Mr. Alexander’s Class - Summer Reading Assignment for

How to Read Literature Like a Professor by Thomas C. Foster
Introduction: How'd He Do That?

1. How does Foster recommend you get good at recognizing the “very large set of conventions” used by writers?
2. There are “three items that, more than any other, separate the professorial reader from the rest of the crowd.”  What are these?  

3. How do each of those three affect the reading of literature?

4. How does the recognition of patterns make it easier to read complicated literature? 
5. Discuss a time when you recognized a pattern in a text and your reading of that text was enhanced by understanding the symbol or pattern. 
Chapter 1 -- Every Trip Is a Quest (Except When It's Not)

1. (fill in the blank)  “The real reason for a quest is always ________________.”

2. Name the five aspects of a quest, and apply them to something you have read (or viewed) in the form used on pages 3-5. (use the back of this page or add lines below as needed)

1._ ______________ -


2._ _________________ -


3._ ________________________________ -


4._ ___________________________________ -


5._ ________________________________ -

3. Foster states, “’Always’ and ‘never’ are not words that have much meaning in literary study.”  Why does he claim this?
Chapter 2 -- Nice to Eat with You: Acts of Communion

       1.  (fill in the blank with the author’s words)  “Whenever people eat or drink together, 


______   ______________.”

       2.  Choose a meal from a literary work and explain how the ideas of Chapter 2 apply to this 


literary depiction.

Chapter 3: --Nice to Eat You: Acts of Vampires

1. (fill in the blank)  The author makes the point that “__________ and ______ _______ are never only about ghosts and vampires.”

2. The vampire ultimately comes down to a “more modern” incarnation, “exploitation in many forms.”  In your own words, explain what the vampire represents  (see page 21 for help).
3. Explain a person you know in real life or a literary character you know that is a “vampire.”

Chapter 4 --Now, Where Have I Seen Her Before?

1. (fill in the blank)  “Part of pattern recognition is talent, but a whole lot of it is practice:  ___  _____  _______  ___________   and give what you read enough thought, you begin to sees   _________, _______________, ________________.”

2. Ultimately, Foster argues an idea that has been around for many years, that “there’s only one story.”  Give an example of two texts you feel are really one story and support your argument with evidence and/or characters from the texts.

3. Define intertextuality. 
4. Intertextuality works much the same in music as in literature.  Name an artist, poet, author, or songwriter, who has borrowed from another who came before them.
5. Why, given what we learned in this chapter, do you think it is important for people in a common language to have texts they share?

Chapter 5 -- When in Doubt, It's from Shakespeare...

1. Give two reasons why Foster feels authors of English texts turn frequently to Shakespeare.

2. If Shakespeare is an author who is so frequently representative of intertextuality for modern authors, what responsibility does this place on the modern reader?  Is this a valid or reason for examining Shakespeare?

3. If we do not examine Shakespeare, what are we denying ourselves as readers?

Chapter 6 -- ...Or the Bible


1. On page 51, Foster says that “our early literature in English is frequently about, and 


nearly always informed by” what?

2. Where have you seen the Bible in something you have read?  Explain how this extends 


or emphasizes the story thematically.


3. Discuss how this emphasis on one religion, not even the world’s largest religion, is 


beneficial or harmful to English readers, speakers and writers?

Chapter 7 -- Hanseldee and Greteldum

1. What is the “literary canon”?  
2. The French have an academy that defines a list of authors, plays, poems, and novels that every student must be familiar with.  What would be the advantage of that system over the English concept of not having one set of works but many and in many different styles?
3. What advantage do we gain as English speakers in having so many possible texts and sources for our intertextuality?

4. Foster discusses the idea that “We (as readers) want a new novel to be not quite like anything we’ve read before.  At the same time, we look for it to be sufficiently like other things we’ve read so that we can use those to make sense of it.”  Discuss a time when you were happy with a text because it was much like what you previously read, OR discuss a time when you were disappointed with a text because it was not like what you previously read.
Chapter 8 -- It's Greek to Me


(Fill in the blanks)


1. Myth “is a body of story ________  _______________.”

2.” [The recognition of myth in a story] makes our experience of literature __________,



_______________, and more ________________, so that our own 


_______________ stories also matter, also share in the ____________  of  



____________.”

Chapter 9 -- It's More Than Just Rain or Snow


1. The author claims that “weather is never just weather.  It’s never just rain.”  Describe a 



scene from a book or movie that involved rain.  


2. Why was the rain present in that scene?  What did it bring out that the author wanted to 



be certain you (the reader of the scene) understood?

Chapter 10 – Never Stand Next to the Hero

1. What is the one thing that does not happen to the main character?

2. “The difference between being Achilles and almost being Achilles is the difference between

 ____________ and ___________.”
3. “Literature has its own logic; it is not life… _______________ are not people.”

4. “Characters are products of ______________’s imaginations -- and 

_____________’s imaginations.”
Chapter 11 -- ...More Than It's Gonna Hurt You: Concerning Violence


1.  What are the two kinds of violence found in literature?


2. How are the two different?  How are they the same?


3. (Fill in the blank) “The question always is, what does _____________ really tell us?”

Chapter 12 -- Is That a Symbol?


1.  If a symbol can be reduced so much that it stands for only one thing, what do we call it?


2. Name a symbol from a poem, story, or movie that you thought of while reading this 



chapter.  What made you think of it?


3. The author states “Action can also be symbolic.”  Name an action that you know of or 



read about or seen that was symbolic, and explain what it was symbolic of.
Chapter 13 -- It's All Political


1. Why does Foster say he “hates” political writing?


2. Why does Foster say he “loves” political writing?


3. Take the storyline (plot) of a children’s book you know or a modern video game you play 



and discuss how it is political.  What are its major claims?  How does it make them?

Chapter 14 -- Yes, She's a Christ Figure, Too

1. Using the criteria on page 126, re-examine a hero from a work you have read.  Who is 
the character, and which of the criteria does the character match?  (Name all the criteria the character matches, not the number of the criteria)
Chapter 15 -- Flights of Fancy


1. (fill in the blank)  “It’s really pretty straightforward: ____________  is 



_________________.”


2. Name a hero or character that flies and tell from what that flight escapes.

Chapter 16 -- It's All About Sex... 

1. Think of a literary work or movie in which the sex is implied but not present.  How does



the theme or character in the story change based on this action?  What is present in



the theme or character that was not there prior to that scene? 
Chapter 17 -- ...Except Sex 

1. Foster argues that when the sex is not there directly it is important, but when it is there 



it is important, too.  When it is there, he says, it means something other than sex, 


something much more important “symbolically.”  What are two things he says the 


sex could mean (you can use the examples he does in the book)?

Chapter 18 -- If She Comes Up, It's Baptism


1. (fill in the blank) “But if characters reformed every time they got wet, no book would 



ever have ________.  The thing about baptism is, you have to be 



_____________  to _________________ it.”


2. Think of a "baptism scene" from a significant literary work. How was the character 


different after the experience? Discuss what changes took place after the “baptism.”

3. (fill in the blank) “The rebirths/baptisms have a lot of common threads, but every 



_________________ is serving its own purpose:  character 



_______________, thematic ___________________ of violence or 



_____________ or ___________, plot complication or _______________.”
Chapter 19 -- Geography Matters...


1. (fill in the blank) “Literary geography is typically about ______________


inhabiting ____________, and at the same time the ______________



inhabiting humans.”


2. Name a text you have read that relies on geography for plot or characterization or as a 



major part of the storyline, and discuss how the text would be different in another 


setting.


3. (fill in the blanks)  “So, high or low, near of far, north or south, east or west, the 



__________ of ________ and __________ really matter.  It isn’t just 



___________… It’s place and space and shape that bring us to ideas and 



psychology and history and dynamism.”
Chapter 20 -- ...So Does Season


1. According to Foster, explain what the following seasons generally mean:

A.  Spring –


B.  Summer – 


C.  Fall – 

D. Winter –


2. The ancient Romans named the first month of our calendar based on who?  Why is that 



an appropriate name?


3. When an author speaks of a harvest, it refers not only to agriculture meaning.  What else 



does it represent?

Interlude -- One Story


1. Explain what the author means by “intertextuality.”

2.  Explain what the author means by “archetype.”


3.  Provide an example of an archetypical character or story with which you are familiar.  


Explain why it fits Foster’s definition.

Chapter 21 -- Marked for Greatness


1. (fill in the blank) “…in literature we continue to understand physical imperfection in 



______________ terms.  It has to do with being _____________, really.  


Sameness doesn’t present us with _________________ possibilities, whereas 


difference – from the average, the typical, the expected – is always rich with 



_______________.”

2.  Figure out Harry Potter's scar. If you aren't familiar with Harry Potter, select another 


character with a physical imperfection and analyze and discuss its implications for 


characterization.

Chapter 22 -- He's Blind for a Reason, You Know 

1. (fill in the blank) “What we have discussed is absolutely true: when literal blindness, 



_________, darkness, and ________ are introduced into a story, it is nearly 



always the case that _____________  ___________ and _____________ are 



at work.”


2.  (fill in the blank) “…if you want your audience to know something important about your 



character (or the work at large), introduce it _________, ________ you need it.”

Chapter 23   It's Never Just Heart Disease... And Rarely Just Illness 

1. Recall a character who died of a disease in a literary work. Using the "principles 


governing the use of disease in literature" (222-224), discuss which that character


qualifies for and reflects the strongest:



Character you chose:



Literary text the character comes from:



1. Not all diseases are created equal:



2. It should be picturesque:


3. It should be mysterious in origin:



4. It should have strong symbolic or metaphorical possibilities:


2. What was the effect of the death as related to plot, theme, or symbolism?
Chapter 24 -- Don't Read with Your Eyes


1. (fill in the blank) “…if we want to get the most out of our reading, as far as is reasonable, 


we have to try to take the works as they were _________ to be taken.  The formula 


I generally offer is this: don’t read with your ______… don’t read only from 


your own fixed __________… Instead try to find a reading perspective that allows 


for _____________ with the ____________moment of the story, that 


______________ the text as having been written against its own __________, 


____________, ______________, and ___________ background.”
Chapter 25 – It’s My Symbol and I’ll Cry If I Want To

1. Define a conceit the way Thomas does.
2. “…every work teaches us how to _________ it as we ____  __________.”

3. “When I suggest to students that they use their past reading experiences, their response is on the order of, ‘We don’t have any.’ Which, as we have just seen, is untrue. And here’s what I say in reply: You know ______  ______  ______ __________  _____  ____.”
Chapter 26 -- Is He Serious? And Other Ironies


1. There are two maxims that the author attempts to instill in us about irony.  They are (fill 



in the blank):


A.  Irony trumps _______________.



B.  Irony doesn’t work for _________________.


2. Select a text or character that displays irony.  Who is the character and how does the plot change with the irony?  


3. How would the plot of that same work have been different without the irony?  Would it 



have worked as well?  Why?  Why not?
Chapter 27 – A Test Case

You will want to skip this chapter – BUT DON’T!  Read the story and his comments at the 


end.  This is our goal – to read literature like a professor.  In order to do that 


successfully, you must continue to have exposure to this type of reading material and 


this type of interpretation.  There is only one way to begin reading like this, just as


there is only one way for an artist to “get to Carnegie Hall”:  practice, practice, 



practice!
Envoi

1. Choose a motif not discussed in this book (like the horse reference on page 304) and 
note its appearance in at least two different works. What does this idea seem to signify?

Note from Mr. Alexander:  These are practices, symbols, and meanings that we will continually look for this coming school year.  But, more than anything else, my goal is to make you a better reader – meaning a reader more capable of understanding the works of an author and the workings of your mind and culture.
