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A LETTER TO THE STUDENT

To appreciate is to understand and admire the value of something. If
someone saves a life or performs some other heroic action, we can appre-
ciate the action because we know how valuable it is to the community and
because we understand the circumstances that made the action so diffi-
cult. If we read a great work of literature, we can appreciate it if we real-
ize its value to ourselves and if we understand the elements that make it
work.

The key to appreciating literature is thinking about what you read. Many
different skills are involved in thinking about literature, most of which
you have already been using for years. When you compare characters, con-
trast settings, analyze point of view, infer outcomes, you are using specific
thinking skills that help you understand what makes literature what it is.

To help you sharpen your literary thinking skills, Appreciating Literature
gives you both great literature to think about and an organized way to
think about it. After each selection, you will find three kinds of Study
Questions. These questions will focus your thoughts on recalling the de-
tails of the selection, interpreting the meaning of those details, and ex-
tending the meaning of those details into your own experience. Special
feature sections will help you think about a writer’s vocabulary, a particu-
lar literary element, and what you do when you yourself write about liter-
ature.

Near the back of this book you will find a special section called “Student’s
Resources: Lessons in Active Learning.” The handbooks that make up this
section are practical guides for responding to literature by speaking, think-
ing, reading and studying, and writing. Each handbook lesson is designed
to help you grow as an active, independent reader and thinker, to help
you take charge of your own learning.

The American writer Ernest Hemingway once said that, in order to begin
writing a story or a novel, he tried to write “one true sentence.” Appreci-
ating Literature is designed to help you think about what makes a sen-
tence “true”—what qualities make literature genuine, what qualities make
it great, what qualities make it last forever.
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