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A Cognitive Model for the Teaching of
the Literary Elements in the Second-
Year Language Class

Joan E Turner
The University of Arkansas at Fayetteville

Glynis Cowell

The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

Bridging the gap between first- and second-year language courses and the
Introduction to Literature class is one of the prime concerns of the lan-
guage coordinator of the 1990s. To the dismay of coordinators, professors
of introductory literature classes often discover that students are unable to
discuss the works that they are assigned to read. Students, on the other
hand, complain that even with good grades in their preceding language
courses, they must make a quantum leap into the literature class. The pur-
poses of this paper are: (1) to demonstrate the need to introduce literary
elements in the intermediate-level language course; and (2) to provide a
model for introducing them.

Background
A comparison of the typical language course and the Introduction to
Literature course may shed some light on the basis for the often-reported
difficulties. In the communication-driven elementary and intermediate
language sequence, there is a high degree of emphasis on the development
of the listening and speaking skills and on students' active involvement in
class activities. Class format varies between whole-class, small-group, and
pair work. Students are carefully provided with the vocabulary and
structures they need to communicate their ideas. Activities consist of
information gap questions, role-plays, interviews, and discussions. These
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214 Patterns and Policies

activities are provided with a real-life context, and students are encouraged
to speak and, at times, to write about what affects their lives and the lives
of their families and friends. The affective filter is generally low and stu-
dents' efforts to communicate are generously rewarded. Expectations are
fairly reasonable because most of the students do not plan to become lan-
guage majors.

In our experience, the Introduction to Literature course has changed
little in the past 40 years. Students are assigned readings to be completed
outside of class. Classes are teacher-centered with the instructor lecturing
on important background information and then asking questions about
textual content and literary elements. Questions are generally answered by
a select few; occasionally a discussion may take place between one of the
better students and the instructor. Most students remain silent and take
notes on the comments made by both the instructor and their peers. The
affective filter is high for a variety of reasons: many of the students plan to
be major or minors, so the number of able students in a class is high;
grades in one's major or minor carry greater weight in students' minds; the
intellectual content of class discussions may be complex; and the demands
of discourse are high. The fear of appearing foolish intellectually and/or
linguistically keeps many students from participating in class discussions.

One of the factors contributing to the so-called gap between the
intermediate language level and upper-division literature courses is the
variety of students in university language and literature programs today. As
early as 1972, Disick described the intermediate level as "a perplexing dis-
array of aptitudes, interests, and competences" (p. 417). Harlow and
Muyskens (1994) report that after 20 years, the description is still valid.
They point to the fact that the population of intermediate classes ranges
from students who have placed into this level directly from high school to
others who have begun their study of the language in the university. They
add that the problem is intensified by the gap between coverage and per-
formance. Most of the grammar has been covered in earlier courses but
students have still not reached the level at which they can use many struc-
tures comfortably. Magnan (1993) also discusses the diversity of the
second-year students in terms of competence, aptitude, interests, and
motivation. She attributes the diversity to uneven high school preparation,
weak placement procedures, language loss between years of study, or indi-
vidual differences in aptitude for language learning.

This diversity can be considered a blessing as well as a special chal-
lenge for instructors. On the positive side, discussions are enhanced by the
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wisdom to be gained from students whose age, economic or social status,
sexual preference, or handicaps have affected their life experiences. On the
other hand, in addition to the challenges presented by the broad range of
students' linguistic abilities and learning capacities, is the range of knowl-
edge and experience in engaging in literary analysis. While the recent high
school graduate may have some familiarity with such terms as "theme" and
"plot" from having discussed them in English classes, the nontraditional
student who has delayed or postponed studies for an extended period may
not have encountered these concepts for many years. Students who do
claim to have a knowledge of literary terms are often unsure when asked to
explain how they decided that a certain short story reflects a particular
theme. They may also be at a loss when it comes to supporting ideas and
opinions.

Foreign language instructors may assume that students have a good
working knowledge of theme, plot, and structure from their previous
courses in literature. This, in fact, is often an erroneous assumption.
Robinson (1996) notes that the general preparation of students to analyze
literature, even in their native language, seems to be on the decline.
Schofer (1990) explains that the teaching of literature is made more diffi-
cult by the fact that in today's society, students are greatly influenced by
television, music, and the human voice. One could also add video and
computer games as other activities that take students away from the read-
ing of literature.

Although teachers of literature tend to agree that the present-day stu-
dent is poorly prepared to analyze literature, others point to their linguistic
difficulties as a possible barrier to participating in the activities of the liter-
ature class. Kramsch (1985) cautions that approaches to literature that
stress the response of the reader demand more oral proficiency on the part
of the student. Lide (1990) also expresses concern that expectations for the
student in terms of literary analysis are exceedingly high when the student
must struggle just to extract the literal meaning from the text. He even
goes so far as to advocate reading the work in translation. James (1989)
points to the fact that students experience difficulties when teachers
"attempt to specialize in literary criticism while failing to teach linguistic
skills" (p. 87). Rice (1991) adds that literature professors must recognize
that modern critical theory demands increased student proficiency in
order to allow for presentation of their response to the text. Bernhardt
(1995) acknowledges the linguistic deficiencies of students and recom-
mends that teachers provide instruction not only in literature but also in
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language. According to Robinson (1996) researchers are currently investi-
gating the introduction of language instruction into literature classes. She
adds that "if both literature and language professors appreciated the inter-
connectedness of their goals, the proficiency could be spread more evenly
and thoroughly throughout the foreign language program." (p. 5)

Students are also aware of their deficiencies. Martin and Laurie
(1993) surveyed French students to determine why they consistently rated
the study of literature below the linguistic component of a foreign lan-
guage course and found that, in the students' perception, "they lacked the
skills of literary analysis required of them, and that this combined with
their limited language skills and lack of cultural background made litera-
ture study inappropriate" (p. 201). Hirvela and Boyle (1988) previously
reported similar findings. In addition to the concern over lack of prepara-
tion, student interest in the study of literary texts may not be as high as in
the past. Harlow and Muyskens (1994) surveyed 1,373 students from 12
universities about their goals in language study. Both students and their
instructors ranked the reading of literature eleventh out of 14 possible
goals. For students, the top three goals in ranking were speaking, listening,
and gaining self-confidence in using the language.

To address these problems, we believe that language professors must
provide for the introduction of literary analysis skills at early levels of lan-
guage study. Some, however, may not have been trained to teach literary
elements. The instructor's own course in foreign language teaching
methodology may have included the teaching ofreading but emphasized
skimming, scanning, and contextual guessing. Santoni (1972), Muyskens
(1983), and Rivers (1983) all point to the need for training college
instructors in the teaching of literature. Lalande (1990) advocates the cre-
ation of a second-tier methods course to address the topic of teaching liter-
ature, but at present few universities offer such a course.

In her 1990 survey, Magnan found that 46 percent of the responding
coordinators felt that their graduate instructor development program
would not adequately prepare new instructors to teach on the second level
and that 38 percent thought that their programs were at least partially
inadequate. Magnan (1993) continues to present a strong case for the
establishment of training for second-year courses when she points out the
differences in training needs for first- and second-level courses. Whereas
first-year courses generally focus on speaking, listening, and grammar
using the students' personal lives and travel as topics for oral practice,
many second-year courses increase efforts to develop reading and writing
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A Cognitive Model for the Teaching of the Literary Elements 217

skills and to present cultural and literary information. She states that "not
only do second-year instructors need sophisticated language skills and a
conceptual knowledge of grammar but they also need . . . cultural and lit-
erary awareness'' (p. 40). Nevertheless, an instructor who has these skills
may still lack confidence in applying them in the classroom and/or the
ability to do so at a level appropriate to the diverse student body. Other
differences between the two levels can be found in the more sophisticated
classroom activities (extended dialogues and discussions), types of home-
work and testing, and differences in the discourse that the students are
expected to understand and produce. Instructors of the second level must
understand a greater variety of discourse, cognitive processing strategies,
and the broad cultural knowledge important in working with authentic
texts. Those who teach elementary courses, usually teaching assistants,
generally receive syllabi, lesson plans, tests, and extensive support from
their supervisors. In the second year they tend to be more independent.

Because of uncertainty on the part of the students and hesitancy on
the part of the instructor to enter into unfamiliar territory, the teaching of
the foreign language literature often becomes the teaching of LITERA-
TURE, a hallowed ground where concepts are discussed in a nebulous
fashion if they are discussed by students at all. Moreover, instructors, who
must translate literary terms into the target language and explain them in a
way that all students will understand, may find that they are conducting a
lecture in English. Even if the instructor continues in the target language,
the communicative focus of the class is often discarded as instructors
address their remarks to a handful of students who understand while the
rest of the class scribble frantically to capture something they can use on
an exam or in an essay. In addition, when these classes are taught by litera-
ture faculty with little or no experience in the language class, expectations
of student performance may be too high. According to Schulz (1981),
after three to four semesters of spoonfeeding, "instructors expect a transi-
tion from the stage of painful word-by-word decoding of contrived written
dialogs or narrations dealing with simple everyday events to comprehen-
sion of relatively lengthy literary texts containing highly abstract vocabu-
lary, complex syntactical patterns, and sophisticated style and content
which even an educated native speaker often cannot read without effort"
(p. 43). Another potential problem, according to Schulz, is that "many
instructors who are thoroughly familiar with a literary work tend to under-
estimate the linguistic difficulty the text in question might present to
students" (p. 45).
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In her 1983 review of literature on the teaching of second language
literature, Muyskens laments the fact that literature teachers are not
trained in the methodology of the teaching of literature either by their
own departments or by departments of foreign language education. She
mentions that Lohnes (1972) has even advocated the creation of teacher's
manuals for literary works. According to Robinson (1996), the more
recent literature on this topic "reflects the profession's increasingly inte-
grated linguistic and literary goals" (p. 9). She cites an increased need for
instituting pedagogical methodology for all levels and combining them
with theories of literary analysis. James (1989) warns that the existence of
inadequately prepared teachers will continue until the language teachers
and literary scholars cease to regard each other as separate groups. Bretz
(1990) recommends graduate level courses for foreign language teachers
that include topics such as the discussion of literary theory and how
it influences reading and the teaching of literature, text selection, the
preparation and implementation of materials, and pre- and post-reading
activities.

Bridging the Gap: Literature at the Intermediate Level
To begin to address this problem, literary terms need to be introduced and
taught directly in second-year language courses so that students can use
them as tools to better understand the literary texts that they are reading
and to be able to meet with greater success in upper-level courses.
Unfortunately, the question of how to teach literary terms is not addressed
in methodology texts and is seldom covered in a literary text's notes to the
instructor. We propose an umbrella model for the teaching of literary
terms based on certain principles of cognitive psychology.

Even though there are different representations of so-called "net-
works," cognitive psychologists believe that knowledge is organized and
represented in memory by means of interconnected propositions or
statements that can be judged true or false. When the individual recalls
information, he or she recalls it as words and images that are a translation
of the propositional networks into familiar verbal and pictorial codes.
According to Anderson (1980), the networks are not part of an individu-
al's conscious memory.

One of the early proponents of applying the principles of cognitive
psychology to education was Ausubel (1968). He defined the concept of
cognitive structure)) as the quantity, clarity, and organization of the
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A Cognitive Model for the Teaching of the Literary Elements 219

learner's present knowledge in a particular subject area. The knowledge,
consisting of facts, concepts, and raw data, is arranged in a hierarchical
manner. New information can be related to the existing structure but
requires the rearrangement of the system. According to Ausubel, meaning-
ful material can be assimilated if it is related to what the learner already
possesses in the cognitive structure. The challenge for the instructor is to
find "anchoring" ideas or links that connect the new material to the old.
Craik and Lockhard (1972) add that the more links there are between new
and previously learned knowledge, the greater the depth of processing and
the stronger the memory link.

Ausubel also stresses the importance of advance organizers or tech-
niques to activate relevant preexisting or background knowledge. Advance
organizers may be likened to general ideas or umbrellas whose spokes allow
for new material to be attached. There are several advantages to their use:
(1) they draw upon relevant anchoring concepts already in the student's
cognitive structure and allow for the new material to be subsumed;
(2) they allow the subsumed new material to serve as an anchor for future
knowledge; and (3) they enhance meaningfulness and diminish the stu-
dent's need to learn terms through rote memory. Storme and Siskin (1989)
stress the essential role of background knowledge in reading comprehen-
sion, specifically linguistic knowledge such as lexical meaning, word
derivation, syntactic rules, and verb tenses as well as the reader's knowledge
of the world.

Also in the late 1960s and early 1970s, research related to the roles
that readers play in the comprehension process gained prominence in light
of schema theory. This theory, as Rumelhart (1980) explains, proposes
that "all knowledge is packaged into units," or schemata, and "embedded
in these packages of knowledge is, in addition to the knowledge itself,
information about how this knowledge is to be used. A schema, then, is a
data structure for representing the generic concepts stored in memory"
(p. 34). This personal knowledge and experience must be activated to
maximize comprehension. According to Lee and VanPatten (1995), com-
prehension is "the process of relating new or incoming information to
information already stored in memory" (p. 191).

Adhering to the importance of activating appropriate schemata, the
most general step, or roof in the umbrella model for teaching literary ele-
ments is the use of a children's tale to provide the context of a familiar
story with which to work. The primary advantage of the children's story
is a simple one: it is familiar to most students. Kramsch (1985) also
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advocates the use of this type of text in developing appropriate schemata
since "fairy-tales, unlike modern short stories, cast foreign languages read-
ers into a role that is known to them despite some cultural differences"
(p. 359). Furthermore, children's stories have a discernible beginning, mid-
dle, and end with a single conflict that, once presented, grows to a climax
and is resolved. Generally, children's tales have a limited number of charac-
ters whose traits are clearly expressed. Finally, the setting of the tale is con-
crete and described with sufficient detail to facilitate visualization. Thus,
the children's tale serves as a perfect model with which to begin to teach
literary terms. Two stories that work well are "Cinderella" and "Little Red
Riding Hood."

The use of the children's tale is a natural bridge to the second step, or
spoke, in the umbrella model, which involves scaffolding. Scaffolding, in
general, is an instructional process in which the instructor helps students
solve a problem that they would be unable to solve on their own (Wood,
Bruner, and Ross 1976). To create the scaffolding, the instructor must first
analyze the task at hand and decide how to make the work as simple and
specific as possible, breaking it into manageable chunks. Next, the critical
features of the task should be noted, considering how the task differs from
previous tasks and what the student should have learned by the end. Then,
the instructor must prepare to model both questions and answers, explain-
ing each step in the process as it is performed. The actual process involves
a think-aloud format in which the instructor proceeds through a series of
questions and answers before reaching a conclusion.

A positive feature of the scaffolding process in the teaching of literary
terms is that students recognize it as concrete and based on references in
the text rather than on the instructor's ideas and views. The procedure
provides guidance for the student who might be able to define a term but
be unable to use it in a practical situation. During the think-aloud process,
the instructor gradually involves the class in answering the questions and
provides feedback. As soon as possible, students should take over the role
of asking/answering questions and the instructor should serve only as a
guide or coach.

Using this approach, the instructor can enter into a dialogue with stu-
dents and start them thinking critically about a story with these and simi-
lar questions. Again, a children's tale serves as an excellent model for
introducing scaffolding. Consider the following:

Structure/Plot. First, try to think of the story as having a beginning,
a middle, and an end.
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Beginning (or exposition): What information does the author give us?
What does the author tell us about where/when the story takes place?
What character(s) does the author mention? If there is more than one
character mentioned, does the author focus on one more than another?
Can you figure out who the main character is? Does the main character
have some sort of a problem?

Middle: What is the conflict? Is it taking place within one person? Is
it between characters in the story? Is it between the character and society
in general? Is it berween the character and nature in general? How does the
problem continue to develop? What actions or episodes occur? Does the
action continue to develop until there is a climax or point of highest inter-
est, anxiety, trauma?

End: How is the climax or high point of the action resolved? What is
the effect of the resolution of the problem or conflict on the main character?

Characterization. Who is the main character? How do we learn
about this character? From what he or she does? From what he or she says?
From the author or narrator? From the context of the story? Is the charac-
ter like you or someone you know? Does he or she seem real? Does he or
she seem like a caricature? Does he or she change or seem to represent a
symbol more than a person?

Setting. Where and when does the story take place? Is this a real place
or point in time that you could pinpoint in history? Is the setting neutral,
i.e., could it take place anywhere, anytime? What relevance do the place
and time have for the story? Would the plot and characters change if the
setting were different? Does the setting produce a special mood or atmo-
sphere? What is it? Does it produce in you some sort of emotion or spiri-
tual feeling?

Point of view. Is the story told in the first person or the third person?
Does the person change or does it continue throughout? If it is told in the
first person, is the speaker the protagonist or another character? If the
third person is used, is the author speaking? Does the author seem to know
everything about the characters and events (is he or she omniscient) or just
seem to know in a limited way?

Theme. In a sentence, can you say what the story is about? Can you
condense it even more? To a word or two? How do all the parts of the
story (structure, characterization, setting, point of view) relate to this cen-
tral idea? How does it affect the action, what the characters say and do,
and who is telling the story? What role does the setting play on the central
idea or theme?
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A third spoke in the umbrella model is the concept of story grammar,
a set of rules that classify the elements ofa story and explain the relation-
ship between the parts. Although Guthrie (1977) created his rules to
enhance the comprehension of a story by demonstrating the elements that
most stories share, his diagram (see Figure 1 for a simplified version) can
also be used to illustrate relationships between literary terms and thus pro-
vide students with a problem-solving schema. According to Guthrie:

The first rule simply defines a story as consisting of a setting, theme,
plot, and a resolution, which usually occur in that sequence. The sec-
ond rule is that the setting consists ofcharacters and usually the time of
the story. The third rule is that the theme of a story consists of the main
goal of the main character. . . . The plot of a story consists of a series of
episodes, which are designed to help the main character to reach his
goal. Each episode consists of a subgoal, an attempt to reach the goal,
and a resolution of the attempt. . . . After several episodes, an outcome
occurs which matches the goal of the main character, ushering in a final
resolution. (p. 575)

Figure 1.

Story Grammar

Setting

Main Characters

Adapted from Guthrie (1977), p. 574

Theme

1

Goal of
main

character

Plot

Episode(s)

Subgoal Attempt

Outcome

Ultimate Outcome

s
Final Resolution

.g-----------
Effect of this action
on main character
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Guthrie's diagram has been amended to provide students with a con-
crete illustration of the elements of a story and how they relate to one
another. Once again, students are encouraged to view the literary elements
as somewhat predictable. Their comprehension of the story itself is also
increased by the use of the diagram, which then serves as their own
advance organizer for future stories. It is a good idea to use a children's tale
such as "Little Red Riding Hood" to model the development of a story
grammar. For example, in one version of the story, with regard to setting,
the time is neutral; in other words, the story could occur at essentially any
time. The location is a rural, wooded area and Little Red Riding Hood,
the wolf, the grandmother, the mother, and the woodsman are the charac-
ters. The goal of Little Red Riding Hood (LRRH), the main character, is
to deliver a basket of food to her grandmother who is sick and in bed.
There are various episodes with a subgoal, attempt, and an outcome,
which can be schematized using Guthrie's system:
Episode 1:

Subgoal: prepare basket for grandmother
Attempt: mother and LRRH work together

Outcome: basket is ready for delivery
Episode 2:

Subgoal: wolf wants to eat LRRH
Attempt: to find out how to "get" her
Outcome: discovers she is on her way to her grandmother's house

Episode 3:
Subgoal: wolf needs to arrive before LRRH and change places with
the grandmother
Attempt: wolf arrives in time and frightens the grandmother away
Outcome: wolf disguises himself as the grandmother and takes her
place in bed

Episode 4:
Subgoal: LRRH delivers basket
Attempt: LRRH arrives but is surprised by the wolf, pretending to
be the grandmother
Outcome: LRRH is frightened, drops basket, and runs away with
the wolf in pursuit

Episode 5:
Subgoal: woodsman is hunting nearby
Attempt: woodsman sees wolf chasing LRRH and shoots him
Outcome: woodsman saves LRRH

9 27
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Figure 2.

Semantic Map: Characterization

+

shoots wolf\
strong, concerned\

woodsman\
Littlez

grandmother/
sick, old/
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runs away

+

+

helps prepare food/
helpfulz

2-nother

Red Riding Hood\
wolf\

evil, deceptive\
frightens grandmother and

Little Red Riding Hood

The final outcome is that Little Red Riding Hood and her grand-
mother are reunited and she is able to deliver the basket, her main goal
and the final resolution.

The last spoke in the umbrella model is reserved for students to create
their own organizers to be used in storing the literary elements of each story
they read. For example, one tool that allows students to organize ideas and
knowledge about a literary element is semantic mapping, a type of group or
individual brainstorming activity (Pearson and Johnson 1978). In this pro-
cess, students are encouraged to jot down ideas and associations that may
then be further organized and relationships can be explored. Figure 2 illus-
trates a semantic map for characters from "Little Red Riding Hood."

First, the characters are listed with the main character in the center.
Then, students provide descriptors for each one followed by their key
actions. Finally, judgments are made regarding each character's "goodness"
in the story (+ or -). Reflection on these associations can enhance forma-
tion and organization of ideas and concepts and provide opportunities for
students to enrich their network of associations, thereby strengthening
background knowledge of literary elements and features. Through the use
of this technique, class discussions may also be improved due to the con-
crete nature of the task.
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Figure 3.

ChartSetting

Setting

time

place

effect on main characters

effect on action

Charts can also be created for any literary element as a means of orga-
nizing information as well as serving as a visual representation for the stu-
dent to see what is already known and what "pieces" of information need
to be added or expanded. This allows the student to focus on a specific
information-finding task using what is already known as the point of
departure: Figure 3 represents a possible chart for setting.

A final activity that students enjoy because it taps both their creative
and artistic abilities is content mapping. This activity is designed to pro-
vide the opportunity for students to focus on plot, reducing the story to
the key actions or events. Individual students, or small groups of students,
are asked to determine the 6, 8, 10, etc. (number varies with the complex-
ity of the story) most important actions or events in the story. They are
then instructed to design a symbol for each selected action or event.
Finally, they are instructed to sketch the symbols in chronological order,
using arrows to indicate the flow of the story. Figure 4 is a sample of a con-
tent map for "Cinderella."

Conclusion

In each of its steps or spokes, the goal of the umbrella model is to enable
second-year language students to become more active participants in the
discussion of literary texts. Bridging the gap between language courses and
the first course in the foreign language literature is an articulation problem
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Figure 4.

Content MapCinderella
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that must be addressed. Perhaps the initial stages of "bridge building"
should be the working together of the language and literature professors in
curriculum development and implementation. It is important to make
those first encounters with literary analysis more comfortable for our lan-
guage students, thus encouraging them to continue with upper-level
courses. With that in mind, students should be provided with ample read-
ing opportunities from the beginning of the language sequence. Great care
must be taken to choose texts that provide students with material that is
interesting and relevant to their lives that does not at the same time pre-
sent an insurmountable linguistic challenge. Tasks based on the reading
must also be at the appropriate level of difficulty for students. Students
should be introduced to literary elements gradually, with strong considera-
tion given to their cognitive structures, and they should be taught
strategies for identifying and discussing those elements as well as provided
with numerous guided opportunities for practicing those strategies. At the
next level, we should strive to make the literature class as student-centered
as possible with careful planning to ensure that students are able to per-
form in accordance with the expectations of the literature instructor. In
short, we must demystify the concept of literature and literary analysis
and, in so doing, make it available to all students.
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