Techniques for Responding to Literature

     Writing about literature calls for a special kind of reading and

     responding. As you read and respond to a work of literature, keep

     the following techniques in mind:

· Understand the assignment and select a possible purpose and audience.

· More than likely, your purpose will be to interpret the work. 

· Actively read, annotate, and discuss the work. 

· Focus your essay on a single, clearly defined interpretation. 

· Support your interpretation with evidence. 

Purposes for Responding to Literature

     As you begin, respond and write for yourself. When you write your

     essay, write for others, sharing your views on the work with your

     reader. 

     The most common strategies for the interpretive essay are

     explaining, evaluating, problem solving, and arguing.

Responding to Short Fiction

· Note your reactions to the story in the margin. 

· Summarize in your own words what is happening in the story. 

· Write down your observations or reactions to striking or surprising passages. 

· Ask yourself questions about ambiguous or confusing passages. 

Reading with a Writer's Eye
     After you respond initially, analyze how the parts of a short story

     relate to the whole and then synthesize the parts. Analysis and

     synthesis will lead to an interpretation of the theme of the work,

     although many times a writer will focus on a particular element of a

     story and show how that element reveals the theme of the work.

Short Story Elements

     Character

          Narrator - the persona telling the story, not necessarily the

          protagonist

          Protagonist - the major character of a story

          Antagonist – the character or force the protagonist struggles against

Round Characters - characters that are well-developed

          Flat characters - characters who are not well developed;

          stereotypes are flat characters, but flat characters are not

          necessarily stereotypes

          Dynamic Characters - characters who change somehow in

          the story, not necessarily a big change - perhaps an insight or

          epiphany 

          Static Characters - characters who do not change in the

          story

     Plot

          The plot of a story consists of the sequence of events that

          occur and the cause-and-effect relationship of one event to

          another.

          Exposition - orients the reader to the setting of the story (time

          and place) and introduces the characters

          Foreshadowing - an author's hint of what will occur before it

          happens

          Conflict - turns the story and explains why one event leads to

          the next

          Climax - the point of greatest tension in a story; the point of

          no return. Think of the climax as being on the top of the roller

          coaster in the front car, just before you begin your descent. 

          Denouement - the resolution of the story; the denouement

          ties up any loose ends in the story

Narrative Point of View

          One of the most important decisions a writer makes is the

          narrative point of view. The point of view is the story's

          perspective. Whose eyes will you, the reader, see this story

          through? 

          First person - Uses "I" or "we." Many times the narrator is

          the protagonist, but this is not always true. In this point of view

          the reader only knows the thoughts of the narrator as he

          relates the story.

          Third person limited omniscient - Uses "he," "she," or

          "they." The reader only knows the thoughts of one character.

          In stream-of-consciousness, the author presents the thoughts,

          memories, and associations of one character in the story.

          Third person omniscient - Uses "he" "she" or "they." This

          point of view gives the reader insight into all of the main

          characters.

     Setting

          Setting - the physical place, scene, and time of the story,

          including the social or historical context of the story

     Style

          Figurative language - using similes and metaphors to convey

          meaning by association

          Symbol - a person, place, thing, or event that suggests or 

          signifies something beyond itself

          Tone - the author's attitude toward the characters, setting, or

          plot

          Irony - suggesting a double meaning

     Theme

          Theme - the main idea or point of the story. The author does

          not usually state the theme of a story overtly. Instead, the

          author communicates theme through the basic story elements,

          including plot, character, setting, point of view, and/or symbol.

The Writing Process

     Collecting

· Try collaborative annotation. 

· Annotate for three specific story elements that seem to be significant. 

· Draw a time line for the story, analyzing the plot structure. 

· Choose a character trait, repeated image, or idea that you wish to investigate in the story. 

· Write a scene for the story in which you change some part of it. 

· Draw a picture of the story. 

· Draw a character conflict map, with the main character in the middle with internal and external foes outside. 

· Investigate the background of the author and the time when the story was written or set. 

· Consider your purpose and begin mapping out your shaping strategies. 

     Shaping

     Shape your strategy for writing in one or more of the following ways:

          Explaining Relationships - show how the parts of a story

          relate to the whole 

          Evaluating - set criteria and judge the story against that

          criteria 

          Arguing - support your interpretation of a story 

          Investigating Changes in Interpretation - Show the steps

          or chronology of how interpretations have changed about a

          story or how your interpretation has changed 

     Drafting

     Read through your annotations and gather your notes. Keep your

     momentum going once you start writing.

     Revising

     Guidelines for Revision

· Clarify your main idea or interpretation. 

· Do not merely summarize the plot. 

· Support each assertion (interpretation) with evidence from the story. 

· Explain how each piece of evidence supports your interpretation. 

· Signal the major parts of your interpretation with transitions and paragraph hooks. 

· Use the present tense as you describe the events in the story. 

· Quote accurately and cite page numbers for each reference. 

· Revise your essay for sentence clarity and conciseness. 

· Edit your essay.

