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PREFACE 

A primary function of this unit was to introduce the 

short story as a source of enjoyment and learning. The 

ability to read, understand, and appreciate many types of 

short stories is one means of arriving at a better understand

ing of self and other people; by analyzing stories written at 

various times throughout history, high school students can 

arrive at a fuller awareness of their own time and other times. 

The student must know that he shares many concepts, actions, 

and characteristics with people of all times; he must know 

that there are many ways to interpret life according to an 

individual's background; he must know that the present is 

built upon the past--that in order to know his own time and 

fellow men, he must study people and times gone by. 

The short story provides a vehicle for gaining insights 

into human thought and behavior. Through the short story the 

student gains an appreciation of beauty by becoming aware of 

form, by developing a discriminating sense of values, and by 

cultivating his imagination. 

It may be assumed that the abstract and the abstruse 

are not fully comprehended without special training and instruc

tion. This training can be effected through a careful study 

of the elements of fiction generally and of the short story 

specifically. An understanding of the interrelationships of 



fictional elements can provide the student with the tools 

whereby he can master the vague, the ambiguous, the mundane, 

and the ethereal. 

The elements of fiction contain ideas and concepts 

transferable to life. Students can be made to see the rela

tionships of the components to the whole; comparatively, each 

element of fiction has its counterpart in human relations: 

one can see how each stimulus in life contributes signifi

cantly to the whole--the educated adult. 

In addition to these somewhat pragmatic concepts, the 

short story is a work of art--precise, complete, and beautiful. 

Appreciation of fiction, as of music, sculpture, painting, 

ballet, and other art forms increases with knowledge and under

standing. Thus, the structural approach to fiction outlined 

in this unit would seem to be a most practical one. It is 

hoped that this unit will provide both the novice and the 

experienced teacher with a fresh, vivid approach to the short 

story and to the teaching of fiction. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION: THE PROBLEM AND 

EXPERIMENTAL METHOD USED 

In order to develop a functional method of reading a 

given piece of fiction, a method whereby the reader can arrive 

at the author's intended meaning, it is necessary to begin 

with a careful fictional analysis of a few stories. That is, 

several stories should be examined for their emphasis on plot, 

setting, character, theme, point of view, symbolism, etc. 

I. THE PROBLEM 

This unit will attempt to provide both new and experi

enced teachers with a practical, easily administered guide 

for the effective teaching of short stories. No assumption 

about other methods of teaching fiction has been made; no 

adverse criticism is implied. It is simply the contention of 

this writer that a study of fiction based upon a careful exam

ination of story elements is one desirable and effective means 

of arriving at the complete, the entire, the genuine meaning 

and significance of the author. This method provides a plan 

by which the high school student may gain increased under

standing of the author's meaning and purpose. Proof of this 

contention lies in the written assignments from a class of 

high school sophomores; their responses serve as a large and 
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valuable portion of this thesis. Since no questionnaire was 

used and no comparison of this teaching method and any other 

method was made, the validity of the study remains in these 

student papers. They are actual photographs of student compo

sitions; no corrections or alterations have been made. During 

the course of the unit of instruction, however, errors in 

spelling, grammar, punctuation, and usage were pointed out 

and used to determine grades. 

II. THE EXPERIMENTAL METHOD USED 

In beginning the study of a story, one should if 

possible learn something of the context out of which it was 

written. With or without this context, we should analyze the 

internal evidence to see who is "most on stage," identify the 

point of view from which it was written, evaluate the nature 

of the built-in evidence, and perceive the author's under

lying ideas. Several major questions may be posed and 

answered during the reading and discussion of fiction: 

1. What is the major problem faced by the protagonist? 

2. What kind of person has the author created to 

become involved in this conflict? 

3. What is the result of this conflict in the lives 

of the people involved? 

4. What are the implications of the outcome? 

5. How has the author illustrated his theme? Has he 



used action, setting, character, mood, symbolism, 

or other devices to embody his theme? 

6. How does each element contribute to the total 

effect of the story? 

7. How artistically are the parts interwoven to 

provide a unified whole? 

8. How can the reader best draw conclusions about 

himself and others from the experience of reading 

the story? 

3 

These and other questions may serve as a set of objec

tives for a unit of instruction in the short story. They 

include most of the questions a discerning reader will wish 

to have answered in order to derive satisfaction from the 

reading experience. 

The problem facing the teacher is how to make the full 

meaning and implications of fiction clear to the high school 

reader. In order to do this the teacher must first under

stand and explain the various elements with which he will be 

working. (These elements and other terms will be fully 

explained and illustrated in Chapter II). 

It is felt that the methods used in this experiment 

were direct, succinct, and concrete. The individual elements 

of fiction were presented, defined, explained, and illustrated. 

A follow-up assignment was given to determine the extent to 

which these things were understood. After discussing the 



more important facets of the technical construction of the 

short story, problem-solving assignments were made. These 

give some evidence of the degree to which comprehension was 

gained. 

4 

~ initial assignment. In order to determine how 

much instruction was necessary and how great the students' 

understanding of what they read was before any instruction ~ 

given, the teacher assigned the reading of Chekhov's "A 

Slander." In this story the author shows a man who thinks 

that his friend is betraying him by spreading malicious gossip. 

In an attempt to counteract the gossip, the protagonist sets 

about explaining what really happened. By so doing, he plants 

seeds of doubt and suspicion in the minds of his associates. 

In the end he has destroyed his own reputation, but he is at 

a loss to understand who is responsible for this slander upon 

his character. The students were asked to indicate in a short 

paper why the author wrote the story and what devices or 

techniques he employed to achieve this purpose. Since the 

theme (the author's purpose) is an illustration of some basic 

truth of human life, an understanding of it seems one of the 

most important things to be gained from reading a story. It 

was felt that this written assignment would serve as motiva

tion for a discussion of theme, the author's primary purpose 

in writing a story. Student answers are included in Chapter 

III along with a discussion or analysis of their merits. 



5 

After this initial assignment was made, the teacher 

read to the class 0. Henry's short story "Whirligig of Life." 

Out of this story grew a discussion of theme (defined and 

illustrated in Chapter II). The teacher had prepared before

hand a brief synopsis of the story so that the class could 

see the order of events. After having been given a definition 

of theme and several illustrations of it through the use of 

popular cliches and adages, the class was able to arrive at 

a statement of what they believed to be the author's purpose. 

It was stated as follows: "The theme of 'Whirligig of Life' 

is that if married couples would negate or overlook their 

trivial differences and petty disagreements and realize how 

much affection and love they have for each other, there would 

be fewer divorces and better lives for all." 

~ second assignment. After explaining and clarifying 

the concept of theme, the next step was to show how an author 

presents this theme by embodying it in some concrete portion 

of the story. The class was assigned the Maurice Walsh story 

"The Quiet Man." This story utilizes character traits and 

characteristics to illustrate theme. The students were asked 

to determine the kind of man Shawn Kelvin was and what devices 

and techniques the author used to delineate Shawn's character. 

As a means of clarifying the assignment, the teacher used the 

already familiar Chekhov story as an explanatory vehicle. 

This story shows that a doubting nature (a cynical attitude 



toward other people) may cause a man to destroy himself in 

his futile efforts to counteract the imagined vice and evil 

prevalent in his fellows. In addition to the delineation 

methods to be defined in Chapter II, the teacher pointed out 

such things as the title of the story as a clue to the theme 

and to the protagonist's character. 

6 

Galsworthy's story "Quality" was then read and discussed 

in class as a story depending almost entirely on character 

traits to illustrate theme. One of the most difficult jobs 

of the literature teacher is to train students to make judg

ments on the basis of evidence in the story and not on their 

own private backgrounds. Too often the student is unable or 

unwilling to evaluate a character's actions by what he says 

and does. It seems easier to say, "I never knew a person like 

that." The presentation of fictional character, therefore, is 

to be approached with assiduity. 

After these explanations and illustrations, the students 

were asked to write a paper showing the characteristics of 

Shawn Kelvin and the methods and devices the author used to 

present this character. These papers may be found in Chapter 

III. 

The third assignment. Once a person has learned to 

analyze fiction for its objective pattern, once he can chart 

the order of events, description, and exposition that go to 

illustrate a theme or truth, he has better prepared himself 
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to understand not only the short story but also the novelette, 

novel, drama, and narrative and dramatic poetry (1:4). The 

next step in the analysis of stories should be an understand

ing of the plot. Plots of stories may be clearly illustrated 

by first giving a definition and then showing graphically how 

a plot is organized. The simplest plot patterns follow a 

natural upward trend, becoming more intensified and concen

trated as the action progresses. (See Figure 1). 

To illustrate the organization of plot the teacher used 

again the now familiar "Whirligig of Life." The plot of this 

story consists of a couple from the mountains of Tennessee 

coming down to a small settlement to seek a divorce from the 

local Justice of the Peace. When, consulting his statute 

books, the Justice discovers that there is no provision for 

divorce in them, he manufactures a decree of divorce which is 

a multiplicity of a last will and testament, the Lord's 

Prayer, and the wedding vows in reverse. The wife unexpectedly 

demands alimony, or "alimoney" as she calls it. Since the 

husband has paid his last five dollars for the divorce, he is 

forced to steal the five dollars back from the Justice later 

that evening. The next day as the couple appears for the 

final decree, the husband gives the money to the wife in the 

Justice's presence. As they are preparing to leave, they 

realize what they have done and decide that they don't want 

the divorce after all. So for the oft-exchanged five dollar 



bill, the Justice remarries the couple and they set out for 

their mountain home, happier and wiser than before. 

The class was able to see the order of events, the 

"what happens" in the story, as a vehicle illustrating the 

theme. 

8 

The short story writer often begins with an idea--his 

theme. If so, he then chooses character and a setting and 

gives the reader a preliminary situation--the relation of the 

characters to each other and to their surroundings. Next he 

begins the ascent up the plot ladder to the climax and conclu

sion. This ascension is not a smooth movement but a series 

of steps or incidents, each dependent upon the one preceding 

and preparing the way for the one to follow. In this manner 

the writer leads the reader to the concluding incident, the 

point from which the reader is able to deduce the outcome and 

the satisfactory settlement of any question which might have 

occurred to him during his reading. Hence plot 1! the plan 

~ outline the author ~ !Q develop and exhibit his theme. 

The third project, then, was to read the 0. Henry story 

"Gift of the Magi" and chart the progress of the action in a 

manner similar to that shown in Figure 1. In addition to 

showing the incidents in the order of their happening, the 

students were to list the expository sections of the story, 

state what they considered to be the author's theme, and 

write down any questions that occurred to them during the 

reading. In this way they were able to see that the author 
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plans and plants various ideas, concepts, and elements in the 

story. They were further asked to indicate the climax or 

high point in the story--that point at which all major ques

tions were answered to their satisfaction. These papers 

appear in Chapter III. 

The fourth assignment. After illustrating the impor

tance of the action in a story, the next logical step is to 

examine the setting, or the physical and/or spiritual backdrop 

against which the story is set. Again turning to a familiar 

story, the class examined "The Gift of the Magi" to see how 

an author uses setting to illustrate his theme. In this story 

a young couple, newly married and romantically happy, is 

concerned about purchasing a suitable gift for each other at 

Christmas time. Della, the young wife, sells her beautiful 

long hair in order to buy an expensive watch fob for Jim's 

highly prized watch. Ironically, Jim sells his watch to buy 

jewelled hair combs for Della's lovely hair. In conjunction 

with this situation, the author presents a rather ironical 

setting to contrast with and to accentuate the action. This 

happy couple and their circumstances are set in the bleak, 

dull grey atmosphere of a large city. Even the drab apart

ment is contrasted with their youthful jubilance and happiness. 

The class discussed how the setting affects atmosphere, tone, 

and mood of the story. Then the types of setting were 

discussed and illustrated. As an outgrowth of this discussion, 
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the class was assigned Stephen Vincent Bennet's story "By 

the Waters of Babylon" and asked to discuss the uses of 

setting in the story. These papers, along with a discussion 

of their value, appear in Chapter III. 

~ fifth assignment. The various elements not covered 

by written assignments (such things as the point of view from 

which a story is told) were discussed in class and illustrated 

through lecture and demonstrations. The final assignment was 

to examine all the techniques for reading a story and to 

discuss what makes a story "good." After being assigned 

several stories from various sources--magazines, anthologies, 

etc.,--the class was asked to discuss the characteristics of 

a "great" story. These, too, appear in Chapter III. 

~ final ~· Because of criticism leveled at this 

approach to fiction, the final test was so constructed as to 

reflect the students' feelings. In such an assignment one 

must consider a possible bias, a tendency for students to say 

what they expect the teacher will want them to say. The class 

was told that these papers would not be considered in the final 

grade evaluation; nevertheless, the author is aware that the 

papers will reflect some things perhaps not the student's real 

opinions. Still, there is a positive and genuine reflection 

in many of the papers. 

This question was given to the class: "This structural 
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approach to fiction has been criticized as 'mental gymnastics' 

and is considered destructive rather than instructive. The 

person making this criticism has said, 'Can't a person simply 

tell a story without having someone tear it apart by analysis?'" 

This question gave the students an opportunity to show what 

they felt about the teaching methods and the type of analysis 

used. These papers are included in this thesis along with the 

regular assignments. (See Chapter III). 



CHAPTER II 

APPROACH TO FICTION USED 

One means of arriving at the true meaning of a short 

story is a structural or technical approach. This method 

employs analysis of fiction through a developmental study of 

its primary elements. An understanding of how a story is put 

together structurally is especially rewarding in that it allows 

the reader to see the interrelationships of each component and 

element. These elements have a definite and exact role in 

the final result. Often this result is an embodiment of some 

truth or value which has an emotional and/or intellectual 

effect upon the reader. 

Although the terms commonly employed in fiction have a 

rather universal meaning, to avoid any misunderstanding or mis

interpretation these terms must here be defined in the precise 

senses in which they are used in this study. 

DEFINITIONS OF TERMS USED 

Fiction. Fiction has been variously defined, yet with 

each definition it is necessary to allow exceptions. Some 

stories certainly deserving of the name "short story" do not 

fit exactly all prescribed definitions. For the purposes of 

this study the short story shall be defined as a narrative 

account of some character somewhere engaged in physical and/or 
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psychological action. 

Theme. By theme is meant that truth of human life 

illustrated by the story. It is the main idea or underlying 

truth the author attempts to prove or illustrate by the total 

narrative pattern. Theme has been called the meaning of a 

piece of literature. Edgar Allan Poe imagined the possibility 

of a will strong enough to overcome even death. This becomes 

the theme of his story "Ligeia." However, a recent critic 

has shown this traditional interpretation of the story to be 

unsatisfactory. But the typical high school student would 

not be apt to understand the psychological interpretation set 

forth in Basler's more profound study of "Ligeia." (2:289-294) 

Robert Louis Stevenson had apparently heard it said that though 

certain things might be forgiven, not even God would forgive 

the hanger-back. In his "Will 0 1 The Mill" he tried to make 

out the best case he could for the person who remained inac

tive, while refusing to involve himself in activity even to 

clear his own guilt. Then take Jack London 1 s story "Samuel. n 

E. A. Cross states the author's primary purpose as follows: 

"This story was written to delineate the character 
of a woman, with a liking for a name, without a touch of 
superstition, and with a will so indominable as to make 
it impossible for her to compromise with her convictions, 
no matter how strongly urged to do so by the calamities 
which befell her or how often her simple and supersti
tious neighbors suggested compromise to her (5:20). 

Plot. Plot is a .. planned series of interrelated events 
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progressing, ••• , through a struggle of opposing forces to 

a climax and a denouement .. (11:315). It is the framework, 

the plan, the outline the author uses to develop and exhibit 

his theme. Plot includes the narrative arrangement of expo

sition, description, and action achieved by continuous 

arousing and satisfying of questions in the mind of the 

reader as he reads. Plots of various stories take on various 

shapes and characteristics; a chart or graph can illustrate 

the intensification and building up of the action to an 

emotionally critical point. Some of the more commonly used 

plot patterns may be seen in Figures 1 to 4. 

Figure 1 shows the various patterns of action, discus

sion, and exposition in fiction. This represents the broad 

pattern of all narrative, although many authors may alter the 

pattern, disguising some bit of exposition by presenting it 

in the narrative framework as pseudo-action or pseudo-narra

tive. Pseudo-narrative refers to those non-narrative elements 

such as description and explanation that nevertheless do answer 

a narrative curiosity, do keep the reader interested by supply

ing him with precisely the information he wishes. 

Falling action does not mean a falling off of reader 

interest; the author frequently makes use of falling action 

as a means of introducing another question or suspenseful 

situation. 

Figure 2 illustrates the interplay of incidents and 



Narrative pattern rises in interest, suspense, and 

intensity. 

Exposition 

Rising action 

Incidents, 
exposition an 
description 

Pre-narrative explanation 
Background 
Interest-arousing devices 
Setting 
Characters 

FIGURE 1 (1:5). 

Climax 

Falling 
action 

Conclusion 

SIMPLE PLOT PATTERN 
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Exposition 
Time 
Place 
Characters 
Background 
Mood 

Climax 

VI Incident 
(Exposition) 

V Incident 
(Exposition) 

IV Incident 
(Exposition 

III Incident 
(Exposition - Oeser.) 

II Incident 
(Exposition - Description) 
Initial Incident 

Pre-action interest
arousing devices 

FIGURE 2 (1:6). 

ILLUSTRATED SIMPLE PLOT PATTERN 
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(Explication) 

VIII Conclusion 
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exposition. The story does not, of course, always follow the 

exact pattern shown in the figure. That is, each incident 

need not be followed by exposition. This figure shows that 

frequently an author will begin his story with background 

information and then proceed to the action, interspersing bits 

of information (not narrative) as the story unfolds. Since 

many times this expository material is given in the form of 

dialogue, the action is not stopped. 

Incidents II through VI keep the reader in suspense; 

they may at the same time raise other questions in the 

reader's mind. Any incident may answer a question; if it does, 

it raises another question so as to sustain reader interest. 

The Climax answers all major questions; Explication may create 

further questions, but they usually are subordinate to those 

aroused by plot (action) and are answered by the conclusion. 

To illustrate further how the interaction and inter

relation of incidents create and maintain suspense and interest, 

Figure III shows (by arrows and brace~the step by step 

pattern which may be established. The arrows indicate either 

a positive answer to the plot question (shown by an upward 

arrow) or a negative answer (shown by a downward arrow). If 

an incident is neutral, i.e., answers the question neither 

"yes" nor "no," the arrow is drawn horizontally. 

The braces indicate the point at which a question 

occurs to the reader and at what point that question is 
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Theme: the truth proved or 
illustrated by the story 5. Climax: answers any 

remaining questions 

Plot-questions: to be 
phrased so they can be 
answered either "Yes" 
or "No." • Raises 

question "3"; 
answers question 

"2" Crisis may occur 
anyplace; may 
coincide wit 
Climax Answers question "1" 

1 
Raises question "2" 

Post-climax ques
tion raised in 
falling action. 

Conclusion 

I. Initial incident: raises first question in the mind 
of the reader. 

FIGURE 3 (1:7) 

FIGURE SHOWING FORM FOR COMPLETE PLOT CHART 



answered. The numbers of the braces refer to the number of 

the questions. In making this chart, the student might use 

different colored inks to make the braces. 
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Figure III also shows the form for preparing the plot 

chart. All pertinent information should be included--theme, 

plot questions, crisis, climax, exposition, initial incident, 

and all other incidents of the plot. 

Obviously, not every type of story pattern can be 

included here. These plot charts merely show the type 

patterns generally followed by the short story writer. Many 

kinds of stories are written; not all authors begin with an 

incident which raises a question and proceed to answer that 

question. Some authors use both very general and very particu

lar initial incidents. Some may begin at the end of the story 

and reveal the rest through flash-backs. (Wharton 1 s "Ethan 

Frome" is an example of this technique.) Other authors use 

the frame-tale device: (Pirandello 1 s "The Reserved Coffin"). 

Still others may offer a sub-plot which mimics, reinforces, 

or contrasts with the main plot (Tolstoy 1 s Anna Karenina). 

In teaching the technique of plot-charting, the 

individual teacher must determine which pattern most clearly 

fits a given story. Some stories may require a very complex 

chart filled with inter-related incidents, descriptions, and 

exposition. There may be many different lesser tales taking 

place at the same time. Huckleberry f!nn, for example, 
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requires a very complex plot chart to show the overall pattern 

of Huck's journey and at the same time reflect the excursions 

ashore. Figure 4 illustrates a possible pattern for this 

story. The complexities of the story are not illustrated in 

this figure; only the physical graph of the minimal action 

pattern is shown. The dotted lines indicate the continuation 

of the story (and the river) while Huck is ashore. Each of 

these ashore-digressions is a minimal narrative, a complete 

episode in itself. Hence instead of the jutting plot shown 

in Figure 4, each shore incident could be shown as a separate 

plot pattern by itself (within the overall frame). 

Setting. Setting is the physical or spiritual back

drop against which the story is told. The three basic types 

of setting are decorational, functional, and ironical or 

symbolical. Decorative setting provides just what the name 

implies--a place for the story to take place. It has little 

if anything to do with the actual goings-on in the story. In 

0. Henry's "Whirligig of Life" the action is set in the moun

tains of Tennessee, but similar characters involved in similar 

actions could as well work out the plot of this story in 

another locale without destroying the credibility of the 

author's ideas. Functional setting is usually deterministic, 

as in Harte's "Outcasts of Poker Flat." Here one can see 

that the elements of nature (which of course help make up 

physical setting) determine not only the action of the story 



Climax 

Conclusion 
Next trip ashore 

Back to the river 

First trip ashore 

Start of Huck's journey 

FIGURE 4 (1:9) 

PATTERN OF THE ACTION IN TWAIN'S HUCKLEBERRY flNli 
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Not all incidents are listed, but these few indicate the type 

pattern established by the story. 



22 

but also have a great deal to do with the development of 

character in the several people involved in the story. 

Ironical or symbolical setting is also deterministic but in 

a different manner. In Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress, for 

example, one can see not only the setting but also the char

acters and their actions as symbolical, or at least allegori

cal. 

Character. The characters in a story provide the 

someone who is somewhere doing something (1:1). There are 

two major methods an author uses to delineate character-

direct and indirect. The direct method employs author com

ments through description, exposition, and essay. It also 

utilizes mental or psychological analysis of characters, and 

reports (dialogue) of other characters within the story. The 

direct method is concrete and exact, but it is not altogether 

satisfactory as the sole means of characterizing because it 

is not action: the story has to stop moving while the reader 

gets his information. Hence an author rarely uses a direct 

means of delineating character to the exclusion of the 

indirect means. The indirect methods all require a judgment 

or inference on the reader's part. The author presents the 

actor's speech, actions, and appearance, but the reader has 

to judge the worth by what happens. The reader may infer 

certain things about a character by the way the character 

affects other people in the story and by his usual or 
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habitual environment. Occasionally the name of a character 

may have symbolical significance and be a clue to character. 

Who characters are, where they come from, what they 

do, and what and how they feel often provides clues and 

suggestions significant beyond themselves. Hence a thorough 

understanding of how the author attempts to delineate them is 

of great importance in determining how effectively they perform 

their duties. Since the short story has for its purpose the 

portrayal of life, it follows that the characters must be 

selected and used in the plot to embody the theme. First, the 

characters must be real people. They must seem and act like 

people one may meet in real life; their actions must be consist

ent with their traits of character as shown by the author. A 

character whose conduct can be predicted accurately by the 

reader is not really a character but a stereotype. To be real, 

a character must be both typical and individual, but he ~ 

be an individual. Characters must be worth knowing; they may 

be worthy of consideration either because of some innate 

qualities or by reason of ways in which they react to certain 

situations. 

Because of the short story's length it is difficult for 

the author to develop a character in any great detail. It 

becomes necessary for him to present the character in a given 

situation; he must show the character as he is at the time of 

the culmination of the story's action, not the process by 
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which the actor has grown or developed throughout the course 

of the story. One practice is to present the character in a 

descriptive sentence or two and then place him in a situation 

whereby the reader can estimate the worth of the character by 

his actions. This process is continued until the reader comes 

to know the character well. This procedure is really rather 

close to the way in which we come to know people in "reaP' 

life. 

Exposition. Exposition is that information the reader 

must have before he can begin a knowledgable reading of a 

story. It includes the time in which the tale is happening; 

it provides the place of the action; it explains any prelimi

many situtations pertinent to the story; it may provide a 

brief introduction to the main characters and present a 

partial delineation of them. It usually provides an atmos

phere redolent with mystery, intrigue, or suspense. It serves 

also to motivate the reader to "find out what happens next." 

In most stories preliminary exposition is not exhaustive; 

much additional information may be given throughout the course 

of the action. 

Initial incident. This is the happening which begins 

the action of the story proper. It may also be called the 

motivating incident. It is the first action which arouses in 

the reader a question, usually general in nature, but as 
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further questions are raised each becomes somewhat more 

specific. An example of such a question might be, '~ill this 

man be able to get away from this woman (trap, snare, police

man, etc.)?" 

Plot questions. These are the questions which occur, 

consciously or unconsciously, to the reader as he progresses 

through the narrative. They are planted in the reader's mind 

through artistic narration (1:1). Many times the first 

question is present when a reader picks up the story. The 

title or the author's name may have suggested this first 

question. A Hemingway story, for example, may prompt the 

reader to ask, '~ill this be another story in which the protago

nist will attempt to prove his virility and manliness through 

facing a crucial situation or probable death and destruction?" 

A question is usually aroused by the initial incident. Plot 

questions of major importance (major plot questions) provide 

the backbone, as it were, of the short story. They get the 

reader's attention and interest so that necessary, though 

perhaps not narrative information can be given to the reader 

without causing him to lose interest. If the author is skill

ful he can supply other material one might skip over or become 

bored with if it were not for the narrative framework in which 

it is encased. These questions further provide an interlock

ing framework of curiosity and suspense, motivating the reader 

to keep on reading until the author can again arouse interest 
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and curiosity through another question. 

Climax. The climax is simply the incident answering 

finally the major plot questions; it satisfies the reader's 

curiosity and gives him the feeling that he can see what the 

outcome will be. Also, the climax is usually the moment of 

highest emotional intensity. 

Crisis. This term refers to the turning point in the 

affairs and fortunes of the main character. The crisis and 

climax coincide in many stories; hence some people think of 

them as synonymous. Yet this is not so. If everything has 

been looking gloomy for the protagonist, if all his plans 

have failed, if all his friends have deserted him, if nothing 

has "gone right for him,• the point at which the picture 

begins to change for the better or the incident which suggests 

that the hero is going to succeed is the crisis. There may be 

several crises in a story; there is only one climax. (True, 

there may be anticlimactic events and post-climax questions 

raised, but the main narrative has only one main climax). 

Point of ~· This term concerns the various vantage 

points from which the author views the characters and the 

action of the story. The most common point of view is that 

of the omniscient author. By this is meant that the author 

writes as though he were on a high hill or cloud, assuming a 

god-like view of things. He knows all that is going on, both 
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in action and in the minds of characters. He reports what 

happens without being a character in the story. In ~ 

instances the author philosophizes or comments upon character, 

setting, or action. 0. Henry gives an authorial aside or 

comment occasionally--especially for the sake of humor. 

The limited omniscient point of view restricts the 

author in his telling of the story. He knows what is going 

on only from one character's point of view at a time. This 

method has a certain advantage over the fully omniscient one 

in that it is more lifelike and the reader is not so apt to 

ask, "How does the narrator get all this information?" Of 

course a shift of characters is possible so that the reader 

sees things from various points of view--but one at a time. 

The rigidly restricted point of view (dramatic) is 

entirely external and observant. The author does not know 

the thoughts and feelings of the characters. He serves merely 

as a narrator and makes no comment about the actions or char

acters. He reports what happens and leaves judgments to the 

reader. 

Telling a story from the internal protagonist's point 

of view (the "I" narrator), is especially valuable where action 

predominates; it is also the best of the devices for recounting 

personal experiences or emotions. It has certain disadvan

tages in that it necessitates more concreteness and objectivity 

in the delineation of other characters. It is also difficult 
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to portray the protagonist except through his speech. It 

would hardly seem effective to have the protagonist explain 

things about himself; it would sound as if he were a braggart 

or an egotist. This point of view, if used carefully and 

sparingly, tends to give a sense of unity to the story, how

ever. If this device is not carefully used the reader might 

wonder where the protagonist got all his information. Too, 

a problem arises in that some people just can't tell a story 

well. 

Told from a minor character's point of view, certain 

stories have many advantages over those told by other means. 

The Sherlock Holmes stories are examples. The reader finds 

himself at a loss to understand certain things Sherlock has 

deduced. Doyle skillfully has Holmes explain all the details 

to a not too bright Dr. Watson. The reader is able to get 

the information and at the same time laugh at Watson for 

being so ignorant as not to be able to figure things out for 

himself. Then, too, Watson~ describe and eulogize Holmes. 

The epistolary point of view is another means of telling 

a story. It is usually very awkward and is seldom done well 

because such a story tends to be incoherent in structure. 

Adam's story "Three Thousand Miles Away" is an example of a 

story told from this point of view that is well done. 

Few stories employ only one of these points of view; 

for the sake of variety they are intermingled. Skillfully 



29 

told stories can seldom be told as effectively from a point 

of view different from that chosen by the author. Bjornson's 

"The Father" is a case in point. Try telling it from the 

priest's point of view, from that of the father, or of any 

single character in the story. Impossible. 



CHAPTER III 

DOCUMENTATION: ANALYSIS OF STUDENT PAPERS 

Since the papers written by the students in conjunction 

with this unit of instruction partially measure the validity 

of the study, they are deserving of considerable comment. 

The assignment, their objectives, and their purposes will be 

given, and comments about the degree to which the problems 

were understood and solved will be made in this chapter. 

Although the papers are contained in Chapter III, excerpts 

from them will be used in certain instances to illustrate and 

explain the text. 

The papers are arranged by number according to the 

number of the assignment and the individual's name. The first 

number of the pair indicates the number of the assignment; 

the second, the student's number. For example, paper 3-21 is 

the third assignment of the twenty-first student. Each student 

has the same number in each set of papers. Some students have 

papers for all the assignments while others may have their 

papers appearing in only three or four of the sets. The 

papers were generally chosen at random so that both "good" 

and "bad" ones appear. Some students had written on both sides 

of the page (although asked not to do so). These are not 

included. In some of the assignments, many of the papers 



were so similar that there was no reason to include all of 

them. 

I. THE INITIAL ASSIGNMENT 

31 

Purposes. One of the primary reasons for the first 

assignment was to determine how great an understanding the 

students already had of fiction. Another was to see how they 

went about dealing with a purposely general question. The 

question was, '~y did Chekhov write 'A SLANDER' and what 

devices did he use to achieve this purpose?" A third reason 

for this assignment was to see if the students were aware that 

the author's theme is his purpose. 

Comments. Some of the papers show considerable insight, 

some little more than a groping for something to say. Papers 

1-3, 1-5, 1-6, 1-15, and 1-21 demonstrate that the students 

realize an author is attempting to teach or inform as well as 

entertain. Paper 1-3 begins as one should in attempting to 

state the author's theme but says nothing about the devices 

used to illustrate that purpose. Paper 1-5 shows a lucid 

conception of irony (in the second paragraph). Example 1-6 

is somewhat more clear in his explanations and justifications. 

He shows a knowledge of cause and effect lacking in many of 

the others; he attempts to support his contentions. Number 

1-15 does a creditable job of discussing the first part of 

the question but makes no effort to justify her contentions. 
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Her saying ". • .Ali bing [s..!,s:] to others makes them think you 

need an alibi, ••• "suggests that personal experience plays 

as great a part in her conclusions about the story as do 

those details supplied by the author. Paper l-2l's attempt 

at statement of theme is again an illustration that he under

stands the author's purpose, but the answer to the second 

question shows little thought except in regard to the state

ment about irony being the vehicle which shows Chekhov's 

theme. Papers 1-7, 1-13, 1-16, and 1-17 are somewhat typical 

of the rest of the student responses, tending to retell the 

incidents in the story without getting into the question at 

all. Paper 1-7 does this somewhat less than the others; its 

primary shortcoming is a lack of thought and effort, which, 

incidentally, is not the usual trait of this particular student. 

II. THE SECOND ASSIGNMENT 

Purposes. The main purpose of this assignment was to 

get the students to look at the evidence for character traits 

contained in the story and not to make snap judgments. They 

were cautioned to pick out actual statements or implications 

of the author before deciding anything about the character of 

the protagonist. 

Comments. A great deal of the characterizing in this 

story is done through essay and description, as is shown in 

most of the student papers. Papers 2-3, 2-6, 2-7, 2-8, 



Sha~n Kelvin ~as m~~e~t fnr R~ th~ ~0n~ ~Ay~. "Fnr 

he wa~ a quiet man, not g1ven tn tA1~4nf Rhnu~ h 1 ~~~1f 

and tre th5ngs hfl ra~ C'lone." Htl! VA~ A ,.,n4.-t :r'lPn ~~ t'~--@1 

book said. Thj~ is ~ho~n ~y hiR A~~1n0~ tn L1am 0 1 1~acty. 

rdadin. t~e Am .. ricRn mPga7in~s Rnj ir ~·~ ~~~v .. rRAt1nn 

~ith }~,~1~. H~ ~8s hrave 1n that ~~ tR~~l·~ L1~~ 

O'Grady v!"lo v-as forty Fnmds heavier f,,.,c'4 r"''"'ut 8 :· ·"t 

t:··l1er. Ee '.'AS p cn~-fearin£ man Pf •:t" v.-nt t.~ c~urc'l 

every sunday and rre~~~ced what we!" 

easy to e;et a)nnc: v.i ... h '-md J'riencny. ~T1!" frlf"nc'ls vr~~ .. d 

Up tO ris hnuse nn t' <""'.ill ~"' Sla.t" "'1m n'lr' tn t.Pl:t' +'I hJm. 

Also, he did not ~Fve Any rt"Pl ~ne~~t"~ ex~.-rt ~1~ Iiam 

O'Grady. 
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IIIAWN QLVIN 

~r• are tbr .. facea of Shawn Kelvin's character. 

Lineage 

Firat, he waa an Irishman. "I am Shawn Kelvin, of Knoekanore 

Hill t,l.erry, Ireland]" (page 75, column IIJ 

Physical 

Secondly, he was a short man, " • under middle size, with 

strong shoulders and deep-set blue eyes be low brows d,trker 

than his dark hair." (page 6~, column I) He ~as J5 at the 

time he returned to Kerry. (~age 62, column I) 

Mental (Attitudes) 

Shawn .1\elvin was obviouslY a quiet, a peacetul :nan: ~~~~quietlv 
looked about him for the place anll pedce he wanted." (page 6J, 

colur'm r) The reasons beh1nd nis se,·I-intrnverted attitudes 

were hinted at. Early in the tale, i'tar •. ~alsh alludtc'll to tJi~ 

(Shawn's) aays in 'blithe America'. I ttlink the rca~er is 

supposed to 1eel that ::ihawn was a tormer optimist oisillusione<J 

by "the glare of an open-hearth furnace in • • Pittsburgh 

{gr the wor~ of spa{ing partner punching; ba:l, at ooxtn~ camp." 

(page 62, column fi) 

lfhatever the reasons, Kelvin':-; phtlo-.::oJ'hv of lite ·vas a cltm, 

live-and-let-live, tolerant nne. 

t.e hdd o t t1er interesting ClUa lit i cs: ~lt: vas not d mu ve lJov .vho 

didn't understand how 1-~lien carne tt~ bt• his -vile. One rassage 

reads; "He had no illusions allout her 1ccltn . .:_-; t1n· hl"l," 

(r·a..;e 67, colurrn 1) But, t11en, he ctin set <~nout to be a ~ood 

husband, proviaor, conwanion: "Fir·3t ne t•tl'lll'(l IIi.; dttcutlon 

to material things. .", "Hut, .:;Irt. dedr. I never .• antcu a 

dowrv .vith vou. I ')l!e ltkec1 tllrn tq ~.t'- l:.dt . " •. y.cu, e 6 9 , 

column 11) And .:>hawn Kelvin was a rel14.1ou::-. ,n,tn. 11l1:-; .~a.-:i 

evidenced throu..,nout "Tile l~uiel •:an ". 

F'inali\', and it took tt:e sltil'llt· of 111m 1r·ow ~~~~ nle to do tt, 

he made the decision which ltc nad put ot.t tnr "" l,,n,.,. 



2 

He was a peace1ul man, yes. But he would not dis~rdce his 

wife. If he had been sin~le, my thou~hts are that he would 

never have fought Big Liam. 

Literattwe -,)-

•ay 11 , L ~h 1 
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2-10, 2-13, 2-15, 2-19, and 2-21 show more than the usual 

amount of effort to see the traits given by the author. And 

2-6, 2-15, and 2-21 are especially good in that they not only 

pick out remarks made by the author but also show individual 

thought in the inferences made about the actions and speeches 

of the protagonist. In support of the contention that students 

often base their judgments on personal experience and not on 

what is said in the story, paper 2-23 mentions that Shawn 

reminds the girl of her father. This is not necessarily bad; 

however, students are apt to ignore the details and think of 

characters solely in the light of how they are like people 

in the students' circle of acquaintances. A good deal of 

thought and effort is shown in 2-8. 

III. THE THIRD ASSIGNMENT 

Purposes. In this third assignment the students were 

to state the theme, show all preliminary exposition, state the 

plot questions as they arose in the story, and list the inci

dents in the order of their happening, showing the crisis and 

climax. They should have been able to see the interplay of 

these various elements and the interrelation of the incidents. 

Comments. Papers 3-1, 3-8, 3-9, 3-17, 3-18, and 3-21 

show the most understanding. There seems to be a rather good 

understanding of theme in almost all the papers. Some contain 

a more thorough listing of the incidents. Despite cautions 
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Per. 3 Lit. 

"Gift of the Magi 11 

Theme 
-----To give a gift for which you have to sacrifice a great 
deal is the greatest gift of 311. 

Ti:ne 
Turn of Century 

Place 
-Big city--centered in small run-down flcJt. 

Initial Incident 
Della is crying. 

2 Della puJ ls herse.l f to~ether and ex1 L • 

. 1 Della sells her h'Jir to .'1adame ;:,ofror•.;e. 

4 Della buys Jim a w,'J tch chain. 

S Della curls her hair and awaits Ji ;q~ Arrival. 

{p lim enters and is du:nbfounded by Della'.:s appearance. 

Climax 

,Jim produces combs; this explains his <1Ctions. 

Della gives Jim the watch chain only to find that Ji~ 
has sold his watch. 

Plot Questions 

Wh,v is Della crying? 

Will. sne get the rnonPy'? 

1,.-Jill she flC t,ual.Ly sr 11 htor h;:lir'? 

/Jill Jim be anr?:rv? 

Will Ji~ get his w>tcn t~ck? 

Will they rear;h a higner stat·lS in Life? 
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and warnings, a few students wrote on both sides of the paper. 

Since these would not photograph, some of the papers in this 

assignment (as in others) had to be omitted. Paper 3-8 gives 

a rather complete listing of both incidents and plot questions; 

3-18 gives the questions in such a way as to show an under

standing of the pertinent details of the story. One, 3-19, 

relates the questions to the incidents in the story by number

ing the incidents which answer particular questions. Another, 

3-21, lists the incidents in the order of their happening but 

does not include them in a chart to show the intensification 

of the plot. Only a few students made a connection between 

the characters in this story and the original three Magi. One 

student said in class that the connection was so obvious he 

didn't think it worth while to mention it. 

IV. THE FOURTH ASSIGNMENT 

Purposes. After considerable discussion of the uses 

of setting in a story, the students were asked to show how 

Benet used setting in his story "By the Waters of Babylon." 

They should have been able to see how setting was used to 

portray the time, characters, and theme of the story. Here 

Benet shows a primitive society as he believes it will be 

after a nuclear war destroys our present society. 

Comments. This assignment was apparently the most 

difficult of the lot to understand. Perhaps the teacher 
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BY THE WATERS OF BABYf,ON 

ihe setting in this story is vwry active, both externally and inter
nally. The background sets you up mentally for the story and explains the 
situation and appears to explain the time. 

The backgroudd explains the people and the mental element--they are 
extremely superstitious(not neaessarily religious). The importance of the 
priest was brought out and, also, the fact that the,riestscontrolled the 
knowledge. The v~siting of the dead places gave an index to Johns mental 
composure and the "dead places" added a neces5ary element. The reason for 
going to the dead places, searching for metal, ca·~ses many guestions, the 
main one being, "Who were these men?" 

We now ha~e to review what we have covered up to this point and we de
cide that perhaps thest: "Gods" could h--ve been Romans. This fits in nicely 
because all we have up to this point is great buildings, metal, and writings. 
But ~he name John throws us for a loss, but we remember from our history that 
the ifomans had conquered the the British Ilse. The Britains at that time 
were what we coulri call backwards (they haven't progres;ced much either) and 
since the people of this area picked.up the name John from the Romans, it 
fits into thr scheme of things. 

The external setting places secondary to the internal setting. We have 
his journey through the dead places, the great river, and the city of the Gods. 
All adding to the pun>ose of the story and causing a multitude of questions. 
As the action of the story carries on1 the ruins play an extremely important 
roll and point out the brue time element which is future, not past. The mere 
mention of the rats in the action add to the over all setting, "Man is gone 
but the rats endure." -----"Why?11 

As John travels throught this jungle of external setting, which we have 
seen only through Johns "narrow11 eyes, we get the setting of Johns mind, which 
is human and therefore emotional; the internal setting. John views the entire 

scene with amazement and caution; He is constantly asking himself puzzling 
questions, which we _,inturn; ask ourselves. 

John, being the human element, takes us thrcught the different human 
fazes. The first, superstition, this leads to fear. Then we have the un
d;?inv, hu~an curiosity, which leads tc mans determination and drive that over 
cor.1r s fear. Within John burns the desire for knowledge, a burning desire that 
the pl,.,cir,f~ of hL life in the ja<:s o!' death will not drown this desire. The 

climax and after climAX of the story is purely internal, "They WRe men," 
"They ate knowledr:e too fast," and, 11We must build B:~.~in! 11 
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assumed too much; perhaps the explanations were not sufficient

ly clear; perhaps the task was "over their heads." At any 

rate, there was less positive result than expected. Many of 

the papers, while showing an earnest attempt to isolate details 

concerning setting, show a lack of understanding. Most deal 

in generalities. Papers 4-5, 4-16, and 4-21 illustrate a 

deeper knowledge than do the other papers. One finds a bit of 

confusion present in 4-5 (in addition to the grammatical and 

rhetorical errors). One, 4-21, delves into the concrete with 

skill and insight; 4-16 becomes involved in retelling the 

story and loses sight of the problem, yet some of her comments, 

especially those pertaining to the concrete examples of "god

built" things, show an awareness of symbolism and suggestion. 

Another, 4-22, shows an ability to equate actual objects with 

the things for which they stand, but the boy does not general

ize about the significance of these things in the overall 

pattern of the story. Other papers than the ones mentioned 

are included to show the varying degrees of understanding. The 

ones omitted did little more than retell the story, mentioning 

objects and details in passing. 

V. THE FIFTH ASSIGNMENT 

Purposes. Since this was to be the last assignment of 

the unit, except for the final test, the teacher hoped to see 

a synthesis of all the individual elements covered. The 
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primary purpose of the assignment was to see if the students 

could recognize and iterate those qualities which make up a 

good story. They were to discuss those things contained in 

a good story and what characteristics those things should 

have. 

Comments. The teacher had hoped that the timing of 

this assignment would not interfere with the interest and 

enthusiasm shown up to this point in the unit. However, 

perhaps because the assignment was given during the last week 

of the school year, there seems to be a lack of effort and 

thought in these papers. Still, a few of the students showed 

a desire to keep on working until the last. See paper 5-5. 

This student has attempted to discuss each of the fictional 

elements and its relation to the whole story. He attempts 

to use concrete details from specific stories to illustrate 

his contentions. Another, 5-13, uses a somewhat more tradi

tional approach, starting with a definition followed by 

supporting generalizations. The girl who wrote paper 5-18 

has a bit of difficulty sticking to the subject. This is 

especially noticeable in her last paragraph. Aside from that, 

she does a reasonably good job of showing not what a story 

should be but what it should not be. Although the student 

who wrote 5-7 seems to stretch the meaning of the word 

"valid," he has the idea of the assignment and does a commend

able piece of writing. 
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IRAT MAKES. GOOD FICTION? 

Good.fiction is like aood cake, good buildinca. or ceod 
tbere ia •ore than one important constituent t• tta 
Here are several of the most necessary: 

Characters who come alive for the reader. This is eo•etiMea 

a symbiosis of author and reader. The reader has to give the 

author a chance (i.e. be willing to be absorbed by the story, 

to begin neutrally in all respects). then the author must 

present his tale in a fashion which fult'i lls the reader's 

expectations. 

Setting that aids the mobilization of the plot (from paper 

pa~cs to reauin~ minds) either by bcin..t; decorative, functional, 

or symbolic. 

Action that will ricochet Nith que~t10ns to lure the inquis

itive observer into and tt1rnur:,h t•w narrative. 
~ 

~~-
A theme or reason for telling a s torv is nearly -i:nd"i::spA;abte. 

\fhen a Seattle man says, "I saw a sea gui I today" with no 

further explanation, he remains meaningless to cvt.:>rvone as he 

has no reason to sav that. He .just "up and said it". 

Likewise a story must have sornL•thiag to say about 11ft:> 1n 

~encral (tirst), then on a deeper plane, to each person 

.Individually. l<eadin,.:; a story witttout graspin5 the the•e is 

like Listcnin~ tn the Seattle ~an ano enjoyin~ what he said. 

une doesn't really Cll.)ov, or a 1 preciatc, or even uuderstand 

the su.:;nifica·tce of the state··,ent ( ,.;t;;rv, t.~ntil the explanation 

{tt1crr.et is r·notcu out. 

A . .:.,cometrv axiom stale~ t!ut ''The .~hol•.· ts equal to the sum 

of its parts.· -\nu .'it) 1t 1-, vitn literHturc. Anv p1ece of 

writing is only as . .:,oo11 us arf.· 1 t-; Indci.~t.·ndent parts combined. 

My own axio•: "The excellence ni t· P ciements r·enders the 

finesse of ttH' work." 
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The boy who wrote paper 5-6 illustrates the sort of 

problem shown by many students at the sophomore level: he 

discusses his own feelings, abilities, and inabilities while 

avoiding the question. On the other hand, 5-21 leaps directly 

to the point and begins his discussion with a direct restate

ment of the problem. He tries to cover each item of impor

tance as it occurs to him; he sees the part-to-whole relation

ships of the fictional elements. This paper epitomizes the 

desired outcome of the assignment. 

Paper 5-20 shows another common sophomore approach to 

analysis. The student says, "He fl:he authoi) must characterize 

the people and present the exposition and setting correctly. 

The theme, action, plot, and climax have to be considered." 

But he doesn't attempt to show what is correct or what kind 

of consideration is needed. The rest of the paper, however, 

has some rather valuable points. Another, 5-16, gives a 

creditable discussion of setting and plot; 5-22 shows thought 

and considerable time spent on the assignment (despite the 

misspellings and omissions). The analogical mind of the boy 

who wrote paper 5-10 makes his papers interesting to read. 

Had he carried his comparison a little further, his might well 

have been the best paper of the lot. Paper 5-19 deals with 

generalities and fails to take issue with specifics. Papers 

5-l and 5-23 also show a tendency to deal with generalizations, 

although these are valid. 
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It is interesting to note that many of the students 

were unable to point out precisely what it is that consti

tutes a good story; they were generally willing to concede 

that the story is only as good as its individual parts. In 

the next set of papers, the final test, a few of the class 

became very perspicacious in their criticism. 

VI. THE FINAL ASSIGNMENT 

Purposes. The teacher and the class had been criti

cized very harshly (by another teacher) for approaching 

fiction in the manner outlined in this unit. This criticism 

was made on the grounds that analysis of short stories by 

this technical approach is no more than 'mental gymnastics, 

and it is destructive rather than instructive. Can't a 

person read a story simply to get enjoyment from it? Can't 

an author write a story just for the sake of the story?'' 

These questions were used as the final examination question. 

The students were asked to answer this critic. 

Comments. The first paper of this set, 6-2, relates 

the opinions of several students--this without conscious 

intention on the part of the girl writing it. Again, one 

can see that the student recognizes the "what" but does not 

dig into the "why." 

Paper 6-21 shows a good understanding of the reasons 

for analyzing stories. The boy is able to see that analysis 
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is necessary to understanding and appreciation. Some of the 

students failed to see that analysis is not the end but a 

means. 

Most of the papers show a negative answer to the 

questions; there may be several reasons for this. First, the 

students were aware that the teacher disagreed with the critic 

--and what student wants to jeopardize his grade by openly 

disagreeing with his teacher? Second, the students could see 

real benefit in this type of study. Third, some may have 

been afraid to disagree, not just because they didn't want to 

endanger their chances for grades but because they couldn't 

show valid reasons for disagreeing. One must consider these 

possibilities while evaluating these papers. One must further 

be reminded that these are only high school sophomores. But 

despite these qualifications, many of the papers show a 

remarkable amount of insight and understanding. 



CHAPTER IV 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

There is no question in the mind of the author that 

this unit of instruction was valuable for the students. Yet 

there are certain readily recognizable deficiencies in the 

instruction. Part of the deficiency lies in the fact that 

this was a new kind of experience, although some of the class 

had done similar kinds of assignments in the eighth grade. 

Too, there was the constant possibility that the explanations 

might be "going over their heads." One can not, or should not, 

expect to "reach" every student in the class. 

I. PROBLEMS ENCOUNTERED 

The teacher discovered throughout the unit that a few 

of the class took the assignments to be ~ instead of means. 

It was a continual problem to make the students realize that 

the analysis of stories in class was merely the tool for 

better understanding of stories to be read in the future. It 

must be repeated many times that the transfer of these learn

ing techniques to future reading, whether conscious or 

unconscious, is the goal to be attained. If a student is able, 

on paper, to analyze a given story, he will make the same 

analysis mentally later. 

A second difficulty encountered was that of keeping 
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the students interested in what they were doingo Many of 

them said they had been told many times before that analyzing 

something is equivalent to destroying it. To overcome this 

feeling it was necessary to explain that a story is something 

to be understood, not merely enjoyed, and that understanding 

enhances enjoyment. There seems to be a feeling among some 

that literature is merely a source of idle pleasure, not a 

learning fount. 

A third problem was getting the students to realize 

that if one is to understand what the author meant in a story 

he must look at what the author said in that story. A person 

could read Walsh's "A Quiet Man" with the feeling that Shawn 

Kelvin was a coward. But if he reads carefully and looks at 

what the author says about Shawn, if he doesn't judge Shawn 

by comparing him to some person in his own circle of friends, 

he will come to know Shawn as the author intended him to be 

known. 

II. FINDINGS 

The most thoroughly learned of the elements of fiction 

seems to be theme. All the students were able to recognize 

the theme as the author's purpose in writing. They were able 

to see that some truth of life is illustrated in a story and 

that the truth is of significance to each person who reads 

that story. They no longer consider the theme to be the 
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subject matter or the action. 

They were made aware that the setting of a story is of 

great importance, not only as a decorative piece of staging 

but also as a technically integral part of a story. They were 

able to see that setting is usually deterministic and func

tional. 

Most of the students learned to see that each action, 

each incident, each bit of exposition is a necessary part of 

the total narrative. They were able to see that an author 

skillfully plants certain words, ideas, and concepts in his 

story to create suspense, mystery, and curiosity. They learn

ed to detect foreshadowing; they learned to be on the lookout 

for indications of the author's tone--whether he is serious, 

mocking, or a combination of these. 

It is not possible to be objective about the outcome 

of this unit; that is, there is no objective test or standard

ized test containing percentiles and norms by which to deter

mine the degree of learning. Instead, the evaluation of this 

unit must be made subjectively by reading the responses of 

the students. 

III. CONCLUSIONS 

It is reasonably safe to conclude that this unit was 

effective and instructive. The evidence contained in the 

student papers indicates that some did not benefit a great 
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deal, while others were benefited greatly. It also seems 

safe to assume that some students went through the motions of 

doing their assignments while others did some serious think

ing and planning. Further, it seems that the number who did 

learn a significant amount is greater than might normally be 

expected (at this or perhaps at any other level). 

IV. SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE USE OF THE UNIT 

The author believes that this has been a rewarding 

experience for the students. He also believes that this 

approach to fiction causes the students to read with a great 

deal more understanding, forcing them to examine what is said 

and not to rely on personal experience to evaluate reading 

experiences. The ramifications of this last skill would seem 

to make the entire experience worthwhile, even if the students 

got nothing else from it. 

Preparation. The author/teacher recommends that any

one teaching fiction by this method (or any other) do these 

and similar assignments before assigning them. In stories to 

be analyzed for character traits, the prospective teacher 

should make a careful analysis of that story and others so 

that he may give illustrations and examples. He should study 

plotting procedure, uses of setting, uses of symbolism, and 

point of ~· It would be desirable for him to have ready 

a paper of the same nature as the one he is assigning. The 
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author found it most valuable to be able to point to specific 

illustrations while explaining the assignments. 

Assignments. The teacher should have clearly in mind 

the purposes of each lesson; he should be extremely careful 

to make clear each detail. It seems very helpful to write the 

assignments on the chalkboard to help eliminate uncertainty. 

Evaluation. The students who contributed to this study 

were somewhat reluctant to allow the teacher to keep their 

themes. They wanted to see "what they got on them." The 

teacher had each student prepare a sheet of paper with his 

name, assigned number, and six columns for recording grades. 

Along with each assignment, the students handed in this sheet, 

on which were recorded their grades and certain remarks about 

grammar, spelling, punctuation, and sentence structure. It 

is probable that this procedure would not need to be followed 

by other teachers since the papers will not be kept. 

Each teacher probably has his own methods for consider

ing mechanics in the grading of themes; there need be no 

recommendation about that in this thesis. 

Class discussion after the papers were returned was 

very helpful--especially for those students who had some doubts 

and misgivings about the exercises. Many students were able 

to understand things as a result of their fellow students' 

discussion. If some of the discussions carried on in class 



could have been recorded and included in this study, they 

would have been a valuable portion of it. 

V. SUMMARY 

This study has attempted to prove that teaching 
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fiction in the high school through a structural approach is 

one valuable means of getting students to evaluate what they 

read on the basis of what is said by the author. It has further 

tried to show that high school sophomores are able to read 

critically, analyze what they read with a great deal of under

standing, and able to communicate this understanding. It has 

attempted to prove that an analytical approach to fiction 

provides a means whereby a student can learn to see relation

ships and interrelationships, learn to appreciate a story by 

analyzing the individual elements of fiction, and indirectly, 

learn to act and think with a greater degree of certainty 

through having seen fictional characters undergo the many 

trials which make up life. 



XHdWDOI'1HHI 



BIBLIOGRAPHY 

1. Anshutz, H. L. "Fiction: An Explanation of Plot, Plot
charts, and the Art of Narrative." (Unpublished 
study guide for students of Central Washington State 
College, Ellensburg, Washington, 1955), pp. 1-10. 

2. Basler, Roy P. "Poe's 'Ligeia, "' The Creative Reader. 
New York: The Ronald Press Company, 1954, pp. 
286-294. 

3. Brooks, Purser, and Warren ~Approach !Q Literature. 
New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, Inc., 1952. 

4. Cook, Loban, and Baxter Adventures in Appreciation. 
Burlingame, California: Harcourt, Brace, and Co., 
1959. 

5. Cross, E. A. A Book of ~ Short Story. New York: 
American Book Company, 1934. 

6. Garrison, Roger H. A Creative Approach !Q Writing. 
New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1951. 

7. Hamilton, Clayton A Manual of~ Art 2f Fiction. 
Garden City, New York: Doubleday, Page, and Co., 
1918. 

8. Hayford and Vincent Reader and Writer. Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Co., 1959. 

9. Leary and Smith Thought and Statement. Burlingame: 
Harcourt, Brace, and Company, 1960. 

10. Summers, Richard Craft of the Short Story. New York: 
Rinehart and Co., 19~. 

11. Thrall and Hibbard, A Handbook !Q Literature. New York: 
The Odyssey Press, 1936. 


	Central Washington University
	ScholarWorks@CWU
	1961

	An Experiment with a Technical Unit for Teaching Fiction in the High School
	Allen R. Goodell
	Recommended Citation


	Title
	Acknowledgement
	Preface
	Table of Contents
	List of Figures
	Chapter 1
	Chapter 2
	Chapter 3
	Chapter 4
	Bibliography

