Basic Structure of Contemporary Literature

The Contemporary Literature class, a second semester senior elective,  is set up much like a book club.  At the beginning of the semester students read one common book, Ernest Gaines’ A Lesson Before Dying, to share a common class experience and to begin to understand their roles in making book discussions work.  Then, students decide what books they want to read and form their own reading groups.  Of course, it’s not as easy as all that—a lot of discussion and titles and compromising has to go on before everyone is settled.  Typically, there could be 6-8 titles being read in the classroom at one time.  The first reading of this year’s class includes Henderson the Rain King, On the Rez, and The Poisonwood Bible.     


But then comes the real fun of the class.  The students are joined by adult readers—members of the support staff, faculty members, deans, members of the school community who volunteer because they love to read.  These readers share their preferences, talk with students and join reading groups, or wait until the next round of books to find an enticing choice.  The adults come into the classroom twice a week for the book talks and participate as any other reader.  For the first time last year we has a parent join us for a couple of sessions.  The small group format and the lack of a teacher-driven discussion helps the students take responsibility for their own learning as well as gain confidence in their reading skills.  


Of course, the class has to be more than book talks.  On the days when the students aren’t discussing, they write their reactions to their reading in journals and letters, explore specific methods of looking at texts, use tools such as newspapers, magazines, and the internet to discover new books, discuss new choices for the next round, and work on and present projects on the books they have read.  They turn in their writing each week, several projects each quarter, and a final reading portfolio at the end of the semester.  And, if the course has been successful, they leave with a list of books to read in the summer.

