Guidelines for Small Group Literary Discussions

Small Group Roles 
Each member of your group will take a role for each meeting. Your role will change for each meeting. In the 8 meetings you have in the middle of the reading process, you will play each part at least twice.
1. Discussion Director

· 7 questions, judged on how challenging they are
· The discussion director will also be in charge of making sure that one person is writing down the main ideas you discuss – the group “log” that  will be turned in with your role sheets.
2. Word / Diction Finder
Word Finder
· 5 words which are unfamiliar to you or others in your group. Find the definition, part of speech, & page.

Diction Finder

· Locate the most interesting, powerful, or important samples of word choice in the passage.

· Identify at least 5 and provide detailed explanations of their purpose or effect in the passage.

3. Syntax Master

· Locate the most interesting, powerful, or important samples of syntax in the passage. Focus on tropes and schemes (LOC p58-9, and playbook) like parallelism, periodic sentences, cumulative sentences, imperative sentences, hortative sentences, inversion, juxtaposition, etc.
· Identify at least 5 and provide detailed explanations of their purpose or effect in the passage.

Group Discussion Starters
1. How does the title relate to the whole text? What does it suggest? Why might the author have chosen it over any other title?

2. Does the main character change in any way during the story? Are you left with any realization or understanding? If so, what?

3. Does the author make any general observations about human life or nature? Do the characters make any such observations?

4. Does the text contain any especially curious objects, mysterious characters, significant animals, repeated names, words or song titles? Might these things hint at a larger meaning? Such symbols may point to important ideas in the text. Pick three of these and explain their meaning.

5. How does the setting influence the events and characters? That is, to what extent are both products of specific time and place? Could an almost identical story take place in another century or on another continent and still be believable?

6. Who are the main characters? What are their relationships? Do these relationships change? If so, how? Do these characters seem like real people? Do you know them well enough to determine how they would act in certain situations other than those presented in the story?

7.  Select two character traits of the protagonist and show how they are revealed: By the author telling you? By the character’s words? His/Her thoughts? His/Her actions? Do you know how any other characters fell towards him/her? If so, why? By what means did the author help you to discover that relationship? 

8. Mention one important decision the protagonist makes: What choices and/or decision s did he/she make? Why? How did he/she feel about this decision and its consequences?

9. Who are the most important minor characters? What are their relationships to the protagonist? Select one minor character and show his/her significance in the novel.

10. What are the relationships of the women characters to the men? Do they complement each other? If so, how?

11. What is the main conflict? With which character is it most directly concerned? What other characters are involved?

12.  How does the author create suspense? How are incidents in the plot related? How is the conflict resolved? Does the resolution seem inevitable or have characters and situations been manipulated to affect a solution inconsistent with previous developments? Explain.

13.  What is the theme dramatized by the action giving it broader significance? What values, meaningful to most human beings, evolve from the conflict and its resolution?

14. From whose point of view is the story told? What influence does the point of view have on the novel? Why do you think the author chose it in preference to another point of view?

15. Examine the novel’s structure. How does the structure contribute to the novel as a whole?

16. Discuss the author’s style. Examine several passages that seem particularly effective and determine what makes them effective.

17. Has the novel helped you understand the complexities of the individual’s response to his/her involvement with life around him/her?

18. Is your understanding of the ideas more of a summary of the plot or content? Have you read between the lines?

19. Does your understanding come out of the whole text, not just part of it?

Stepping Stones for Literary Discussion

1. First round of responses

A. Immediately after finishing the book, write your reactions. Do not become muddled in the neatness or the words or whether your reader is going to understand all you are saying. Simply write.

B. Try to relate the action or outcome of the book to your own life. Did you see yourself in the book? Did you learn a lesson? Did you have an insight into why things are the way they are? Did you remember something from your past you had forgotten? Were you inspired to write a great novel or paint a picture or make a new friend? What did you learn that you didn’t know before? (This last question is the most important – the earlier ones are to help you generate ideas.)
2. Plot and other mechanics

A. Setting, time, place, situation (may be one or more; must do this for each one) actual geographic location, physical arrangement of rooms; the time period, history, or seasons in which the action takes place; general environment of characters (for example, the religious, mental, moral, social, and/or economic conditions).

B. Characters:

List major characters of book and include the following for each:

· Conflicts (internal or external) that motivate and shape the character

· 2 or 3 words (key personality traits) that characterize each person (example: ambitious, lonely, overprotected)

C. Point of view:

· which point of view is used (1st-person narrator; 3rd person limited; 3rd person omniscient)?

D. Plot:

Summarize the plot (50 words or fewer)

Do a plot line for the entire story (1 page)

Identify where the major climax is, what conflicts it solved, and the reactions of people in the book to this solution

List any parallel or recurring events you see (example: In The Catcher in the Rye, Holden Caulfield frequently asks about the ducks when he is lost himself).

See if you can make a connection between this work and another story with similar plot line or similar characters, etc.

How did the book end? Did you like the ending? Why/why not?

E. Opening chapter/first few pages:

Summarize how the book begins (beginning chapter, scene, etc.)
3. Commentary on plot, etc.

A. What is the significance of the title to the work?

B. What effect is created by the opening pages? What purpose did the author have in beginning the work this way?

C. For each character: what values did each hold, and what purpose did each character have in the book? Also, how did the society of the book influence each character?

D. About the conclusion – was it a satisfactory ending to the work? Why/why not? If not, how would you have ended the work, and why?

E. How did each of the settings make the work more interesting?

F. Describe the society of the book (the fictional one created by the author).
4. Theme and other abstract ideas

A. What are the major themes of the work? Provide a short phrase for each theme.

B. How is each theme portrayed in the book? (example: In Catcher, the theme of alienation is shown through Holden’s inability to communicate with his peers, teachers and parents.)

C. What are the moral and ethical problems explored in the story?

D. What was the author’s purpose in writing this book?

E. List 3 cause/effect relationships found in the book. (example: Because Holden could not cope with the responsibilities of becoming an adult, he often idealized childhood memories and incidents.)

F. Does the author use imagery, symbolism, allusions, etc. to develop his/her themes? How?

G. Inanimate objects?

5. Memorable lines/scenes

A. Write down any memorable lines from the book that you liked or that illustrated important ideas in the work. Write commentary on these – why is each memorable and how does it enhance the meaning of the work?

B. Find quotations that illustrate the writer’s skill in establishing mood/tone, imagery, symbolism, and characterization.

6. Style

A. Describe how the author’s overall style and pick several examples that illustrate it (and pick 2 different but complementary words to describe the style).

B. How does the author’s diction, grammar, sentence structure, organization, point of view, detail, syntax, and irony enhance the meaning of the work and show his/her attitude?

7. Interpretive Questions

A. Write 5 interpretive questions on the whole of the book to bring up during discussion.

B. Are there any questions you would like to ask the author? If so, which questions?

8. Personal relevance of the work to you

A. Write a different ending to the book. Tell why you changed it.

B. Tell 5 ways in which the main character is like you.

C. How is this work relevant to our time?

D. Did this book remind you of anything that has happened to you? Explain.

E. Did this book give you any new ideas about yourself? Explain.

F. Write a letter to a friend recommending this book.

G. Tell about a time when something similar in the story happened to you or someone you know.

H. Pretend you are one of the characters in the book. Write a diary about the happenings in your life for two consecutive days.

I. What changes would have to be made if the book occurred 200 years ago?

J. What difference did it make to you (in your life) that you read the book? What do you think you will remember about this book in the future? (Don’t say, “I liked it,” or “I didn’t like it.”)

9. Connections to other works

A. What other works of literature does this novel connect with? How?

B. What piece of music would be a good “theme song” for this work? Why?

C. What artwork (visual) suggests/evokes related moods, ideas, and emotions? Why?
