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by Victor Neo Hock Leong 

Introduction 

This paper is the result of attempts to use research in 
Psychology and Applied Linguistics to construct a model for 
literature teaching in Singapore. The model is algorithmic: it 
contains a staged approach for the teaching of literature. It 
is also theory driven to the extent that it is predicated on 
research findings which show that the study of literature 
involves the exercise of cognitive skills, .with which the learner 
comprehends and interprets a literary text, and the exercise of 
encoding skills, with which the learner articulates, particularly 
in written discourse, his interpretation of, and response to, the 
text or some aspect of it. 

The description which follows will discuss the three-stage 
approach contained in the model. The three stages, in 
chronological sequence, are the pre-reading stage, the during 
reading stage and the post-reading stage. 

The Pre-reading Stage 

The pre-reading stage is meant to prepare learners to gain 
access into the text. Research in reading and communication 
(Widdowson, 1984; Early and Ericson, 1988) has established that 
good readers make use of prior knowledge and experience, 
variously characterised as frames (van Dijk, 1977), schemata 
(Neisser, 1976; Rumelhart, 1980) and scenarios (Sanford and 
Garrod, 1981) to comprehend written texts. The pedagogic issue 
here has to do with how the teacher decides what frame, schema 
or scenario to activate to prime learners for entry into a 
literary text. 

Extrapolating from research done in reader response (Purves, 
1985) one can say that the teacher must take bearings from at 
least two constructs: the literary work, on the one hand, and 
the learner, on the other. As regards the former, the teacher 
must decide what aspect of the text to focus on as an appropriate 
entry point for teaching the text. This might be, to use 
traditional categories f ami 1 iar with classroom teachers, the 
genre to which the text belongs, the author's use of language, 
the story events and plot, the characters and their relationship 
to each other and the central idea or themes. Which of these the 
teacher chooses depends in part on what in foregrounded in the 
text as a result of how the discourse, as directed by the 
author's intention, has been structured. These foregrounded 
aspects of the literary work are the key concerns the teacher 
must get learners to think about in preparation for entry into 
the text. 

As regards the learner, the teacher has to consider 
psychological and socio-cultural variables such as the learner's 
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stage of cognitive development, the schemata learners' already 
have of literary conventions and devices, and learners' frames 
about phenomena in the real world which overlap with frames 
occurring in the literary work to be read. It is with reference 
to where the central concerns of the text and learners' prior 
knowledge intersect that the teacher can decide what schema or 
scenario is appropriate as an entry point for teaching the work 
at hand. 

For instance, when introducing fourteen-year old learners 
to Grazyna Monvid I s Escapes, the teacher notes that what the play 
foregrounds, episode after episode, is the problems faced by the 
Barnes family and the attempts by each of the members to escape 
these problems. The obvious frame the teacher would want to help 
learners construct centres around the idea of problems people 
face and the possible solutions to the problems. This is a frame 
that does not require specialized information and fourteen-year 
old learners in Singapore can quite readily supply ideas to fill 
a semantic map that has such a frame as its focus. 

A problem may arise where there is little or no overlap 
between frames learners have and a frame employed by the author 
which is central to an understanding of the text. In such a 
situation, Ausubel (1968) has 'demonstrated that advance 
organizers, 11 introductory materials at a high level of generality 
and inclusiveness presented in advance of the learning material 11 

(p 131), can be used to "furnish ideational anchorage in terms 
that are al-ready familiar to the learners" (p 149). Thus, when 
introducing learners for the first time to Paul Nolan I s The 
Courters, a play in the form of Commedia del' Arte, the teacher 
can supply an organizer that highlights the main features of this 
comic form: slapstick characters, who behave like clowns; 
stereotypical roles like foolish old men, young lovers and 
mischief loving servants; and role reversals in which learned men 
behave foolishly, while those with no learning are sometimes 
clever. This organizer, itself learned by combinatorial 
assimilation, can then be mapped onto the text in order to make 
sense of the specific manifestation in the text of the above 
features.· 

Of course, the complexity of a given text may require the 
teacher to use a combination of both schema builder and an 
organizer to prepare learners to gain access into the text. The 
important concern here is that learners come to the text prepared 
to hone in on key features and thus begin the process of 
comprehension, interpretation and response. 

The During Reading Stage 

Having primed learners for entry into the text, the teacher 
must now guide learners to read the text systematically, and, 
where necessary, selectively. Early and Ericson (1988) argue 
that it is best to get learners to focus on issues and to engage 
in holistic processes before directing attention to small 
sections of the text. For instance, in the case of teaching The 
Courters, learners can be asked to pick out specific 
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manifestations of generic features related to Commedia del 1 Arte 
as described in their advance organizer. In this way, learners 
learn to take in key features of the text so as to get a holistic 
impression of it. What learners are also learning to do here is 
to superimpose a schema or organizer onto the text so that key 
details in the text can be assimilated. 

The use of schemata and organizers at this stage of reading 
can also lead to schema modification. Researchers note that good 
readers 11 modify their existing schema to accommodate information 
in the text that otherwise would not fi t 11 (Early and Ericson, 
1988: p 33). This process, referred to by Neisser (1976) as a 
perceptual cycle, can also be incorporated into holistic reading 
tasks. When reading Oscar Wilde's The Birthday of the Infanta 
for instance, learners can be asked to compare the Infanta with 
the idealized princess profiled in the semantic map generated 
during the pre-reading stage. The differences foregrounded by 
such an exercise can lead to discussion at the post-reading stage 
on the Infanta's character and on elements of realism in the 
portrayal of the princess. 

Having looked at the larger issues, the learners' attention 
can now be directed at specific sections during a re-reading of 
the text. To sensitize learners to textual cues the teacher can 
set during reading questions that focus on specific details of 
the text. In order to do this in a way which takes into 
consideration different learner abilities, the teacher might wish 
to use the taxonomy of reading skills developed and tested by 
Hillocks and Ludlow (1984). Less experienced readers can be set 
questions that focus on the literal level of comprehension, while 
more advanced learners can also be asked to deal with questions 
at the inferential level. 

At the literal level of comprehension, learners can be asked 
questions on basic stated information, that focus on frequently 
stated information which presents some condition crucial to the 
story; key detail, that focus on a detail which appears at some 
key juncture of the plot and which bears a causal relationship 
to what happens; and stated relationship, that focus on a 
statement which explains the relationship between at least two 
pieces of information in the text. Examples of such questions 
based on Chapter 1 of The Pearl by John Steinbeck are, 
respectively: What happened to Coyotito? (Basic Stated 
Information); Where did Coyotito sleep? (Key Detail); and What 
was the beggar I s reason for fol lowing Kina and Juana to the 
doctor's house? (Stated Relationship). 

At the inferential level of comprehension, questions can be 
asked on simple implied relationships, which require inferring 
the relationship between two pieces of information closely 
juxtaposed in the text; complex implied relationships, which 
require inferring the relationship(s) among many pieces of 
information spread throughout large parts of the text; author's 
generalization, which requires generalizing about what the work 
suggests about the world outside the work and about human nature 
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or the human condition; and structural generalization, which 
requires generalizing about how parts of the work operate 
together to achieye certain effects. Examples of such questions 
again based on The Pearl are, respectively: What are Kine's 
feelings about the pearls he offers the doctor? (Simple Implied 
Relationship); What are the differences between the way Kino acts 
and feels at home and in town? (Complex Implied Relationship); 
What comment or generalization does this chapter make on the way 
1
1 civilization 11 influences human behaviour and attitudes? 
(Author's Generalization); and finally, Steinbeck presents a 
group of beggars in the story. Explain what purpose they serve 

in relationship to the first eleven paragraphs of the story 
(Structural Generalization). 

In addition to the above types of questions that draw 
primarily on cognitive skills, during reading questions should 
also focus on the learner's affective responses and moral 

judgements. Questions that require these sort of responses can 
be set in tandem with those re qui ring inference and 
interpretation so that learning can proceed from the cognitive 
to the affective domains. 

After Reading 

The after reading stage of the lesson is meant to help 

learners consolidate their grasp of the text by articulating 
their interpretation and response to the text. This, of course, 
can be done by oral teacher-learner interaction in class, but, 
to the extent that most established measures of a learner I s 
understanding and response to literature make use of the written 
mode, it is in written discourse that the learner must be 
systematically trained to articulate his interpretation and 
response to the text. 

In the past, learners were set written tasks without any 
preparation whatsoever. Now there is a growing awareness that 
pupils must be explicitly taught how to write about a text or on 
aspects of it (Kahn, Walter and Johannessen, 1984; Neo, 1986 and 
Roberts, 1991). One of the key tenets of this new awareness 
which has found its way into textbooks ( Neo, 1990) is that 
teachers must help learners extract and organize relevant textual 
information before learners are asked to produce continuous 
discourse on some aspect of the text. An effective way of doing 
this is to supply learners with grids so that information from 
the text can be systematically tabulated. In an exercise on 
character study, for instance, the grid might require learners 
to sort out character traits in terms of positive and negative 
character traits (see Appendix 1). In a third column, learners 
are then required to provide evidence from the text that supports 
their assessment of the character in terms of each of the traits 
1 i sted. In this way, 1 earners are trained not only to make 
judgements but also to support their assertions with evidence 
from the text. What the learner produces at the end of this 
exercise is textually warranted notes on the character which can 
be used for the purpose of composing an essay. 
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What the teacher needs to do next is to teach learners 
explicitly how to write an essay. Here the teacher needs to 
provide learners with schemata of the structure of written 
discourse they have to produce and of the sorts of information 
that go into each section of their essays.. As regards the 
former, the teachers can provide learners with an advance 
organizer of the main parts of an essay, .which in its simplest 
form need not be more complex than an introduction, the body and 
conclusion. Learners can then brainstorm on the kinds of 
information that can be included in each part of the essay. For 
instance, for the introduction section of an essay on character, 
learners can build a schema that includes the character's age, 
occupation, social status, relationship to other characters and 
a general statement about the character' s personality. These 
categories can be listed in the left hand column of a grid 
supplied by the teacher (see Appendix 2). In the right hand 
column, the teacher can model the process of using specific 
details pertaining to the character in question to compose the 
introduction of the essay. 

For the body of the essay, the teacher refers learners to 
the notes they have made earlier. Learners can then be shown how 
to use their notes to write a paragraph on each character trait 
according to a formula adapted from Toulmin's (1985) analysis of 
argumentative discourse. Learners can be provided with an 
advance organizer on paragraph writing that comprises three basic 
parts: claim, data and warrant. In the context of character 
study, the claim is the affirmative statement that the character 
possesses a particular trait. The data are the evidence advanced 
to support the claim. This can take the form of a description 
of a situation that reveals this aspect of the character I s 
personality and/or a quotation from the text that supports the 
claim. The warrant is the explanation of why the data justify 
the claim (see Appendix 3). At this juncture, the teacher again 
models how an actual paragraph can be written up with reference 
to this organizer. Learners can then be asked to do the same by 
writing paragraphs on the other character traits. Similarly, for 
the conclusion, the teacher can supply learners with an organizer 
and show them how this can be used to write closing statements 
for the essay. 

Needless to say, the above approach to teaching writing can 
be modified, because of its simplicity, to help learners write 
about almost any aspect of a 1 i terary text. It may seem 
mechanistic to those who scoff at this sort of systematicity but 
the important point is that learner's are not thrown in at the 
deep end with little or no guidance in how to set about producing 
written discourse on literature. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, it must be noted that the model presented 
above can yet be refined and elaborated upon. Nevertheless, it 
does represent a systematic approach to the teaching of 
literature that takes into account learning processes and the 
tools teachers can use to make the study of literature more 
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effective. 
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Ai,)pendix 1 

AFTER READING 

1 Below are some words which may be used to describe BillJ:-the JUd .. ,

protective 

caring 

ruthless 

l_av.r:-abi�g :· ..

clever 

· skilful . ·

-- ··--- � 

... cpzY. 

cunning 
.. 

quick_·· 

·honest

cruel

. honourable 

a) Circle the words which you would use to describe Billy ..

b) Decide which of yow;-. chosen words are. positive. points and which arc: .......
negative, and put them in. thtappr,opr:iate ;column·_below: Then' in. the coluri:in"••

Jab�lled'.·�vidence: describe a situation ·in the play ·that illustrates your point.
-. The first. one has been done for you.

.Positive Negative. "Evidence 

� ... . . ,:._ .... ,, . . 

34 
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Appendix •fr 2. 

Introductory paragraph from 'A character study of Portia' from The 
Merchant of Venice. 

Type of Information 

age? social status? 
relationship to other 
characters? summary 
statement(s) of her 
personality; other general 
statement(s) about her 
character; thesis statement 

Write-up 

Portia is a rich heiress of 
Belmont. She is renown not 
only for her wealth, but also 
for her virtue and beauty. 
Needless to say, she has many 
suitors, who include the 
Princes of Morocco and 
Arragon, as well as Bassanio, 
who finally marries her. 
When we first see her, she 
seems to be a rather flippant 
girl with a cruel sense of 
humour. By the end of the 
play she has become an astute 
lady who saves Antonio's 
life. 



APPENDIX 3 

Paragraph from 'Character Study of Arlecchino in The Courters

Claim 

Data 

Warrant 

C/App3 

Arlecchino is capable of extremely foolish 
behaviour. 

For instance, when he first appears, he rushes 
in from the right and crashes into Brighella. 
When Brighella scolds him, he explains that he 
was racing his own shadow! When this puzzles 
Brighella, Arlecchino replies: 

"I just said that to fool him. I was 
really trying to lose him." 

This explanation shows how foolish Arlecchino 
can be because he seriously believes his shadow 
is alive. 
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