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. How manv high school'courses are»there in which the student
is somewhat of an expert even .before he attends his flrst class?'
The Adolescent in L1terature is such a course. Although being an
adolescent does ‘not assume llterary‘expertlsei the teenage reader

can certainly sympathize and even empathize with his fictional

peers. Thls one-semester course 1ntroduces students to well-

fEDIléZB?

written contemporary novels in which the maiﬁﬂcharacter is an
adolescent.- The novels are. adult rather than teenage books . the
:_maln characters are concerned w1th understandlng themselves and
.thelr relatlonshlps with other people, rather than w1th getting -
dates for'proms or financing flashy cars. Whereas adolescent

literature helps teenagers get around the tree, the literature of

- oo @

- adolescence helps them get out of the woods. The authors are’
_e tablished writers who have not llmlted themselves to the theme
.fof adolescence.' They recognlze that young ‘people have the
immedlacy of adolescent problems but lack the perspectlve

_necessary to understand and deal w1th those problems. If

teachers are to help teenagers unger\tand themselves,’ as well as
" basic human values through literature, we must present the works
and make it
of authors who can look back at adolescenceAcome alive in a way
that adolescents themselves cannot live it. Thus these’ novels

help adolescents see themselves as others see them.

-
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'V'most successful run between 150 to 250 pages. Students are

This is the g£ifth year the course w1ll be off red at

'"Brookllne migh School, and it. has grown from two to leight

2]

gections. Its succesSs seems due to three related £ ctors: the

. choice of novels, the types of dlscusslons and the’klnds of

N

assignments. We usually read eight noVels per sewme ter. We

>

read seven novels as a class; then we discuss them nd-write .
apbout them. The eighth novel is chosen by the 1nd1%1dual

‘student, who reads the novel at home and writes about it on his15

own. Since there are many dlfferent readlng rates w1th1n the

class, it is not poss1ble to assign long novels. Those that areiyl"

4

given petween one week and. ten days to read a- ook, dependlng
upon its length. While the students are reading the book at
home, they are also completlng other work 1n class. f//

‘On the first or second day of the counse I ask the ~
.students to make a list of the things W1tﬁ whmch they are most
concerned. These concerns usually include frlends, parents,
‘.bllngs peer acceptance sex, school jObS future plans, etc:
After we have 1isted these on the board, we talk about them
rather briefly¥i and T make the pOlnt that all of these issues
arise in the novels we will read during the term. After the
girst novel has been assigned, and the students are reading it
at home, we use class time to discuss various literary terms

with which the students should become familiar. These include

plot, conflict, setting, tone, style,-symbolism, characteriza-
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tion, p01nt of view, and theme. The students are given hand- .

outs which summarlze th;s 1nformatlon, so they can refer to

re

it later on. A‘number of writing a551gnments are eventually
based on these terms. N - ’
'~ EBach time I glve out a book, I try to transmit te the
class some of my own enthu51aSm_about it. I might tell them
how 1 came te read the book in the firSt place, or why I B
chose’ the pook as part of the coursee. Sometimes 1 ask them
to focus on a single question as they read. For example,
"What is the mair character's'biqgest problem?" Or, "What is
it that the.main-character is searcning for?" The one rule i

always follow, however, is not to give away any of the plot,

especially the ending. Even if a student is not enjoying a

novel, he wants everything that happensAin it to be a surprise. . -

The five novels +hat have become the core of The Adole-

scent in therature are The Catcher in the Rye, by J.D.

Salinger; A Separate Peace, by John Know1e5° The Temple of Gold

py William Goldman; The Man Without a Face, by Isabelle Holland; -

and Night, by Elie Wiesel. All five use the first person pomnt

of view. Other rnovels that are accaslonally read are Lord of

the Flies' by William Golding; The Member of the Wedding and The

Heart is 2 Lonely Hunter, both by Carson wcCullerS° and Anne

Frank The Diary Ot of a Young GirZ Girl. Common themes,“such as self-

knowledge, friendshlp, and family relatlonshlps tie a number of

these novels together. The catcher in the Ry and The Temple of

~

™




Gold are particular favorites i--ﬁtan and it is probably not.

umber of humorous scenes

a c01ncidence that both books have a nu

the problems of the main characters.

‘that prOVide relief from
in addition deal w

1th male-female adolescent

‘Phese two novels

and the

students like -to read about and discuss

relationships,
these relationships. At one point, I jntroduced some short

stories withladolescent main characters, as well as magazine
articles that dealt with adolescent problems' however, these
ar with the students, and they were eager tol

" were not very popul
Although it is not necessary

get back to the reading of novels.
to go into a 1ong explanation of the reasons for the success of
ve books, one or two points apout each one might be help- -

jve teacher of this course.

the fi

ful to a prospect

Aside. from being the classic American novel about

adolescence, The Catcher .in the Rye presents a very real, and,

a vety likable main character.

’to many students, Sixteen year

oldﬁﬁolden Caulfield experiences many of the doubts, goes

through many of the problems 'and asks many of-the questions
that our fifteen and sixteen year ald students are asking. The

fact that the book. was written twenty-five years ago does- not

seem to be too important. When we discuss this novel, we talk

~about Holden s inability to adjust to the world the way it is.

ents whether they think Holden is all right and

' The students who like

I ask the stud

the world is mixed up, or vice versa.

‘Holden become very involved in defending him and those who
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accusing everyone else gf being a phony) attack him énthusias-

N 4

feel that he is the_blggest phony in the book (in spite of his

tically. Some ‘students dislike this novel because they find.
its plcaresque style hard to follow. T didn't like this book
because it dldn't really have a plot. or, "This book was
boring because not much happened in it." What such students
need to see is that almost all the s1tuatlons and encounters
that Holden goes through no matter how brief or trivial, v
trigger the same negatlve response in him. Sometimes the | e
students'makevparadoxlcal statements, such as "This book was'

good, but boring." What is missing in their perspectlve is

the ability to see themselves as others see them, oOr “the

dblllty to analyze and say what they really mean. lt is un-

realistic to expect every student to 1ike every novel; if he

can relate to Just a few of them, he can, perhaps begin to

see things in his own life more clearly. 1 often recommend

that the students read a book llke The Catcher in the Rye

again ln a few years, when they have more perspective and can
look at the book more objectively. They are always surprised
when I tell them how. many times I have read a certain book,
since most of them have never‘read a book more than once. Once
in a while, a student who really enjoyed one of the novels will
read it a second tlme while the class is still discussing it.

If this happens, I encourage that student to tell the class how

the second reading differs from the first. At twg end of the




" course, one student commented, "I learned not toijudge people
too quickly, or to categorize them the way Holden did." Said
~another student "It seemed that all the other main characters

we read about were modeled after Holden Caulfleld "

vl

-_,: _When we dlsousslg Separate Peace, .we talk about the
- themes of friendship andahuman aggression. First, I ask the
students to talk about the ways in’which they nandle anger.
They respond with, "I yell at my mother", or "I go into‘ﬁy room
and 1isten-to my stereo", or "I cry and don't taik to anyone."
Some explain, "I let it build up inside me till I feel ready to
: *burst ¥ or "I pick on my little brother." Then we discuss the
way Gene ‘handles the anger which builds up in h1m as he |
experlences the phenomenon of Finny's frlendshlp. The students
ask to discuss Gene's jealousy of Finny, the tyo boys' academic/
' athletic competition, and Finny's fall from the tree. They are
often disturbed by Finny's death. "ﬁhy did he have to die?
Couldn't Gene have made his big realization if Flnny had only
" been 1n3ured?" This novel seems to encourage .students to thlnk
about thelr own friends and the way in which they relate to
their frlends. As one student reader said, "This book got me
thinking about friends, and if.they really mean so much to you
that you want to hurt them out of Jealousy. I have had that

feeling, but I never carrled it out." ‘Said another student

"It makes me think that you must trust people and accept them

the way they are, not the way you want them to be." A third

1
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student commented (again, paradox1ca11y) "I didn't like this
,book because it dragged on. It made me think a lot, though
because I had a best friend, and I thought she was so perfect:" o

When we get to The Temple of Gold, we concentrate on Ray

Trevitt's bellef that if he can f£ind the "handle" to life, the
"answer" to it, then everything will be all ‘right. We discuss
the people, incidents, and events involved in his attempt to
f£ind this answer, as well as his ultimate failure\to do so.

The students usually Qant to talk about Ray's success with ~
females, his relationsh1p with his best friend, Zock and his

_ inability to get along with his parents. Some students can not
_ understand what 'it is that Ray is looking for, and we must
frequently go over the meaning of the title in relation to Ray's
search. Most of the students like this novel very much. Said,
one, "This is my favorite book. It made me feel that even with
all the disappointments in life, you can still go on living.
There iskalways something to step in for what you 1ost."

The Man Without a Face is a relatively new book that is

very popular with students. It deals with a fourteen year old

boy who is very much alone and who has never loved anyone. His
forty-seven &ear old tutor, the disfigured "man without a'facel"

- teaches Charles that he is, indeed, cepable of both friendéhip ) )
and love,’ Their relationship bothers some of the students. !

One wrote, "I did mot enjoy ‘this novel. It was a good story,

but itdmade‘mc feel uncomfortable. It made me have crazy

&
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thoughts about life."’ Other . students are more concerned with

thekpractioal matters in the novel. For example,’ UThe book
made me think of the fights-that‘my brothers and;sisters haﬁe."
They want to discuss these sibling relationahips, because they
can relate to them so easily. They cah ider:tify with Charles'
frustration with his older sister, and his annoyancé with his
mother's attempts to manlpulate hlm. Aftér we finithbd ouri;

study of The Man Wlthout a Face a couple of years ago, the‘-

students st111 had questions ‘about the book. "Why dld Justin
have to die? Why couldn't he just go away and come back later

on?" 1 suggested ‘that one of the students compile all the

questions and send a letter to the author, Isabelle Holland. “\

One girl in the class volunteered to do Just that- and several

weeks later, she received a graC1ous reply from Ms. Holland.

2

‘This novel seems to touch a responsive chord 1n students' minds.

said one, "The book teaches you to face up to your problems and

not'cop’out." said another, nphe book made me think about how

-

wmuch you can do when /you really want to." - o
The novel that has the greatevt emotlonal impact on the
studentsfis Night, Elie Wiesel's autoblographlcal account of the
adolescent period he spent in a Nazi concentratlon camp. The
students ask to discuss Elie's relatlonshlp with his father hlS
religious questioning and gradual loss of faith, and his growing

S

inner hardness. They want to talk about certain scqges or certaln

conversations that disturb them. This book is an eye-opener for

Mz Y




. most,adolesCents.'_As one explained, "This is a superb book.

- Some of the things that happened in it are disgusting, butv;
they d1d happen and everyone should knaw. Commented another
student, "This was the most depresslng book I've ever read.
Everyone should read it, so they know what really went on."
We talk about Wlesel as an adolescent and whether or not‘ke
was denled an adolescence because of his s1tuatlon. As part

‘

of otir study of Night, we see the French documentary fllm

Night and Fog. This'award—w1nn1ng £ilm about, 1life in the con-

centration camps is brutally ‘honest and thus ‘disturbing;
ﬁtherefore I telI‘the students about it beforehand and do not"
requlre that they see 1t. Also, they are perm1tted to leave '
the room during the shOW1ng of ‘the f£ilm. Interestlngly, fewA
-Z‘students have ever chosen these optlons. Explalned one, "It'v
so sad.- A lot of books are sad in. an unreal way, but tﬁisvis
'reality." ' N L
Paken together, these five novels seem to say that
adoleScence is a time of personal testing, a time for coming to
- .grlps w1th what it means to be a thlnklng, feeling human being.
They say, in addition, that life is a series of problems and

decisions, and that we must learn to cope with those problems

and live with the-consequences of those decisions. Holden, Gene,

Ray, Charles, and Elie all reallze, eventually, that a person

must live, first and foremost with himself If he cannot come

he will be caught up in an ongoingy internal struggle.

‘10

\
to terms w1th himself, or achieve a sense of peace within himself,
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When the report-onkfhe jndividually chosen novel is
introduced, I give the students a booklist of novels with
adolescent main characters. The list starts with The Adven-

tures of Tom Sawyer and The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn,

.J and é;ds with the titles of present day nbvels. With this
bookllst I distribute a handout whlch has the assignment
explained in detall. Often the'a551gnment deals with the
idea of eonflict,)a literary term which we have been discuss-
ing throughout the course. The student must first decide the
nature ef the main charecteris confliet; theq he must ‘determine
how the confllct begins, how 1t grows, how it reaches its

. height, and how .it is resolved. If the conflict is not re-
solved, he must e&plain-&hy not. In this essay, the student
‘must aiso'brovide specific examples and quotaﬁions grom the book

'to support general points. Since ‘conflict is essential to most
literary works, it is an assignmetit which should have meaning
for the student in his future reading. ~

Class discussions in The Adolescent in Literature can be
very'enjoyable.’.Most of the discussions involve the whole
class, altheugh}occasionally the class divides ihtelsmall groups
for discussions. On the first day of the discussion of a new
book, I sometimes ask students to write eny questions they have

about the novel, any points they do not understand, and any

issues they would like to hear discussed. I cdompile theifr com-

ments on a handout which is distributed the next day. We try .

o




to cover these‘items at some point in our discussion, which

-

usually lasts about a week. In reference to The Catcher in

r'd

the Rye, for example, students often write, "Why is Holden
depressed so often?" "Why can't he get along with anyone?" ’
"If Holden is bright, why does he keep flunking out of school?"

During these_discussions, we concentrate on the main character's

concerns. With The Catcher in the Rye, for inséance, we begin
with an examination of Holden's personality, then go on to the
problems he faces and the ways in which he relates to those
around him. We also talk about Holdén's self-image and discuss
whether his feelings aboﬁt himself are common to adolescents or
peculiar to him. I try to ask questions that do not have ;right"
or "wrong" answers. For example, "What is Holden's attitude
toward school, and why does he have this attitude?" Or, "Which
scenes would you highlight if.YQu were filming this novel, and
why?" Students sometimes bring up personal experiences wﬁich
they use to illustrate the valié&ty of Holden's concerns. They
talk about their friends, their siblings, and their feelings
about themselves. It is important that theséAdiscussions do not
become sensitivity-training worksheps. If this seems to be

happening, I steer the discussion back to a speeifie issue in

. the book. I hope, of course, that all the students will partiéi—

pate in the discussions; ‘sometimes I call on student? if they

have avoided taking active roles in class disgussions. I also

try to ask questions that foree students to look at Helden in




firelatlon to themselves. I might ask the glrls in the class if
'they would llke to date Holden~ I mlght ask the boys 1f they
would llke to have Holden as a close frlend., In order to
R answer such questlons one would have to th1nk about Holden s f‘,\
Lpersonality very carefully. Durlng these dlscu551ons, I try to
'av01d the phrase "typlcal adolescent"‘ because I do not th1nk

there is one. (One potentlal llmltatlon -of the course is that T

. a number of the adolescent heroes are a 1ke and thus tend to

.
. .

present a plcture of the "typlcal" 1iteras dolescent.).

Once in a whlle an overnlght written a551gnment is the

| tdplc for the next day’ s d*scu551on._ Havrng'thexr*thoughts in—— A_wl;g;%;%;

wr1t1ng makes many students feel more comfortable, ‘and more

w»~@g¢_walllng to,take nart. In addltlon to dlscu551ng the novels

from 11terary v1ewp01nts (tone, symbollsm polnt of view, “etc.)
‘ ‘we often dlscuss somethlng that is of general 1nterest to
adolescents _such as, the people who 1nfluence them the most.

We make a llst of these people (frlends parents, s1b11ngs, '}:
ER -

.. relatlves,‘ eachers ‘employers coaches) and dlscuss the wayssln
‘which they 1nfluence teenagers. Then we talk about the pe0ple
“who -are the greatest 1nfluences on the llves of" the main charac-« \
ters in the novels we read. Sometlmes we discuss adolescent
frlendshlps. I might ask the students to wrlte personal deflnl— s -
ﬂ{tlons of the word "frlend.ﬂ, After we talk about what a good

frlend Ls, we dlscuss the klnd of frlend Gene was to Flnny, andv-

.v1cexversa. ‘since the ggggents must support thelr comments with




o narratlon descrlptlon and dlalogue to convey a theme. We.

13.

e
' ‘spec1f1c references to the novel 1t 1s 1mportant that they

haVe the books Wlth them each day. - These constant references

fto the book make the student reallze how an author must usev, R

4

l

talk about how reallstlc or. unreallstlc the novels are.,aHow
':do they compare and contrast w1th the llves of "real"’adole— . L - ﬂ.
vscents’ Often, I read a passage aloud -or I ask a student to
'{read aloud._ Thls refreshes the students' memories and makes | -‘ -
ﬂthe book come allve. Often the students ask why so- many of |
:the charactersfgo through<suchedl£f1cultAadolescent st;ges.,_kf
3That questlon gets us into an examlnatlon of why so much of

‘711terature is- concerned with problems and confllcts. PP

As W1th the dlscu551oL questlons the wrltlng assignments

' flnvolve questlons that do not have “rlght" or "wrong" answers.~
They are questlons wh1ch the student can answer by g1v1ng his

Eown oplnlon and supportlng it w1th examples:and quotatlons from

_the book itsel£. Usually, there are a couple of overnlght

‘51ngle-paragraph a551gnments‘on‘each novel and one longer - -
paper (two or three pages) whlch is wrltten when we have flnlshed |

‘talklng about a book. "An example of a 51ngle-paragraph paper is
"What do you thlnk Ray Trevitt and his frlends are talklng about
when they refer to a Ytemple of gold"” Or, "Which scene is your

| "Efavorlte, and why?2" I go. over the ba51c paragraph structure of

tatlng, explalnlng; and 1llustrat1ng a polnt. The overnight

‘l3551gnment mlght also be a brlef llst' for example ‘after we saw

@

hid




the film version of Lord of the Flies, the students'were asked

. to make up ten good discussion questions on the film. oThe, S
'“ N . .

longer papers are often exp051tory essays, “and the form for
7'such essays is explained at the beginning of the czurse; Topicsi*
might be°e "Holden. s .Ten Xears Later"_or'"Is Holden Mature”"'
- In a less struc ured paper, students might write about the

B events in a novel from a minor character's pOint}ér VleW.‘ (This

was a particularly successful assignment with regard ko The

Temple of Gold ) If the content of the students papers is not

discussed when the papers are handed in, 1t is dlscussed when the.“55

papers are handed back. I think 1t is important for them to have
-an idea of what others in the class think about the same issue"

they should share these thoughts With one another.‘vI.try to-vary :

the writing ass1gnments as much as poss1ble. Said- one student at . |

the end of the course "We didn't have to do book- reports' we did’.
hings that really made you think. Since We are trying to help
students w1th their writing, as well as w1th their understanding
. of literature, they are required to make correction sheets Wthh
list and correct all the mechanical errors made on ea assignment.
If a common problem in mechanics should arise we have a mini—:"

lesson on‘that problem. Since»there are no tests in this course,_

" the student's grade‘depends upon'class participation and written

e

ass1gnments‘

Sometimes it is more appropriate for the students to express

N

their thoughts and feelingslabout a novel through creative projects,

- - & W
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' ',coples of the novel I make those coples avallable to the

.frather than through wrltten aSS1gnments. Night, for,example,_

}lends 1tse1f to this type of prOJect. ‘The students work on
these prOJects< at home, for about a week- then they present

 their progects to the rest of the class. The progects include .,

art work muslc sculpture poetry, photographs etc. Usual
. the students do very well on these progects. Through a draw-,
iring, a palntlng, a mu31cal composltlon or an origlnaigioem,
" the students express a compass1on and sens1t1V1ty that Bome of
,them are hesltant to express in a,class dlSCUSSlon. Perhaps
thls 1s because class attentlon is taken away from the student
A:and focused on the progect 1tse1f.pnv;:fﬁ. . S '
Both short and feature—length fllms have been very

. effective in th1s course. The f11m that the studentsnenjoy the

'most is The Dlary of Anne Frank: however, they have also made .

- pOSIthe comments about The Loneliness of the Long D1stance

Runner and Lord of the F11es. Sometlmes they get 'so 1nterested
in the fllm version of a nOVel they are mOVed to read the novel
.41tse1f.' If we are to see a film and I know that the school has
students 1mmed1ate1y after the screenlng of the fllm.,-The

Natlonal Film Board of Canada produces very good short fllms on

 adolescence. One,such £ilm is No Reason to Stayf it is the

'story of ChrastOpher Wood ‘a brlght hlgh school senior who

- decidés to drop out of school shortly before graduatlon because

there is "no reason to stay." "Arnother short film, titled

7/ $
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u‘hYou re No Good ”tellsfabout'anleighteen"yearVold boy who steals
'a,motbrcycle and gets into trouble with the law. Wevalways
‘@iscuss these £ilms; sometlmes the students wrlte about them,

- as well; HDid ChriStopher make a w1se dec1s1on? D1d the young
- thlef have needs ‘that no one recognlzed° B

| Fleld trlps and guest speakers are aIso part of the

course. We have gone to 1ocal mov1e theaters to see Romeo and

'Juliet A Separate Peace, and. Amerlcan Graffiti. After studylng,
A Separ ate PeaceI two classes v1sited Exeter Academy inbnearbyv '
"vaew Hapshlre. Two English teachers had attended or taught?ét ,-v"a'

prep schools such as the ones descrlbed 1n The Catcher in the

- Rye and A Separate Peace° both of them- v1s1ted our class and :
poke to the students, anSWerlng ‘their questlons about life at
’such schools. One teacher brought with him some slides of-his i
school » the other teacher brought the school's yearbook. |

Another guest speaker was the school's consulting psychlatrlst
.vwho”dealt with students- questions on a number of adclescent
.1ssues raised 1n the novels we read. _

| At the end. of the semester ‘1 ask the students to write
| anonymous evaluatlons of the course. . I suggest that they 1ook f%
through their folders, h1ch contain all of their written work,
"as they respond to the evaluatlon questlonsm Flrst I ask them
'to comment on each novel that we read and to answer questlons
-llke,the following: Pid you enjoy readlng thlS novel? Why? In .

vhat way did it make you think? What, if "anything, did you o




™

‘main characters-'the scarcity of such novels is a prdblem );

'learn'from it?  Were you able ‘to relate it. to your own,life?'_

.

Do you thlnk 1t should be a part of next year s course? LI n'ié
also ask the students to comment on ‘the 1nd1v1dua1 reports |
the major wrltlng assignments, the creatlve projects and the
discussions; I ask them which as51gnmentl was thelr favorite
and why? Whlch was thelr least favorlte ‘and why° 'I-also askb
them to comment on the teacher s general approach to, the course
and to make specific suggestlons for 1mprov1ng the course.

(They frequently suggest the addltlon of more novels w1th female

‘Flnally I ask them to suggest other novels that would be

approprlate to study. Their suggestlons often include Llsa,

Bright and’Dark- The Outslders- That Was Then' Thls is Now;

Black oy; ‘and The Plgman. I use thelr responses to determine

the reading se1ectlons and the ass1gnments for the follow1ng

] [S

,year. For example, Huckleberrz°F1nn is no 1onger requlred read—

ing. Black oy mlght become requlredpreading on a one year

sy
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trlal basis. ‘

“ Over the 1ast four years dozens of students have commented
pos1t1ve1y about this course. Thelr comments have ranged from |
wPhe course helped me think about the views of boys, which I

didn't even think existed“ to "The course has affected my attitude

toward‘reading.v Befére I dldn't 11ke to read and now I read a

book eVery two weeks. One comment however, stands out. It may

well be the prlmary reason for. the success of The Adolescent in
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Literature. I had asked the students if the course made them
| think about themselves and about adolescence more than they
psually did. One teenager replled "Yes, becauSe sometimes
I feel the same exact way the main character of the last book

we read felt.- It's funny, but sometimes the thlngs that happen

in books also happen to me."




