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A Note For Parents: Tools for the Journey

If you have ever heard Shakespeare performed before a live audience and marveled at 
the ease with which the words flowed from the actors’ lips; if you have ever envied people 
who can call on Milton, Dickens, Joyce, and Lewis to lend eloquence to their argument; if 
you have skimmed a list of the hundred greatest novels of all time and winced as you remem-
bered struggling to finish The Grapes of Wrath in high school—you may think that the great 
conversations of literature are forever closed to you. 

The good news is, they’re not! Whether you are a student, an adult, a parent, a child, or 
all of the above, you have the capability to train yourself not only to read great literature, but 
also to share its beauty, truth, and joy with others. 

Although most people learn to read as children, the art of deliberately engaging with the 
content and ideas of a novel or short story requires ongoing practice.

The Words Aptly Spoken series is based on the classical model of education,1 which breaks 
learning into three natural stages: grammar, dialectic, and rhetoric. In the grammar stage, 
you learn the vocabulary of a subject. In the dialectic stage, you learn to develop logical 
arguments and analyze others’ ideas. In the rhetoric stage, you explore the consequences of 
ideas as you form and express your own. This guide will help you as you begin to apply the 
classical model to the study of literature.

Why American Literature?

American literature is a varied and exciting field. Every century, America has undergone 
many social, cultural, economic, and political changes. These changes have had a significant 
influence on the way authors have written and what they have written about. In addition, 
these changes have made American literature an excellent source for competing ideas.

As you become more comfortable with the grammar of reading—plot, characters, 
setting, conflict, etc.—you should begin to read for ideas, so you can engage with those 
ideas and wrestle through their implications. In many ways, reading is an exchange of ideas 
between the author and the reader, like two friends sitting down in front of a fire to discuss 
the secrets of life. 

After the fire has died, it is up to you to decide what happens next. Do you put aside 
the questions and the new thoughts? Or do you daily go back to those lessons and apply 
them to your life? The decision is yours. Learning to write about these books and the ideas 
they contain (rhetoric) is the next step toward sharing your ideas and conclusions with the 
people around you.

How to Use This Book

Despite popular belief, reading is not wholly instinctive. Because comprehension, 
analysis, and critical thinking require practice, each work of literature you will study is 
broken down by chapter into a series of questions designed to give structure and guidance 
to your reading. 

1 See Dorothy Sayers’ essay, “The Lost Tools of Learning.”
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Although the questions are arranged chapter-by-chapter, most readers will not pause 
to answer questions after finishing a chapter. If the book has captured your imagination the 
way classic literature ought to, you won’t want to stop reading! For this reason, treat these 
questions as tools not only for reading, but also for writing, leading discussion, and sharing 
your ideas with others. 

Review Questions pull out the grammar for each chapter: Who is the book about? 
(Characters) What happens? (Plot) Where does it take place? (Setting) What is the 
message? (Theme) What is the scope or time frame? (Focus) For readers of all ages, repeat-
edly asking these questions will generate good reading habits; eventually, as you read, your 
brain will automatically take note of this information and store it for future use. 

Thought Questions are an exercise in dialectic, taking the basic elements from the 
Review Questions and encouraging you to analyze that information in light of other knowl-
edge. As you become more familiar with the building blocks of a story, you should begin 
to ask questions of your own. What does this mean for me? How should I respond to this 
argument? You can use the Thought Questions to jump-start your own thinking process, as 
training tools for leading discussion, or as topics for essays. 

If you cannot answer some of the questions by the time you have finished the book, 
consider going back and re-reading sections you may only have skimmed the first time. A 
word of caution: don’t merely “look up” the answers to the questions and skim the rest of 
the book. Once established, this habit will make it harder for you to read and understand 
more difficult books. After all, self-respecting Olympic runners know that they would be at 
a severe disadvantage in the actual games if they secretly completed only half of their daily 
training regimen. In the same way, the results you achieve as a reader will reflect the quality 
and consistency of your training.

Because measuring progress is a part of learning, each section in this book begins or 
ends with suggested reading or writing exercises that allow you to gauge how well you have 
mastered the skills you’ve been practicing. Although a particular exercise for writing is 
suggested with each book studied, you can rearrange and revise to suit your needs. 

It is best if you have your own copy of each book so you can highlight or make notes 
in the margins. If, however, you need to use a copy belonging to the library or to a friend, 
consider reading with a small notebook or a pad of sticky notes nearby so you can jot down 
ideas and connections while they are fresh in your head. 

The Journey in Perspective

One of the most important things to remember as you start—or resume—this journey 
is that it doesn’t happen overnight. The art of leading and sharing in conversations about 
classical literature takes a lifetime to refine. You must begin with the fundamentals: learning 
to read closely, taking notes, and developing the vocabulary to structure your ideas and 
explain them to others (grammar). You must practice: adding new techniques, revising old 
ones, and comparing the results (dialectic). And then you will be ready to start all over again 
as you share the joy of the journey with others around you (rhetoric). Let’s get started! 
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Reading Skills

Being a good reader takes practice, and it is vital to a range of other skills. If you miss the 
big ideas when you read, you cannot analyze or critique those ideas, identify the underlying 
messages, or respond to them thoughtfully in writing or conversation. These tips will help 
you read more effectively. 

Vocabulary

If you see an unfamiliar word, take a minute to look up the definition and write it down. 
Not only will this improve your vocabulary, but it will help you avoid missing important 
details. Pay particular attention to words that have a different connotation now than they 
had when the book was written.

Characters

Keep a list of the main characters. Write down their names, a few defining character-
istics, and their relationships with other characters. If you find a section that shows their 
character traits especially well, write down the page number. 

Plot

Write down a skeletal outline of the book’s plot. What happened, to whom, when, 
where, and how? Focus on turning points and revelations that were important to the plot’s 
development.

Timeline

Keep a timeline of the major events in the book. This is especially useful if multiple 
subplots take place at the same time. You can also use a timeline to keep track of flashbacks 
or dream sequences. 

Themes 

Do you see a pattern in the problems that plague the characters? Is there some flaw that 
all the main characters share? Write it down. Also, if something in the book reminds you of 
another book or story you have read, jot down the page number(s) and the element(s) that 
seem similar. 

Quotes

Does a character say something memorable? Underline or highlight it, or write down 
the page number and a few key words. When you write about or discuss the book, you 
will need evidence, and it is much easier to mark quotes as you go than to relocate specific 
passages when you need them.

Don’t forget to read with a notebook or pad of sticky notes handy. If you own the book, 
margins are a great place to write, but make sure you use a bookmark so you can find your 
notes. Keep practicing these reading skills, and you will find your jobs as thinker, critic, and 
writer much easier as a result.

Reading Skills
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Before you even begin to write, it is important to think about what you want to say. 
Planning helps you organize and makes the job easier when you actually begin to write. 
The planning phase can be broken down into five or six steps: asking a question, developing 
a thesis, building an argument, preparing an outline, sometimes conducting research, and 
thinking about form and style. Of course, all of these steps are possible only after you have 
read the book at least once.

Asking a question 
The first few steps of pre-writing involve narrowing down your interests from the broad 

scope, to a general topic, to a specific question. Start by asking a few basic questions about 
your interests.

•	 Do you want to talk about the story within the book, or do you want to relate 
the book to outside information?

•	 If you chose to stay within the text, are you interested in the plot and characters, 
or do you want to look at the author’s themes or the characters’ philosophies?

•	 If you chose to look outside the text, do you want to talk about historical events, 
cultural attitudes, or events in the author’s life as they relate to the book?3

Now that you’ve narrowed down the scope of your paper, look back at your notes. What 
topics interested you while you were reading? Did a particular character fascinate you? Did 
you see a lot of comparisons between the author’s and the protagonist’s lives? Decide on a 
general topic based on this information.

A strong argument about literature responds to a problem, puzzle, or question raised by 
the book. Once you have a topic, choose a question you would like to answer. For example, 
if you were writing an essay about The Secret Garden, you might be interested in the themes of 
the book, particularly the theme of love. Within that topic, you might be curious about the 
characters’ understanding of what love means. You might ask the following question: What 
is Archibald Craven’s concept of love, and how does it change by the end of the book?  

Developing a thesis
A thesis is your answer to the question you have asked. It is the claim you will make about 

the book. Developing a thesis is one of the most important parts of writing a critical essay, so 
at this point, you may want to go back and re-read sections of the book that deal with your 

3Use caution with this last option: remember that what an author writes is separate from—though 
influenced by—who he or she is. It’s risky to assume that everything in an author’s books lines up 
with an experience in his or her life.

Brain Work
P L A N N I N G  T H E  E S S AY

Brain Work: Planning the Essay
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topic. You should build your claim from the book rather than trying to manipulate the book 
to fit your claim.  

Your goal should be to make an argument that is somewhere between the obvious and the 
unsupportable. On one hand, it is very difficult to argue something that is self-evident. You 
wouldn’t have a very good argument if you walked up to someone and said, “I think there are 
twelve months in a year, and I’m going to prove it.” The other person would be likely to walk 
away. However, if you said, “I think I can prove there should be only ten months in a year,” 
you could have a very interesting conversation. For this reason, steering clear of claims that 
are too obvious is one objective.

On the other hand, you will need to have reasonable support for your thesis. Your 
argument should interpret and tie together the quotes and actions of characters in the book. 
You should be able to logically argue in favor of your thesis using quotations from the book. 
It’s worth repeating that your thesis should come out of the book; the book shouldn’t be 
forced into it.

In the example from Secret Garden, you might develop the following thesis: Archibald 
Craven initially thinks love and material gifts are the same thing, but by the end of the book 
he realizes that love is different and more important.

Building an argument
Once you have a thesis, the next step is to lay out your argument. What steps are neces-

sary to convince your reader to accept your thesis? In order to visualize those steps, it is 
helpful to lay out your argument point-by-point. As an illustration, consider this word game:

To play, take one word, and then, by changing one letter at a time, turn it into another 
word with the same number of letters. For example: FISH HOOK. Here is one possible 
solution:

FISH  FIST  FAST  CAST  COST  COLT  BOLT  BOOT  
HOOT  HOOK 

If you merely skipped from FISH to HOOK, you would have proven nothing. In order 
for the game to work, each link must lead logically from the last, but there may be multiple 
ways to reach the same conclusion. The same “rules” apply to your essay. At each step, your 
reader should be able to follow your line of reasoning without having to make leaps in logic.

For the sample thesis from The Secret Garden, you would need to prove that Archibald 
Craven originally thought love and material comforts were the same thing, and that he later 
realized love was different. To do that, you would need to provide examples in which Mr. 
Craven tries to show love by buying gifts for his son, Colin, or his niece, Mary. Next, you 
would need to show a cause for his change of thinking: for example, a conversation with 
another character. Finally, you would need to give examples from the end of the book, in 
which he tries to show a different kind of love that is separate from gift giving. 

Preparing an outline
Building an argument leads naturally into preparing an outline. Once you have the step-

by-step process for proving your thesis, you can turn that mental path into an outline. Your 
outline can be as broad or as detailed as you want; however, a more detailed outline will 
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Essays to Do Good (excerpt)
Cotton Mather

“Much Occasion for Doing Good”
Such glorious things are spoken in the oracles of God, concerning them who devise 

good, that a book of good devices may reasonably demand attention and acceptance from 
those who have any impressions of the most reasonable religion upon them. I am devising 
such a book; but at the same time offering a sorrowful demonstration, that if men would set 
themselves to devise good, a world of good might be done more than is now done in this 
“present evil world.”

 Much is requisite to be done that the great God and his Christ may be more known and 
served in the world; and that the errors which prevent men from glorifying their Creator and 
Redeemer may be rectified. Much is necessary to be done that the evil manners of the world, 
by which men are drowned in perdition, may be reformed; and mankind rescued from the 
epidemical corruption which has overwhelmed it. Much must be done that the miseries of 
the world may have suitable remedies provided for them; and that the wretched may be 
relieved and comforted. 

 The world contains, it is supposed, about a thousand millions of inhabitants. What an 
ample field do these afford, for doing good! In a word, the kingdom of God in the world 
calls for innumerable services from us. To do such things is to do good. Those men devise 

Cotton Mather (1663-1728) was born in America, 
and he followed his father’s footsteps to become an 

ordained Congregational minister of the Second Church 
of Boston. Mather was a historian as well as a theolo-
gian, and his Magnalia Christi Americana provides an 
extensive record of the Christian history of the early 
colonies. Mather also wrote conduct books, including 
Bonifacius, or Essays to Do Good, which was published in 
1710. This essay, “Much Occasion for Doing Good,” is 

an excerpt from that larger work. (This version of the 
text is from an 1824 edition edited by George Burder.)

Essays to Do Good
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good, who form plans which have such a tendency, whether the objects be of a temporal or 
spiritual nature. 

 You see the general matter, appearing as yet but a chaos, which is to be wrought upon. 
O! that the good Spirit of God may now fall upon us, and carry on the glorious work which 
lies before us! 

Review Questions
1. Why does Mather think 

Christians will read his book?
2. What is the purpose of doing 

good deeds?
3. “To do good,” according to 

Mather, is to do what?

Thought Questions
1. Are good works what the world 

needs? If not, what does it 
need? 

2. What do you think it means 
to “do good”? What is the 
hardest part of doing good 
things? 

3. If someone does good for selfish 
motives, does that make his/
her deeds less good? Explain.
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Elizabeth George Speare (1908-1994) was born in 
Massachusetts, where, as a high school student, 

she began to compose short stories. Speare went 
on to become a high school English teacher before 
returning to writing. After her own children were 
in school, Speare began to write magazine articles 
about parenting and other topics. Her interest in New 
England’s history eventually led her to write historical 
fiction for children, and she published her first novel, 
Calico Captive, in 1957. Speare won the first of two 
Newbery Medals in 1959 for The Witch of Blackbird 
Pond, which had been published in 1958, and which 
gives an account of the Salem witch trials. 

The Witch of Blackbird Pond
Elizabeth G. Speare

Chapter 1

Review Questions
1. When and where does the book begin?
2. Who was Nathaniel Eaton?
3. Why was Kit disappointed by America?
4. What happened on the longboat on the way back to the Dolphin at Saybrook? Why 

was Kit reprimanded for her actions?
5. Why was John Holbrook going to Wethersfield?

Thought Questions
1. What do you associate with colonial America? Does Speare’s portrayal surprise 

you?
2. What was the water trial? What is the logical problem with such a test?

Chapter 2

Review Questions
1. Describe the Cruff family. 
2. What had prevented John Holbrook from attending Harvard?
3. Why had Kit come to New England?

The Witch of Blackbird Pond
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4. Why were Kit’s aunt and uncle not waiting for her at Wethersfield?

Thought Questions
1. What do John’s views on work and study tell you about his desires? His 

expectations? 
2. Nat was scornful about the process of transporting slaves, but Kit was not. Why? Is 

“custom” an excuse for accepting unethical actions?
3. John said the proper use of reading was “to improve our sinful nature and to fill 

our minds with God’s holy word.” Do you agree? 

Chapter 3

Review Questions
1. How was Kit received by the Woods?
2. Why had Kit been forced to leave Barbados?
3. What made Kit’s two cousins so different?

Thought Questions
1. Were the colonial Americans, as Kit asked, also subjects of King James? 
2. Why might Uncle Matthew have found that question offensive?

Chapter 4

Review Questions
1. Why was Uncle Matthew offended by Kit’s gifts? 
2. What was Uncle Matthew’s one “weakness”?
3. Why did Kit struggle to complete household tasks?

Thought Questions
1. Why did Judith resent the time Rachel spent helping others in the community? 

What does her reaction tell you about her character?
2. What does Uncle Matthew’s reaction to the gifts suggest about his beliefs?

Chapter 5

Review Questions
1. How did Kit anger Uncle Matthew on Sunday morning?
2. Describe the town. Why did Kit find it surprising?
3. What did it mean for a girl to “set her cap” for someone?

Thought Questions
1. What do the town’s Sabbath traditions tell you about the Puritans’ values? 
2. At this point in the novel, are you led to sympathize with Kit or with Uncle 

Matthew? How do you know? What point does the novel seem to be making about 
Puritan culture?

Chapter 6

Review Questions
1. Why did Uncle Matthew disapprove of Dr. Bulkeley?
2. How had John Holbrook changed since he had been at Wethersfield?
3. What request had William Ashby made of Uncle Matthew? 
4. Why wasn’t Judith upset by Uncle Matthew’s news?
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