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When I first read about the RWCT methods and strategies, I tried again and again to apply 
them to the subject I teach, literature, only to become perplexed and even annoyed. I could 
certainly appreciate their potential usefulness, and I liked the way they promote active 
engagement with text and aim to develop critical thinking. However, I could not see how 
strategies such as K-W-L (What do I Know/Want to Learn/Have Learned?) (Ogle, 1986) or the 
INSERT technique could fit with literary texts. So it was a great relief for me to discover that 
some RWCT methods are intended for working with non-fiction texts, while others are 
specifically designed for fiction texts, and that these methods are basically different 
(Zagashev, Zair-Bek, & Mushtavinskaya, 2003; Zair- Bek & Mushtavinskaya, 2004). In fact, 
any conversation with teachers about textual methods and strategies should start by 
acknowledging the need to approach fiction and non-fiction differently: Almost any 
professional development workshop will include language and literature teachers, and their 
initial reaction is likely to be the same as mine. 

We need to teach our students that reading involves not simply gaining information, but 
actively seeking a deep understanding of the meaning, applications, and implications of that 
information. Perhaps it was my commitment to this belief that initially drew me to the RWCT 
methods and led me to try the strategies in my own work. I have used them repeatedly over 
a three-year period, and in doing so have been able to see with my own eyes the potential of 
the approach for teaching literature. In this article I share my experience of using some of 
these methods in my classes. 

Incidentally, some of my friends—who without question are themselves critical thinkers—
are convinced that a literature teacher has no need for clever teaching strategies because of 
the nature of the subject itself: Literary texts have a unique potential to stimulate thought, 
generate emotions, and spark the imagination. However, a worker always needs tools, even 
when dealing with the best of materials, and this holds true when working with a literary 
text. Appropriate methods and techniques are invaluable—and often essential—if we aspire 
to deeply considered ideas, valid judgments, and significant emotional response. 

Edgar Allan Poe. Directed reading 

One of the methods recommended in RWCT materials for working with literary texts has 
different names in different sources: directed reading, read and think, DRTA (Directed 
Reading Thinking Activity), etc. This method can be applied both when reading to oneself 
and when listening to a story read aloud. The steps are as follows. 

The process starts with the evocation stage, with strategies that activate students’ prior 
knowledge of the text, its author, and the related context; generate interest in learning new 
information; and invite readers to predict the content and the problems of the new text 
based on the title and key words. 

The central stage of the approach is called realization of meaning. The text is read section by 
section, with each reading session followed by a discussion. At the end of each discussion 
session a prediction question is posed: “What do you think will happen next, and why?” 
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In the last stage, reflection, the text is viewed as a whole. Students revisit their initial 
predictions and compare these with their final conclusions. After interpreting the text, 
students engage in a creative reworking of the new information. 

This three-part structure is designed to encourage slow, thoughtful reading and provide for a 
deeper understanding of new information. The new information is compared with what the 
students already know, and ambiguities are clarified either during the reading itself or 
immediately afterwards. 

I have found the directed reading method to be particularly appropriate and effective with 
students in the 5th–8th grades, working with relatively short texts that can be studied in a 
one-hour session. In the following section I describe my use of directed reading activities in a 
6th grade lesson devoted to “The Masque of the Red Death” by Edgar Allan Poe. 

The very name Edgar Allan Poe, and the title of this story, already provide a powerful 
stimulus to get students thinking. The evocation stage took the form of a discussion: 

- What Poe stories do you already know? (In our case, these were “The Gold Bug” and “The 
Murders in the Rue Morgue.”) 

- What genres do they represent? (The children remembered that the first is an adventure 
story, and the second, a detective story; the new information they learned was that “The 
Masque of the Red Death” is a horror story.) - Do you notice anything unusual about the title 
of the story? 

- Can you guess what the story is about, based on the following key words: plague, prince, 
masquerade, a black room, death? (the key words strategy). 

Students were especially enthusiastic about this last question, as they always are when 
asked to predict plot development. Naturally, in thinking up their own plots, the sixth-
graders followed the familiar patterns of standard horror stories, which are extremely 
popular at this age. Within the suggested framework, they were imaginative and 
adventurous. 

For reading and further analysis, we divided the story into five segments. The students read 
the first section (the first two paragraphs) to themselves, then engaged in a discussion 
centered around the following four prompts: 

- Prove that this section serves as the exposition of the story. (Questions of this nature help 
children see and comprehend structural elements as well as content). 

- Describe the setting and the characters. 

- What do you think about the prince’s behavior during the plague? (Students’ comments 
and judgments varied widely, from admiration of the prince’s will and courage, to 
accusations that he was criminally passive and irresponsible.) 

- How do you think is the plot going to develop from here? 

After students had read the next three paragraphs (up to the words “But, in spite of these 
things, it was a gay and magnificent revel …”) the conversation focused on the following 
questions: 

- What do you think of Prince Prospero’s decision? 



- What was unusual about the palace in which the masquerade was held? 

- Why did all guests at the masquerade stand still when the clock chimed? (This question was 
intended to help the sixth-graders expand their store of literary concepts. When reading the 
following section of text the students would see that the clock was not a casual episode in 
the story, and realize the significance of such strategically placed details. In this way directed 
reading prompts children to discover the craft and structure behind a literary text, so that 
literary concepts are no longer viewed as boring and abstract.) 

- Predict the further development of events. 

The questions after reading the third section (about three and a half paragraphs, up to the 
words “And thus, too, it happened, perhaps …”) were as follows: 

- Do these events develop the plot? What role do they play? 

- What did the guests at the masquerade look like? 

- What detail gives us a hint that there might be an unexpected plot twist? 

- What do you think is going to happen next? 

The guesses at this stage were quite varied, as the key words had indicated only where the 
main event was going to take place, giving no information about what the event might be. 

After reading the fourth excerpt (the next four paragraphs, up to the words “It was in the 
blue room where stood the prince …”), the class discussed the following questions: 

- What did the new masked guest look like? 

- How did the others react to its presence? Why was even the prince upset? 

- What is the literary term for this point in the development of a plot? 

- How do you anticipate the story will end? And after reading the final part, the questions 
were: 

- Who do you think was behind this last mask? 

- Can you explain now why “The Masque of the Red Death” is classified as a horror story? 
The next stage was reflection, where the questions for discussion were as follows: 

- Thinking back to your initial guesses about the plot, how might you revise them now? 

(You will recall that most of the initial guesses were typical of popular horror stories, 
whereas Poe’s story invites profound and meaningful reflection. Comparing their own 
predictions with the actual text helped students gain a better understanding of the story’s 
topic.) 

- What did the story make you think about? What is its main theme? (The answer that the 
students eventually arrived at: A person facing Death.) 

- How does the author address this issue? What is the image of death in the story? 

- What does the encounter with death reveal about a person? 

It is especially effective and fitting to express one’s opinion about a work of art using artistic 
language. For this lesson, I chose a poetic form for reflection, the diamante poem. The 



diamante seemed especially appropriate because the form can be set up so that the last line 
is antonymous to the first one1 . As the set theme—and therefore the first word in the 
poem—is death, this type of diamante allows for an optimistic final note, which is of crucial 
importance when working with sixth graders. 

Here is one of the most interesting of the student-created diamantes: 

Death 

Sudden, inscrutable 

Unpitying, unsparing, all-devouring 

Conclusion, outcome. Start, commencement 

Springing up, growing, ripening 

Sudden, inscrutable 

Life 

If you have not yet used the activities described here with your own students, I invite you to 
select a story for analysis and follow the same steps my students did, from the first 
predictions to the diamante. 

Anton Chekhov: Key words, dual entry diary, and shared inquiry discussion 

The idea of applying RWCT strategies to the analysis of Chekhov’s “The Student” with ninth-
graders may seem odd at first. The texture of Chekhov’s prose is much too subtle and fragile, 
its harmony too easily destroyed. On the other hand, the story is so deep, so philosophical 
and multidimensional (but with the slenderest of plots), that its analysis clearly calls for 
special techniques. 

First the teacher needs to deconstruct the story and find an angle that will reveal its 
intriguing complexities; otherwise it will fail to engage the students’ interest and they are 
likely to be disappointed (“But we thought Chekhov was supposed to be surprising and 
paradoxical…”). The teacher’s goal is to create a situation of cognitive dissonance (or 
learning tension), a term widely used in the heuristic approach to learning (Khutorskoi, 
2000), so that the students experience an irresistible urge to understand the author’s 
message. They are then given an opportunity to satisfy this need through independent, 
close, thoughtful reading. After this reading, the results of the students’ independent 
analysis of the text are summed up and pieced together through collective discussion (the 
third stage). 

Obviously, this process reflects the same basic principles and three-phase structure as the 
teaching approach described above. If possible, plan such a lesson for a day when you have 
two hours available in the schedule—forty-five minutes will clearly not be enough to cover 
all the activities. In addition to the textual interpretation, an important goal of this lesson 
was to help the ninth-graders acquire a better understanding of the means for revealing the 
author’s position in a literary work. 

1 The diamante is a poem form similar to the cinquain. It consists of seven lines, as shown 
below: 

First line: a one-word subject that contrasts with the subject in line seven. 



Second line: two adjectives which describe the subject in line one. 

Third line: three verbs relating to the subject in line one. 

Fourth line: two nouns related to the subject in line one, followed by two nouns related to 
the subject in line seven. 

Fifth line: three verbs relating to the subject in line seven. 

Sixth line: two adjectives which describe the subject in line seven. 

Costumes for a masked ball Seventh line: a one-word subject that contrasts with the subject 
in line one (Elfwood Tutorials, 2007). 

To deconstruct the text, I again resorted to the key words method. In this case, the words 
and phrases were: evening, Holy Week, dialogue, the Apostle Peter, reaction of the women. 
The students were given three minutes to think individually about the question: “What 
might be the subject of a story with these key words?” Then students were organized into 
groups and given five minutes to make predictions about the plot, which they then 
presented to the class. To be honest, I half expected that they would manage to come up 
with a comic plot. And that would not have been a bad thing—a complete lack of overlap 
between their predictions and Chekhov’s text would provide for just the sort of 
deconstruction we needed. But the key words led them in different directions, and the 
students’ plots turned out to be full of drama and mysticism. Anyway, the strategy proved 
effective: After formulating their predictions, the students were eager to read the story. 

At the realization of meaning stage, I used the dual-entry diary method. This technique 
works as follows: A page of notebook paper is divided into two by a vertical line. On the left, 
the student writes down short quotations or significant details from the story, things that 
seem either relevant for understanding, or unexpected. These notes may offer support for 
initial predictions, or may give a hint of the further development of the plot. Readers may 
choose quotations that remind them of events in their own lives, or remind them of another 
story or work of art. After filling in the left column, students proceed to the right one, where 
the task is to write down associations, ideas, or emotions related to the items on the left. An 
excerpt from one of the student’s journals is on top of the next page. 

When the students had read the whole story and completed their dual-entry diaries, they 
began to work in pairs. The partners discussed their initial guesses (formed on the basis of 
the key words) and exchanged ideas that arose when they compared the actual text with 
their imagined versions of it. 

After three minutes, each pair turned to a neighboring pair, and these groups of four each 
compiled a two-part journal summarizing all of the important issues in their individual 
journals. After five minutes of discussion, a representative from each group read aloud 
selected quotations from the beginning, middle, and end of the story, along with the group’s 
comments about them. After each quotation, the class was surveyed to see if others had 
commented on the same excerpt. If so, the groups compared their conclusions, focusing on 
any differences in their interpretations of the same events. 

Once all groups had shared their observations, I asked the ninth-graders if they thought they 
had understood the author’s message. The students were hesitant: They obviously realized 
that the interpretation they had just come up with seemed somewhat “unfinished,” 



superficial, and fragmentary. To deepen their literary analysis, they needed a teacher’s help. 
Anticipating this situation, I had prepared a brief glossary of Biblical concepts used by 
Chekhov, as well as some comments about the story written by the author and by critics, 
and I distributed this handout to the students. 

But the real basis for our further work was the students’ lively interest, their own desire to 
leave no stone unturned in exploring the ideas that had emerged at the evocation stage and 
grown perceptibly at the realization of meaning stage. 

 

During the reflection stage, the discussion dealt not with the readers’ individual associations 
but with the theme and ideas of the story as a whole. My first question was formulated so as 
to encourage a shared inquiry discussion (in which the participants first had to generate 
questions, then think them over, discuss, and sum up the discussion): Are there any places in 
the story that are still not clear to you? What questions would you like answered? 

The students wrote their questions on the blackboard. My task was to help them arrange 
these questions in a logical sequence and, if some relevant point escaped their attention, to 
suggest that it be included. Below are some of these student generated questions, followed, 
in parentheses, by my own summary of the students’ observations and conclusions. The 
ninth graders arrived at these conclusions independently in the course of discussion, with 
the help of the teacher-prepared materials, which they could refer to in formulating 
different lines of inquiry and argument. In my view, both the students’ questions and their 
conclusions testify to their deep insight into the topic. 

What, after all, is the plot of the story? 

Nothing happens, the action takes place only in the hero’s mind. He suddenly discovers a 
new, unexpected perspective on life. The focus of the story is not on an external event, but 
on the hero’s perception of it, his emotions and thoughts. Significantly, when discussing the 
plot the ninth graders made a connection with the peculiarities of the author’s language—in 
particular, they noticed the frequent use of verbs describing a state of mind or mental 
activity: feel, seem, think (sink into thought), remember, sigh; and the systematic use of 



repetition, which calls to mind an impressionist picture, or a musical composition, or a lyric 
poem. 

What event is the climax of the story and why? 

In Chekhov’s stories, a casual occurrence often leads to an understanding of the profound 
laws governing the course of life. In “The Student,” this event is a casual meeting and a talk 
by the fire, a Gospel story told by the student about the denial of Christ by His disciple, and 
the listeners’ perception of this story. The women’s reaction is unexpectedly strong, as if the 
story has deep personal significance for them—and this, in turn, makes a deep impression 
on the student and entails profound changes in his world view. 

What changes took place in the hero’s mind? 

Suddenly the hero finds the answer to the question, “What is life for?” His pessimism gives 
way to optimism, and he continues his way back home, possessed by “sweet expectation of 
happiness”. 

What is the author’s position in the story? 

This question turned out to be the central issue in the discussion—all the other questions 
had served to bring the participants to this main point. The easiest thing was to assume—as 
the students did initially—that the main character expressed the viewpoint of the author: 
Life is good in spite of everything, because the important things in life are Truth and Beauty. 
“But then we could call this story idealistic, which is hardly typical of Chekhov,” I remarked, 
and the students had to agree with that. 

To reveal the author’s position in the story I then proposed two research assignments: 

1. Find in the text a verb that is used repeatedly by the author and that casts doubt on our 
assumption that the author’s viewpoint coincides with that of the hero. 

2. Examine the author’s own comments about the story, and consider the possible 
implications of the hero’s surname. Consider how this information might affect our 
interpretation of the story. 

The students (working in the same groups of four) were given five–seven minutes for this 
task, with each group doing one of the assignments. It should be noted here that these 
assignments led to a discussion of universal values, an especially important topic for 
teenagers, who are establishing personal values at this stage of their lives. Here is what the 
groups working on the first assignment discovered: 

The phrase “seemed to him” is repeated in the story three times (citations from the text were 
provided). This persistent repetition makes us think that there is a certain distance between 
the author and the hero, and that the message coming from the author must be different: 
Human life cannot exist without hope, belief, and illusion. The carrier of this illusion is the 
main character, not the author. 

The groups working on the second assignment produced the following results: 

(a) Chekhov wrote in his commentary: “There is an enormously vast field between ‘God 
exists’ and ‘there is no God.’ The truly wise man traverses it with great difficulty. A Russian 
knows one or the other of these two extremes, but is not interested in the middle ground…” 



(b) The hero’s surname, Velikopolsky, contains two Russian roots: velikoe [great, vast] and 
pole [field]. Perhaps Ivan Veliko-polsky, a seminary student, is walking across the great field 
between “God exists” and “there is no God” in search of the truth? Could this be what the 
story is about? 

At the end of the discussion the ninth graders concluded that Chekhov’s “The Student” is 
distinctive in its lack of emphasis on the author’s position. However, this should not be 
regarded as an artistic weakness— it is precisely this peculiarity that makes the story so 
meaningful and allows for so many interpretations. 

If this attempt to interpret Chekhov’s story can be judged successful, there is no doubt that 
RWCT methods contributed to this success. Moreover, on the way to achieving the goals set 
at the beginning of the lesson, we also moved forward in accomplishing a larger educational 
task: developing the students’ ability to think critically. 
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