Through Literature. It was a creative and pedagogical challenge which I met with 

enthusiasm. The seven students who were brave enough to tackle literature in English 

not only came away from the class with extra knowledge about American culture, fiction 

writing, and the English language, but also added their own knowledge, experience, and 

background to the class. Future teachers of ETL will consider themselves extremely 

fortunate to have such a receptive group of learners. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Hand-outs and Worksheets 

A.la: Dialogue Match 

A: Where were you all day? You look terrible. 

B: I got as far as a little above Yonkers. I stopped for a cup of coffee. 

Maybe it was the coffee. 

A: I wanted to talk to you about Dad for a long time, Biff. Something's 

happening to him. He talks to himself. 

B: I noticed that this morning. But he always mumbled. 

A: But I think if you just got started -- I mean -- is there any future 

for you out there? 

B: I tell ya, Hap, I don't know what the future is. I don't know what 

I'm supposed to want. 

A: It is too short, your skirt. What will they say? 

B: It's what they all wear, except for you old ladies. 

A: Are you nervous? 

B: Oh yes. I have worms in my stomach. 

A: Don't curse in this house! 

B: Since when did you get so clean? 
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A.lb: Storylines 

From "English as a Second Language" by Lucy Honig: 

Inside Room 824, Maria parked the vacuum cleaner, fastened all the locks 

and the safety chain and kicked off her shoes. 

There was nobody left at home in Guatemala, nobody to care if a strange man 

squeezed her wrinkled flesh on the TV. 

When she had seen Pedro's head tum to blood and the two oldest boys 

dragged away, she swallowed every word, every cry, and ran with the two 

girls. 

They were exactly as they must have been back home, but she was seeing them 

here, on the downtown IRT from the Bronx, surrounded by businessmen in 

suits, kids with big radio boxes, girls in skin-tight jeans and dark purple 

lipstick. 

Everyone was smiling, everyone was so happy while the Mayor of New York 

stood at the podium telling jokes. 

Maria realized she had not used the past tense and felt a deep, horrible 

stab of shame for herself, shame for her teacher. 

There was no reason, no provocation -- they'd been talking informally about 

their summer plans -- but Ling spoke with a sudden urgency. 

None of the things that Maria had always known happen when you cry happened 

when Ling shed tears. 
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From "Story of an Hour" by Kate Chopin: 

Knowing that Mrs. Mallard was afflicted with a heart trouble, great care 

was taken to break to her as gently as possible the news of her husband's 

death. 

She could see in the open square before her house the tops of trees that 

were all aquiver with the new spring life. 

There was something coming to her and she was waiting for it, fearfully. 

There would be no one to live for during those coming years; she would live 

for herself. 

Someone was opening the front door with a latchkey. 

He stood amazed at Josephine's piercing cry. 
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A.2a: Hand-out for "Poetry or Prose?" 

Poetry or Prose? 

1. Few could remember a time 
when Miss McGee ---
slight and splay-footed 
and quick as a bird ----
was not teaching 
at St. Isidore's. 

This was her forty-first year 
in the same classroom, 
her forty-first year of 
flitting 
and hovering 
up and down the aisles 
in the morning 
when she felt fresh, 
and perching 
behind her walnut desk 
in the afternoon 
when fatigue set in. 

2. The girls in airports 
are more beautiful than the girls in other places. 
Poised and elegant 
remote, cool, unattainable 
they sit 
and in the depths of their eyes 
(if you can face the humiliating gaze 
that returns your furtive leer) 
you can read the knowledge 
that they are rich and expensive 
and in a few hours 
will be in Cairo or Caracas or Chicago 
while you are in Croydon 
trying to change your Belgian francs 
back into sterling. 

3. After dark 
on Saturday night 
one could stand on the first tee 
of the golf course 
and see the country-club windows 
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as a yellow expanse 
over a very black 
and wavy ocean. 
The waves of this ocean, 
so to speak, 
were the heads 
of many curious caddies, 
a few of the more ingenious chaffeurs, 
the golf professional's deaf sister ---
and there were usually several stray, 
diffident waves 
who might have rolled inside 
had they so desired. 
This was the gallery. 

4. All night it humps the air. Speechless, the steam rises from the 
cannery columns. I hear the night bird rave about work or lunch, or sing 
the swing shift home. I listen, while bodyless uniforms and spinach 
specked shoes dirt in monochrome down the dark moon-possessed streets. 
Women who smell of whiskey and tomatoes, peach fuzz reddening their lips 
and eyes --- I imagine them not speaking, dumbed by the cans' clamor and 
drop to the trucks that wait, grunting in their headlights below. They 
spotlight those who walk like a dream, with no one waiting in the shadows 
to palm them back to living. 

5. She bought the teacup in 1939, of all years. It was on sale downtown, 
because it was a discontinued pattern. Even on sale, it was an 
extravagance as far as her new in-laws were concerned; it set her apart. 
She used to say how she just put the money down on that counter and let 
Aunt Gert sigh as loud as she pleased. 
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A.2b: Examples of Memory Poems 

c. H. L. 
Age: 4 
Following my mom with lunch for workers and us: 
I remember ... 
the sound of talking and eating, 
the smell of food, a stream, grass, and soil, 
the feel of hot, cool, and clean, 
On a small grass area beside a rice field. 

A.K.M. 
Age: 7 
Diving in a farm: 
I rememher ... 
the sound of birds and a waterfall, 
the smell of flowers and cows, 
the feel of the skin of my horse and the shadow of the trees, 
In the countryside of my state. 

T. Y. K. 
Age: 16 
Seeing my picture taken in my grandparents' house: 
I remember ... 
the sound of splashing water from valleys, 
the smell of green fresh air from trees, 
the feel of nature around me, 
In a small town in Japan. 

N. Y. 
Age: 9 
Swimming and playing with a beach ball: 
I remember ... 
the sound of splashing water and laughing, 
the smell of barbeque food, 
the feel of fresh cold water, 
On the bank of the lake by a forest. 
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L. Y. 
Age: 8 
Smelling the comb my mom left: 
I remember ... 
the sound of a plane flying past, 
the smell of her hair, 
the feel of the heaviness of the comb, 
Under the sky where a plane passed by. 

M.L. 
Age: 6 
Being hospitalized after a serious disease: 
I remember ... 
the sound of a lot of people talking to me, 
the smell of medicine and disinfectants, 
the feel of pain everywhere in my body, 
In a big hospital in my hometown of Dijon. 

Q.Y. 
Age: 8 
Jumping elastic: 
I remember... 
the sound of "small ball 21, 28, 29, 31" and laughing, 
the smell of the flowers of the huai tree, sweat, and leather, 
the feel of hot playful challenging, 
Under the window of my home in Beijing. 
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A.2c: Hand-out -- Meter in Poetry 
There are several different types of meter (the rhythm or pattern of 
stressed syllables) in poetry. Not all poems have special meter, but by 
noticing the stress patterns of the words your English speaking will sound 
smoother. 

The Patterns: 

Iambic: 0 ! (unstressed, stressed) 

example: "Whose woods these are I think I know. 
His house is iu the village though" 

(Robert Frost) 

Trochaic: ! 0 (stressed, unstressed) 

example: "Home's the place we head for iu our sleep. 
Boxcars stumbling north in dreams" 

(Louise Erdrich) 

Anapestic: 0 0 ! (two unstressed, one stressed) 

example: "Where it's rough and untended and hungry weed grows" 
(Gwendolyn Brooks) 

Dactyllic: ! 0 0 (one stressed, two unstressed) 

example: "Maud went to college./ Sadie stayed home. 
Sadie scraped life/ With a fine-tooth comb." 

(Gwendolyn Brooks) 

Spondaic: ! ! (two stressed) 

example: "So long/ So far away 
Is Africa's/ Dark face." (Langston Hughes) 

Notice that many of the lines have more than one type of meter. Most speech is naturally 
in iambs, and the final word in a line of verse is often stressed, so the poets find they 
occasionally have to add a different meter in order to use the words they want. See if you 
can identify the predominant meter in the poems in our packet, such as the ones by Walt 
Whitman and Roberta Hill Whiteman. If the stress pattern is changed in part of the poem, 
try to determine why it was changed: Just to accommodate the needed words, or is there 
a shift in feeling? 
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A.3a: Worksheet -- Word Blank with "Scales" 

"Scales" by Louise Erdrich 

1. I was sitting before my third __ fourth Jellybean -- which is 
anisette, grain __ , a lit match, and a small, __ explosion in the 
brain. On my __ sat Gerry N anapush of the Chippewa __ . On my right 
sat Dot Adare __ the has-been, of the never-was, of __ 
what's-in'front-of-me people. Still in her belly __ tensed in its 
fluids coiled the __ of their union, the child we __ waiting for, the 
child whose name __ were making a strenuous and lengthy __ for in a 
cramped and littered __ at the very edge of that __ town. 

2. Gerry had been on the wagon __ thirteen years. He was drinking a 
__ glass of tonic water in which __ crescent of soiled lemon bobbed, 
along __ a maraschino cherry or two. He __ thirty-six years old and 
had been __ prison, or out of prison and __ the run, for exactly half 
of __ years. He was not in the __ yet nor would he ever be; __ is 
why the yellow tennis player's __ was pulled down to the rim __ 
eyeglass frames. The bar was dimly __ and smoky; his glasses were very 
__ Poor visibility must have been the __ Officer Lovchik saw him 
first. 

3. Lovchik started toward us with his __ on his hip, but Gerry was 
__ the backside of the booth and __ the booth before Lovchik got 
close __ to make a positive identification. 

"Siddown __ us," said Dot to Lovchik when __ neared our booth. 
"I'll buy you __ drink. It's so dead here. No __ been through all 
night." 

Lovchik sighed, __ , and ordered a blackberry brandy. 
"Now __ me," she said, staring at him, " __ . What do you think 

of the __ Ketchup Face?" 

Questions for comprehension: 
A. Who are the characters? 

B. Where are they? Describe the setting? 

C. Describe Gerry. 

D. What are they talking about? 

4. It was through Gerry that I __ met Dot, and in a bar __ that one, 
only denser with striving __ , construction crews in town because of 
__ highway. I sat down by Gerry __ in the evening and we struck 
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__ a conversation, during the long course __ which we became friendly 
enough for __ to put his arm around me. __ entered at exactly the 
wrong moment. __ was quick-tempered anyway, and being pregnant ~-
had gotten her that way on __ prison visit five months previous) 
increased __ irritability. It was only natural then, __ guess, that 
she would pull the __ out from under me and threaten __ life. Only I 
didn't know she was __ my life at the time. I __ know anyone else 
like Dot, so didn't know she was serious. 

5. "I'm gonna bend you out of " she said, flexing her hands over 
__ . Her hands were small, broad, capable, __ pointed nails. I used 
to do __ wrong things sometimes when I was __ , and that time I did 
the __ thing even though I was stretched __ on the floor beneath her. 
I __ laughing at her because her hands __ so small (though strong 
and determined-looking, __ should have been more conscious of___). 
She was about to dive on __ of me, five-month belly and all, __ Gerry 
caught her in mid-air and __ her, yelling, out the door. The day 
I reported to work. It __ my first day on the job, __ the only other 
woman on the site besides me was Dot Adare. 

Questions for comprehension: 
E. Is the narrator a man or a woman? How do you know? 

F. Where does the narrator first meet Gerry? 

G. Who entered the scene? What happened then? 

H. Describe Dot's character. 

I. What happened the next day? 

Questions about the entire story: 

1. What are the "scales" that are in the title? 
2. What did the narrator do to earn Dot's respect? How did she learn to 
get along with her? 
3. What is the difference between "justice" and "laws," as Gerry sees it? 
4. What happened to Gerry? 
5. Do scales symbolize anything in your culture? What do you think they 
mean in American culture? 
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A.3b: Hand-out -- Students' Ideas about "Scales" 

"Scales" by Louise Erdrich 

Since we didn't have time to finish the charts on Friday, I decided to 
combine what you had written so we can all benefit from shared knowledge. 

Characters: 

Narrator: 
woman 
works with Dot 
lonely experience 

The Plot: 

Gerry: 
American Indian 
sent to prison at age 18 
36 yrs. old 
talented at breaking 
out of prison 
not confident 
unstable life 

Dot: 
pregnant 
uneducated 
direct 
Gerry's girlfriend 
quick-tempered 
seems pure 
strong 
jealous 

1. Gerry got an unfair judgment in court. (What was his crime? What was 
the sentence?) 
2. He continues an unstable life. (In what way is his life unstable?) 
3. They all meet in a bar. 
4. Dot attacks the narrator. 
5. The narrator throws coffee in Dot's face. (Why is it important? What 
happens because of it?) 

Then .... 

What is the major conflict in this story? 
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A.4: Worksheet-- Vocabulary for "Why, You Reckon?" 

Vocabulary for "Why, You Reckon?" 

Find these words/phrases in the story. Try to guess the meaning by looking 
at the context. Write down your guess and compare with a partner. 

p.214 
"a little jack" 

"stickin' up a guy" 

p.217 
"janes" 

p. 215 
"holler" 

"nabbed him" 

p.218 
"empty-handed"/"stung" 

Match these words with the most probably definition. Guess first and then 
check the page in the book for the context. 

a. speakeasies (214 and later) 

b. bucks (214) 

c. right off (215) 

d. by and by (216) 

e. purty(216) 

f. friskin' (216) 

g. fags (216) 

h. like a picked chicken (218) 
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1. eventually 

2. cigarettes 

3. places where alcohol is 
sold illegally (during 
Prohibition) 

4. pretty 

5. dollars 

6. without many clothes, weak 
and pale 

7. immediately 

8. feeling someone to see 
what they are carrying 



A.Sa: Worksheet -- Questions for "Bernice Bobs Her Hair" 

Questions for parts II & III of "Bernice Bobs Her Hair" 

1. What are the qualities/behaviors that Bernice thinks a female should 
have?(paragraphs 1-2) 

2. Why doesn't Marjorie like to have girls as friends? (paragraph 1) 

3. What does Marjorie say to her mother about Bernice? (section II) 

4. What does Marjorie mean by "gardenia girls?" (page 31, 2nd line) 

5. How does Bernice hope Marjorie will respond when she says she's leaving? 

6. What are the "sad birds" that Marjorie talks about? (page 35) 

7. What are some of the examples Marjorie gives Bernice in section III 
about how to fix herself? 

Paraphrase these lines: 

"After an involuntary look of contempt Marjorie dropped her eyes and became 
very interested in balancing a stray corn-flake on her finger." 

"If you can follow them [boys who are clumsy] and yet look graceful, you 
can follow a baby tank across a barb-wire skyscraper." 
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A.Sb: Worksheet -- Figurative Lauguage in "Bernice Bobs Her Hair" 

Key Moments in "BBHH: IV" 
With your group, find the meaning of the words in italics and explain the 
significance of the sentence to the story. 

1. "I want to be a society vampire, you see," she announced coolly. 
(paragraph 4) 

"society vampire"= 
Speaker: 
Significance: 

2. The way to Marjorie's affections was a labyrinth indeed. (paragraph 15) 

"labyrinth" = 
Character who has this thought: 
Significance: 

3. But a few minutes before she fell asleep a rebellious thought was 
churning drowsily in her brain. (paragraph 23) 

"rebellious thought" = 
Character: 
Significance: 
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A.Sc: Hand-out -- Predictions about "Bernice Bobs Her Hair" 

"BBHH: V" 
These sentences have been taken out of part V Circle the key words in each 
sentence or line. Then guess at what happens in this section. Compare it with the 
predictions you made at the end of part IV 

With the feeling that people really enjoyed looking at her and listening to her came the 
foundation of self-confidence. 

Of all Bernice's conversation perhaps the best known and most universally approved was 
the line about the bobbing of her hair. 

But perhaps the most significant symbol of her success was the gray car of the 
hypercritical Warren Mcintyre, parked daily in front of the Harvey house. 

For a tense moment they regarded each other--Marjorie scornful, aloof; Bernice 
astounded, half-angry, half-afraid. 

"That's only a bluff of hers. I should think you'd have realized." 

Four eyes--Warren's and Marjorie's--stared at her, challenged her, defied her. 

This was the test supreme of her sportsmanship; her right to walk unchallenged in the 
starry heaven of popular girls. 

"My hair--bob it!" 

It was ugly as sin--she had known it would be ugly as sin. 

Then for an instant his eyes rested coldly on Bernice before they turned to Marjorie. 

Your guess: 
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A.6a: Overhead Transparency -- Adjectives for Death of a Salesman 

confuseq p;itient 

shy thoughtful skinny 

soci;ible t;ilk;itive 

p;issive bo;istful 

strong-willeq 

quiet troubleq 

moqest 

l;izy 

e;iger to ple;ise 

c;ilm 

sc;ireq 

kinq 

inqepenqent 

mooqy 

resigneq 

c;ireful 

reckless 

br;ive 

hopeful 

stubborn 

intelligent 

prouq 

h;irq-working 

qepresseq 

possessive 

;irgument;itive 

qepenqent 

e;isy-going 

conserv;itive 
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;iggressive 

generous 

louq 

;irrog;int 

h;inqsome 

strict 

worrieq 

bolq 

clumsy 

we;ik 

qesper;ite 

reserveq 



A.6b: Worksheet -- How is it said? 

How Is It Said? 
This is an excerpt from the first scene of Death ofa Salesman. Work with a 
partner to determine an appropriate adverb to go in the blanks to describe 
how the character says that particular line. 

Linda: Willy! 
Willy: It's all right. I came back. 
Linda, : Why? What happened? Did something happen, Willy? 
Willy: No, nothing happened. 
Linda: You didn't smash the car, did you? 
Willy, : I said nothing happened. Didn't you hear me? 
Linda: Don't you feel well? 
Willy, : I'm tired to the death. I couldn't make it. I just couldn't make it, 

Linda. 
Linda: Where were you all day? You look terrible. 
Willy: I got as far as a little above Yonkers. I stopped for a cup of coffee. Maybe it 

was the coffee. 
Linda: What? 
Willy: I suddenly couldn't drive any more. The car kept going off onto the shoulder, 

y'know? 
Linda, : Oh. Maybe it was the steering again. I don't think Angelo knows the 

Studebaker. 
Willy, : No, it's me, it's me. Suddenly I realize I'm goin' sixty miles an hour 

and I don't remember the last five minutes. I'm -- I can't seem to -- keep my mind to it. 
Linda: Maybe it's your glasses. You never went for your new glasses. 
Willy: No, I see everything. I came back ten miles an hour. It took me nearly four 

hours from Yonkers. 
Linda, : Well, you'll just have to take a rest, Willy, you can't continue this 

way. 
Willy: I just got back from Florida. 
Linda: But you didn't rest your mind. Your mind is overactive, and the mind is what 

counts, dear. 
Willy: I'll start out in the morning. Maybe I'll feel better in the morning. These 

goddam arch supports are killing me. 
Linda: Take an aspirin. Should I get you an aspirin? It'll soothe you. 
Willy, : I was driving along, you understand? And I was fine. I was even 

observing the scenery. You can imagine, me looking at scenery, on the road every week 
of my life. But it's so beautiful up there, Linda, the trees are so thick, and the sun is warm. 
I opened the windshield and just let the warm air bathe over me. And then all of a sudden 
I'm goin' off the road! I'm tellin' ya, I absolutely forgot I was driving. Ifl'd've gone the 
other way over the white line I might've killed somebody. So I went on again -- and five 
minutes later I'm dreamin' again, and I nearly -- I have such thoughts, I have such strange 
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thoughts. 
Linda, ___ : Willy, dear. Talk to them again. There's no reason why you can't work 

in New York. 
Willy: They don't need me in New York. I'm the New England man. I'm vital in New 

England. 
Linda: But you're sixty years old. They can't expect you to keep traveling every week. 
Willy: I'll have to send a wire to Portland. I'm supposed to see Brown and Morrison 

tomorrow morning at ten o'clock to show the line. Goddanunit, I could sell them! 
Linda: Why don't you go down to the place tomorrow and tell Howard you've simply 

got to work in New York? You're too accommodating, dear. 
Willy, : If old man Wagner was alive I'd a been in charge of New York 

now! That man was prince, he was a masterful man. But that boy of his, that Howard, he 
don't appreciate. When I went north the first time, the Wagner Company didn't know 
where New England was! 

Linda: Why don't you tell those things to Howard, dear? 
Willy: I will, I definitely will. Is there any cheese? 
Linda: I'll make you a sandwich. 
Willy: No, go to sleep. I'll take some milk. I'll be up right away. The boys in? 
Linda: They're sleeping. Happy took Biff on a date tonight. 
Willy: That so? 
Linda, : It was so nice to see them shaving together, one behind the other, in 

the bathroom. And going out together. You notice? The whole house smells of shaving 
lotion. 

Willy, : Figure it out. Work a lifetime to pay off a house. You finally own it, 
and there's nobody to live in it. 

From: 

Potter, Rosanne G. and Struss, Joe. ISU Play Concordances. 28 Oct. 1993. 
Iowa State University. 7 July 2000 <http://www.public.iastate.edu/ 
-spires/ concord.html>. 
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A.6c: Worksheet -- Idioms from Death of a Salesman 

IDIOMATIC EXPRESSIONS 
The phrases in italics are idiomatic expressions, that is expressions that 
use imagery or phrasal verbs to convey a meaning. These sentences are all 
from Act 1 of Death of a Salesman, the page numbers have been indicated. 
Using only your previous knowledge and the context of the play, take a 
guess at the meaning of each idiom. 

I. You 've got too much on the ball to worry about. (p.18) 

2. You make mountains out of molehills. (p.18) 

3. Baby, together we'd stand up for one another. (p. 24) 

4. 'Cause he thought highly of you, Biff. (p. 26) 

5. Did you knock them dead, Pop? ... Knocked 'em cold in Providence, 
slaughtered 'em in Boston. (p.33) 

6. You know, the trouble is, Linda, people don't seem to take to me. (p. 
36) 

7. I'll make it up to you, Linda. (p.39) 

8. Ifhe doesn't buckle down he'll flunk math! (p.40) 

9. Every time she waxes the floor she keels over. (p.41) 

10. The world is an oyster. (p.41) 

11. You take it too hard. (p. 45) 

12. You're counting your chickens again. (p. 63) 

13. They broke the mold when they made her. (p. 66) 
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A.6d: Worksheet -- Pronunciation Exercises for Death of a Salesman 

Pronunciation Exercise 1 

Practice A: Listen to each word and write it in the appropriate column: if 
it ends in a voiced sound, write it under the [ d], or if it is voiceless, 
under the [ t]. 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7. 
8. 
9. 
10. 

[d] [t] 

Practice B: For each number, read either sentence A or sentence B to your 
partner. Your partner will guess which one you've said. (variations from 
Death of a Salesman) 

1. A. I even believe myself. 

B. I even believed myself. 

2. A. I just want to take something. 
B. I just wanted to take something. 

3. A. Wewalkaway. 
B. We walked away. 

4. A. I realize what a ridiculous lie it was. 

B. I realized what a ridiculous lie it was. 

5. A. They remember who he was. 
B. They remembered who he was. 
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6. A. The women wait and 
the women suffer. 

B. The women waited and the 
women suffered. 

7. A. You impress him. 
B. You impressed him. 

8. A. You insult him, no? 
B. You insulted him, no? 

9. A. Famous for the way they 
listen. 

B. Famous for the way they 
listened. 

10. A. I flunk math. 
B. I flunked math. 



A.7: Hand-out -- Final Project Assignment 

PROJECT PLANS 

On Tuesday, April 25, the first draft of your literary criticism paper is 
due. The final draft will be due the following week. The paper should be 
3 to 5 pages, typed, double-spaced. Here are some possible topics: 

o Explore the work of one author. For instance, look at the poems and 
short stories of Langston Hughes, Louise Erdrich, Patricia Hamp! Gust to 
name a few). Research the author's personal background. What are the 
important themes that s/he writes about? How, do you think, the author's 
life has shaped his/her writing? What are the similarities between the 
poems and stories? 

o Read an unassigned story from our book and analyze the elements: theme, 
tone, character, setting, plot, symbolism, etc. Can you make any 
comparisons to other stories? 

o Compare and contrast two stories/poems/novels by different authors. 

o Watch the film version of a novel/short story and compare the written 
form with the video. You may not have time to read an entire novel, but if 
you just read the first part, make predictions about the ending, and 
compare your vision of the characters with the film version it should be 
enough. Check your local public library, because they have ~ideos of many 
short stories (which are usually not shown in big theaters). 

Remember for all of these options that you must include a bibliography of 
sources, whether film, internet, journal, or anthology. 
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Appendix B: Retro-Syllabus 

English through Literature 080 

Texts: s Moffett, J. & McElheny, K. R. (eds.) Points of View: an Anthology 

of Short Stories. New York: Mentor. 1995. 

s Course packet (poetry and short stories from a variety of sources). 

s Death of a Salesman. Miller, Arthur. New York: Penguin. 

Overview: The overall goal ofthis course was to inspire students to read 

literature in English for fun, with the belief that such a rich exposure to 

language and ideas would improve their language and culture learning. 

The secondary goals were to increase ability and confidence in reading 

comprehension, vocabulary, discussion skills, and understanding of 

multi-ethnic American culture. The skills of pronunciation and writing 

came third in importance. 

The first couple of readings, stories by Honig and Chopin, were used as an 

introduction to elements of literature, literary discussion, and reading 

strategies. Both stories contained a small biography of the author, 

discussion questions, and glossed vocabulary. The stories thereafter did 

not include any of these things (a couple biographies for the last two 

stories), and so their placement at the beginning served as a model for the 

types of questions the students should be able to ask and answer. The 

issue of how to make sense of a reading was highlighted at the beginning of 

class. 

Each week, approximately, we would have a new unit about a culture group 

in the U. S. The students were assigned a story written by an author of 

that ethnicity, and then before discussion they would be presented with 

some cultural background. For discussion, either the students would be 

assigned a role (according to a hand-out entitled "Roles in Discussion") or 

two students would be designated the leaders/facilitators. 

Assignments consisted of a weekly journal about the reading/s, a weekly 
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vocabulary quiz of words of their own choosing, a literary analysis paper 

of 3-5 pages, and a ten minute presentation of five poems. There were also 

various ungraded in-class assignments and other homework. 

The students told me how much they liked the class. They worked hard, but 

they enjoyed it. 

Week One: 

Introductions, course information, class expectations. 

"American+ Literature"= hand-out about immigration to U.S., brainstorm of 

literary terms. 

Dialogue match: each student was given a card with one-half of a 

conversational exchange taken from one of the stories we were to read. 

They then had to find the person with the matching part. 

Storyline: From only a handful of sentences from a story, the students had 

to speculate on character, plot, and setting. 

Read and discuss: "ESL" by Lucy Honig. 

Vocabulary strategies. 

Week Two: 

Read and discuss: "Story of an Hour" by Kate Chopin. 

Hand-out: Literary Terminology. (blank so Ss fill in definitions) 

Introduction to Native American culture: 

--Ss list on board what constitutes culture 

--brief discussion of being denied those parts of culture--Has it happened 

in your country in the last 200 years? 

--video: Pueblo Indians 

Read in-class: poems by Leslie Marmon Silko (hand-out) 

Listening: interview with Roberta Hill Whiteman from Face the Issues. 

Hand-out: Poetry or Prose? (Part of poems and stories from the packet were 

written in poem or prose style. Ss had to guess which was really which 
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and explain why they thought so.) 

Start: "Scales" by Louise Erdrich. 

Week Three: 

Discuss: "Scales" (In groups, Ss wrote down as much as they knew about the 

three main characters and added a plot summary.) 

Hand-out: Roles in Discussion. 

Activity: "Grandma Poem" (After reading Silko's poem "It Was a Long Time 

Before" Ss did a rush-writing about a grandparent. They then had to 

take the same sentences they wrote and put them into a poem style.) 

Vocabulary worksheet for "Why, You Reckon?" by Langston Hughes. 

Introduction to the Harlem Renaissance: 

--Four stations were set up around the room: 

*Social movement: print-outs from two websites (www.nku.edu/ 

-diesmanj/harlem.html and www.unc.edu/courses/eng8lbr1/ 

harlem.htrnl) 

*Art : When Harlem was in Vogue by David Levering Lewis 

and Harlem Renaissance: Art of Black America by Mary Schmidt 

Campbell (color plates). 

*Music: Duke Ellington and Fats Waller (CD and tape). 

* Video: scenes from the movie The Cotton Club. 

--Debriefing: What impressions do you have of this time period? 

Discuss (assigned roles): "Why, You Reckon?" by Langston Hughes. 

Activity: compare poem "Richard Cory" by Robinson to Hughes story. 

Week Four: 

Read/discuss (groups make questions): "Come Out the Wilderness" by James 

Baldwin. 

Poems of the Harlem Renaissance in course packet. (sonnet style, meter, 

rhyme scheme) 
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Explain literary analysis essay assignment. 

Activity: "Clear Listening Test" from Clear Speech by Gilbert. 

Start: Death of a Salesman by Arthur Miller. 

--Ss make character portraits of 4 main characters with adjective lists. 

--Activity: "How is it said?" (Ss given copy of first few pages of play 

with speech directions, the adverbs, whited out. Using context and what is 

known of characters, Ss must decide what adverbs fit.) 

--General discussiqn of the conflicts. 

Week Five: 

Video clip: Death of a Salesman (compare intonation with predictions from 

last week's activity) 

Discuss Latino culture: background knowledge. 

Read/discuss (appointed leaders): "The Circuit" by Francisco Jimenez. 

National Poetry Month announcements from the Minnesota Daily. 

Worksheet: Idioms from Death of a Salesman. 

Discussion issue: the contradictions of Willy Loman. 

Week Six: 

Introduction to Chinese-American culture: 

--In groups, Ss list values and symbols of Chinese and American 

cultures. Compare lists. Follow up with ... 

--Video clip: scenes from The Joy Luck Club. (Ss watch for things that 

are "Chinese," "American," or both.) 

Read/discuss: "The Voice from the Wall" by Amy Tan. 

Hand-out: St. Paul Pioneer Press article about David Wong Louie. 

Pronunciation exercise with past tense endings. 

Small group discussion of teacher's questions ofDoaS 

In-class reading (with intonation) of part of Act II ofDoaS 

Video clip from DoaS (same scene as was read) 
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Small group discussion of teacher's questions of DoaS 

In-class reading (with intonation) of part of Act II ofDoaS 

Video clip from DoaS (same scene as was read) 

Read/discuss (with class-created timeline): "Birthday" by David Wong 

Louie. 

Vocabulary for "Bernice Bobs Her Hair." What impressions of story from 

words? 

Week Seven: 

Peer review of literary analysis essay. 

Explanation of poetry presentation assignment. 

Minnesota writers: 

--Read "Bernice Bobs Her Hair" by F. Scott Fitzgerald. 

--Find sentence with the climax in it, what is the theme? 

--Name the sections of "BBHH" 

--Hand-out: Walking Tour of Fitzgerald's Neighborhood 

--Video of "BBHH" 

--Ss write the sequel to "BBHH," what happens after that? 

--Read/Discuss: "Look at a Teacup" by Patricia Hamp!. 

--Short presentation about a cherished possession (a la Hamp!) 

Week Eight: 

Half of Ss read excerpt from Cass Timberlane by Sinclair Lewis, the other 

halfreads excerpt from Staggerford by Jon Hassler. 

--For discussion, the Ss review the story with those who have read the 

same, then get with a partner who read the other story and explain the 

plot, characters, theme. 

--Ss then have to find the similarities between the stories. 

End of term vocabulary test: ten words from their previous lists. 

Activity: Memory Poems (Ss write a poem about a memory using sensory 
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language) 

Poetry Presentation: Each students talks about five poems s/he likes and 

explains why they chose them, the personal connection. 

Last day activity: Listening worksheet for the song "They All Laughed" by 

George and Ira Gershwin. 
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Appendix C: Student Comments 

Course Comments/Evaluations 

1. What did you think this course would be like when you registered? Was 

it what you expected? 

"It was a small group class, so we could talk each other lots of time." 

"I think that I've learned what I expected." 

"I thougt this course would be more readings, more studying life of poets (which is very 

interesting), but in general, it was what I had expected." 

"I could know more American culture." 

"I expected to practice my English and have fun at the same time. The class was even 

better than what I expected." 

"I absolutely satisfied by this class." 

"It would be good chance to experience EL T even though I was poor at English." 

2. How much do you feel you learned from this class? What did you learn? 

"Before I took this class, I didn't read books, such as novels, poems, etc. too much. I 

recognized that I need more about English. I learned how I express my feeling in literary 

English." 

"Actually, I think I've learned more than what I expected. I learned some cultural features 

of English literature, and I learned some basic information about writing a poem." 

"I learned a lot about poets and writings, and a lot of new vocabulary." 

"I learned a lot about differenat race wirters works, and the history background." 

"I think I learned a lot. For example, different style ofliterature and poetry." 

"Between some and a lot." 

"A lot. Poem's stuff and some knowledge about writers." 

3. What did you enjoy the most about the class? 
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"Discussing of watching video." 

"I enjoy watching movies and reading stories. In addition, I learned how to write my first 

English poem." 

"I enjoyed readig a novel or a story and watching the movie after." 

"I got to know more authors and movies." 

"Discussion of short stories." 

"Everything: American culture, includes poetry, novels, literature terms, Native Am., 

African American, European American." 

"Reading and discussing." 

4. What changes would you make to the class to improve it? 

"There were many things on this class. I think that it is better that this class has less 

topics." 

"I think that you did areally good job. IfI have to make some suggestions, I would like 

to suggest you to encourage students to prepare for the final paper from the beginning of 

the class, because we need some more time to read novels." 

"More studies about author's lives and poems (how to study a poem)." 

"To introduce more interesting culture in America.' 

"It's good this way." 

"Nothing." 

"Reading & understanding." 

5. Level of difficulty of the readings: Too hard. (0) 

6. Amount of homework: 

Challenging (hard, but okay). (4 of7 students) 

Just right.(2 of7 students) Easy. (0) 

(One student marked "challenging" and "just right.") 

Too much. (1 of7 students) Enough. (6 of7 students) 

Not enough. 
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7. Please comment on how much you feel the class focused, or should focus, 

on each of the following. Write "ok" in the blank if you felt it was 

covered adequately, "n/e" if you feel there should be more of it in this 

class, or "n/n" if you feel it is not necessary to focus on it in this 

class. 

_ Vocabulary 

(6 "ok," 1 "n/n") 

_ Literary analysis skills 

(6 "ok," 1 "n/e") 

Discussion 

(7 "ok") 

_Writing 

(6 "ok," 1 "n/e") 

_ Reading comprehension skills 

( 4 "ok," 3 11 n/e 11
) 

Culture 

(7 "ok") 

Pronunciation 

(2 "ok,11 2 "n/n," 3 "n/e") 

Other: 
~~~~~~~~-

(No additional comments.) 

8. Would you recommend this class to a friend? yes (6 students) maybe (1 student) 

no 

If yes, please write a brief recommendation here: 

"In my case, before leaving ESL program, it is so fortunate that I had a chance to 

experience English literature." 

"A lot of interesting information. Looks more like academic class. Warm 

environment/feel comfortable." 

"It's a new way to learn English by having fun, reading interesting stories/poems/novels 

and learning a lot of vocabulary." 

"If you love literature, you will enjoy this class. However, if you don't feel interested in 

literature, you will love it after taking this class!" 

"It is not only a class to study English skills but also a class to know more about 

America." 
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"Practice your listening, speaking, and writing skills in a very interesting and challenging 

class! It's a lot of fun! You don't even notice that you are studying English!" 
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