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Introduction to Literature is a freshman, general education course that introduces students to the
methods of analyzing literature. The content of this course varies, although it usually contains selections
from several literary genres (poetry, fiction, drama). Introduction to Literature instructs mostly non-majors
how to read literary texts and how to write a literary analysis.
In each iteration, the lesson was taught early in the semester, after students had some experience
reading and discussing literature, but before much formal work had been done. This lesson on reading
for complexities and ambiguities was designed to be a first step in challenging students'
preconceptions about how to read literature—specifically, students' tendency to assume there is one
"correct" interpretation of a literary work.

Student Learning Goals
o
o
o
o

Students will begin to learn how to approach texts looking for subtlety, nuance, multiple layers of
meaning
Students will develop a greater tolerance for and appreciation of ambiguity as a literary device
When studying a literary text, students will begin to reframe the intellectual and emotional responses
―confusion‖ or ―difficulty‖ as learning moments and entry-points to understanding.
Students will start to approach texts in more complex ways while valuing complexity as an intellectual
framework

“How the Lesson Is Intended to Work”: Scholarly Contexts for Learning Goals
“Students often tackle „education‟ as if were a puzzle to be considered solved when every piece is in
place. But an education—or reading—worthy of its name will recognize that even when the puzzle is
finally put together into a perfect whole, there is always one piece left over which forces us to rethink the
edifice we have erected.”
—Helen Reguiero Elam, “The Difficulty of Reading”
“I took a speed reading course and read War and Peace in twenty minutes.
It involves Russia.”—Woody Allen
While making most audiences laugh, Woody Allen’s joke elicits knowing nods from literature teachers
reminded of their eternal challenge: teaching students to read with attention to the texts’ nuances,
textures, ambiguities, and multiple perspectives—according to the practices of the discipline. Much of the
research on reading, whether K-12 or university-level, focuses on the basic failure to read in the first
place (Bischoping; Burchfield and Sappington; Hassel and Lourey; Hoeft; McDougall and Granby;
National Endowment for the Arts; Ruscio; Sappington, Kinsey, and Munsayac), and there is ample
research on helping students with basic reading comprehension (Au, Mason, and Scheu; Cukras; Harvey
and Goudvis; Hurst, Fisk, and Wilson; Tovani and Keene; Wilhelm). Our project, however, focuses on
how university students read literary texts—or more precisely how, as university students in a literature
course, they should be reading these texts.
Specifically, this lesson study arose from a concern that plagues literature classrooms of all levels:
students have trouble valuing or even identifying complexity in literature. When we teach lower-level
literature courses, students seem conditioned to try to discover the "one correct" interpretation of each
work of literature, usually looking to the instructor to provide this "answer" to the text and the process of

reading. Students thus simplify the complexity of literature, ignoring aspects of the text that don’t fit the
one ―true‖ interpretation they believe exists. Our disciplinary challenge reflects Helen Reguiero Elam’s
observation of a larger pattern in which students treat learning in all its complexities as a puzzle to solve
and be done with, based on the assumption that knowledge is made of discrete, static pieces of
information that should fit together seamlessly. We wanted to help students envision a more complex
puzzle or perhaps a different relationship with the puzzle—specifically, through those ―puzzling‖ moments
of confronting multiple and perhaps even contradictory meanings in literary texts—or, as former poet
laureate Billy Collins writes in his poem ―Introduction to Poetry,‖ to ―take a poem and hold it up to the light
like a color slide/or press an ear against its hive‖ (Collins). The objective of our resulting lesson is to
show students a more sophisticated method of analyzing literature, one that not only acknowledges
complexity, ambiguity, and multiple meanings but also understands and perhaps even shares what
Joanna Wolfe calls ―the literary community’s shared value of complexity‖ (407).
―The American Scholar,‖ Ralph Waldo Emerson’s famous 1837 speech to the Phi Beta Kappa Society,
offers an early call for teaching students to read literary texts in a scholarly way: "There is then creative
reading, as well as creative writing. When the mind is braced by labor and invention, the page of
whatever book we read becomes luminous with manifold allusion‖ (1025). This ―labor and invention‖ of
―creative reading‖—the work of close reading, the intimacy of engaging with the specific language and
parts of a literary text, the joy at a poetic turn of phrase, the wrestling with ambiguous or complex
passages, the consideration of larger contexts—is precisely what novice literary readers lack. The
absence of these reading practices not only denies novices the beauty, complexity, and ―manifold
allusion‖ of literary texts; the implications are far more serious than simply failing to remember what
they’ve read beyond the basic plot and setting, or thinking that War and Peace is about Russia.
As recent scholars have argued, reducing a text to a singular, unambiguous message that may or may
not emerge from the text itself both reflects and forms the students’ perspectives about the world around
them. Robert Scholes’s "The Transition to College Reading" diagnoses students with what may be
called textual narcissism: they conflate what they’re reading with their own lives to such an extent that
the text, the author, the characters, indeed everything but the students themselves is lost in the process.
―We have a reading problem of massive dimensions,‖ he writes. ―One is a failure to focus sharply on the
language of the text. The other is a failure to imagine the otherness of the text's author‖ (Scholes 165-6).
These related failures in reading, he argues,
can themselves be read as a symptom of a larger cultural problem. We are not good, as a
culture, at imagining the other. After 11 September 2001 we have begun to learn, perhaps, that
this deficiency is serious…. It is our responsibility as English teachers to help our students
develop this form of [empathetic] textual power, in which strength comes, paradoxically, from
subordinating one's own thoughts temporarily to the views and values of another person. (167-8)
Agreeing with Scholes, we approached our task of teaching students to read the language of the text—
the words of an other, rarely simple and often ambiguous—with a sense of the complexity of the lesson
itself and its multiple applications in the students’ lives.
Our lesson is designed to allow students to develop their own interpretations of the poem—first on their
own in the pre-class writing and then in groups—instead of relying on the instructor to provide the
―correct‖ answer. Then, in order to challenge textual narcissism, students are confronted with other
readings of the poem in their small groups and later as other groups present their readings in class.
Finally, they watch as seemingly conflicting layers of interpretation (represented by each transparency)
are laid over the poem, each attached to specific words in the poem. In their post-class writings, students
are asked to re-consider their readings of the poem in light of the multiple layers of meaning they have
seen displayed. The final question, ―What do today’s activities suggest about the process of reading
literature?‖ asks students to begin articulating a theory of literature that allows for a multiplicity of
meaning.

THE LESSON
How to Teach the Lesson
Pre-Class Preparations
1 Each student reads Theodore Roethke’s poem ―My Papa’s Waltz‖ and writes an informal
paragraph responding to the question, "What is your initial interpretation of the poem ―My Papa’s
Waltz‖? Students bring their paragraphs to class.
2 The classroom will need to be equipped with an overhead projector or document camera.
3 Instructor gathers the following materials for each group of 4-6 students:
o one copy of the poem ―My Papa’s Waltz‖ by Theodore Roethke in large font on white
paper (if using a document camera) or a transparency (if using an overhead projector),
o approximately 8-10 blank transparencies, and
o transparency markers (approximately 4-5 different colors).
4 Instructor brings lesson prompts to class, as well as materials listed above.
In-Class Activities: Step 1, Writing
1 Students individually write responses to the questions, "What patterns do you see in the poem?"
and "What elements of the poem do not fit one or more of these patterns?" on the same sheet of
paper with their pre-class writing.
In Class Activities: Step 2, Group Discussion and Annotation
1 Students are divided into groups of 4-6, with each group assigned a number and getting a set of
transparencies and markers.
2 Instructor demonstrates how to mark on transparencies and puts the prompt for the ―In-Class
Activities: Step 2, Group Discussion and Annotation‖ on the board.
3 Each group selects a ―scribe‖ to write on the transparencies and a ―reporter‖ to share the group’s
transparencies later with the class. Students talk in their small groups, share their responses to
the ―In-Class Activities: Step 1, Writing‖ prompt, and annotate their transparencies by identifying a
pattern (or theme) in the poem, and then underlining words/phrases that support this theme,
crossing out words/phrases that seem to contradict
the theme. Students use a separate transparency for
each ―pattern‖ or theme. (See sample transparency
to the right, placed on top of the poem for clarity.)
In Class Activities: Step 3, Group Reports and Class
Discussion
1 Instructor asks for reporters from two to four groups
to share findings with the whole class using an
overhead projector. Reporter comes to the front of
the class and overlays the group’s transparencies,
one at a time, over the copy of the poem, and
explains each ―pattern‖: the theme the group noted
words in the poem that develop this theme, and
words that don’t seem to fit this theme. When
finished, the reporter leaves the group’s
transparencies next to the overhead.
2 After 2-4 groups have shown their transparencies,
the instructor gathers all groups’ transparencies and
superimposes all transparencies on top of the poem.
3 Instructor asks students to write (on the sheet with their pre-class paragraphs) their response to
the question, "How do we explain ―elements‖ (words) in the poem that do not fit the ―patterns‖
(themes)?"
4 After a few minutes, the instructor asks for volunteers to share their thoughts on the question
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above. Instructor might write on the board the common ―patterns‖ groups found and ask them to
consider the ―elements‖ (words) that did not seem to fit.
It is in this last stage, class discussion, where the instructor has the opportunity to reinforce the
learning goals of the activity. Students have collectively analyzed the language of the poem in
multilayered ways in order to recognize ambiguity and paradox within a work, illustrating goals 2
and 4. Drawing attention to the ways that each group identified different patterns and interpreted
particular imagery or diction in different ways can serve to illustrate the first learning goal, ―to
learn how to approach texts looking for subtlety, nuance, multiple layers of meaning.‖ The
instructor should highlight especially those interpretations that are well-supported by textual
evidence, especially those that may be dissonant.

Post-Class Writing
1 Students write a two informal paragraphs responding to these questions: "After today’s activities,
how has your interpretation of the poem changed?" and
"What do today’s activities suggest about the process of reading literature?"

Activity Prompts for the Lesson: Reading Literature for Complexity
Pre-Class Writing
1 What is your initial interpretation of the poem ―My Papa’s Waltz?
In-Class Activities: Step 1, Writing
1 What patterns do you see in the poem?
2 What elements of the poem do not fit one or more of these patterns?
In-Class Activities: Step 2, Group Discussion and Annotation
Annotate the poem as directed by putting only one pattern on each transparency. On each
transparency, do the following:
1 use a different color ink per pattern, if possible,
2 label the pattern on top of the transparency,
3 underline elements of the pattern,
4 cross out what doesn’t fit the pattern,
5 explain in the margins why each underlined element fits and each crossed out elements doesn’t
fit, and
6 Write the group number on the bottom of each transparency.
In-Class Activities: Step 3, In-Class Writing and Discussion
1 How do the patterns relate to one another?
2 How is it possible for all these patterns to exist in the same poem?
3 How do we explain elements in the poem that do not fit the patterns?
Post-Class Writing
1 After today’s activities, how has your interpretation of the poem changed?
2 What do today’s activities suggest about the process of reading literature?

Sample Observation Report
QUESTIONS TO
CONSIDER

REACTION TO
COMPLEXITY
How do students react to
ambiguity/complexity in
the poem?
 Do they seem frustrated
by it?
 Do they see
ambiguity/complexity as a
problem to be solved?
 Do they search for
closure, for one right
answer?
 Do they see
ambiguity/complexity as
generative, as part of the
richness of the text?
EXPLANATION OF
COMPLEXITY
How do students account
for or explain
ambiguity/complexity?
 Do they use relativism as
an explanation (e.g.
―because everyone sees
things differently‖)?
 Do they see it as an
inherent property of this
poem (e.g. ―it’s just this
stupid poem‖)?
 Do they see it as an
inherent property of
literary texts?
 Do they see it as part of
the process of reading
literature?
USE OF COMPLEXITY
What do students do with
the ambiguity/complexity
they discover?
 Do they see relations
between and among
layers?

OBSERVATIONS, QUOTATIONS, ETC.

COMMENTS



Do they try to construct
an interpretation that
takes into account all or
most of the patterns and
elements?
 Do students work with
elements that do not
seem to fit the patterns?
 Do students avoid talking
about certain elements or
patterns?

ENGAGEMENT
How do activities help or
hinder progress toward
the learning goal?
 Do all or most students
seem to be reading the
text closely?
 Do certain students do
most of the work?
 Do students seem
challenged by the
activities?
 Do all or most students
identify identical patterns
and elements?
 Do students argue for
certain interpretations of
the poem over others?
 Do students seem to
value or tolerate
alternative
interpretations?
 Do individual
interpretations change
during the lesson?

OVERALL
To what extent did students recognize ambiguity/complexity in the poem?

To what extent did students use ambiguity/complexity to construct interpretations?

To what extent did students seem to value or appreciate ambiguity/complexity?

OTHER NOTES

