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Introduction 

The most successful English students demonstrate a ‘fullness of response’. 

They read closely, immersing themselves in the text. They grant characters 
the complexity of their own motivations. Successful English students wrestle 
with meaning. They tease out tensions and contradictions in a text, constantly 
revisiting and revising their views. Successful English students don’t just do 
the work. They learn and grow from it.

Expert teachers understand that this is a slow process. They remember that 
fi rst readings can be bewildering or enchanting and leave space in their 
curriculum for the tentative process of reading and re-reading. They then 
help their students connect this private experience to the wider world. Expert 
teachers introduce students to other voices and other lives ... and in doing so, 
help students fi nd their own voices. 

Anyone who has taught Romeo and Juliet to a class of distracted teenagers 
knows that this can be challenging work. Just helping students to learn to 
read—or, once they can read, read the book—can be an enormous task. But it 
is a deeply rewarding one. 

This text off ers teachers practical, classroom-tested techniques for realising 
these challenging goals. It is organised into three chapters:

• Chapter 1 argues that teaching students to write well about literature is 
often a matter of teaching students to read well.

• Chapter 2 suggests that if we are to do this eff ectively we need strategies for 
reducing the amount of time devoted to teaching foundation knowledge so 
we can use this additional class time to elicit more sophisticated readings.

• Chapter 3 off ers strategies for improving specifi c aspects of student 
writing about literature.
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This focus on practising specifi c skills is not to be confused with more 
formulaic approaches to teaching English classes. In The Literature Toolbox, 
I won’t explore pro-forma essay structures or advocate any single instructional 
strategy as the sole way to approach a problem. Rather than teaching students 
to copy narrow recipes for success, I believe we must show students that 
achievement involves steadily building up a bank of skills and strategies with 
which to examine and respond to literature in their own voices. Students 
need to learn that a successful response is not the result of natural fl air, but 
something that is made. Excellence can be built. 

Literature, then, is not something we learn: it is something we do.

Expert teachers introduce students to other voices 
and other lives ... and in doing so, help students fi nd 
their own voices.
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