.


Why Does It Matter?
A Way to Make Core Literature( or textbooks) Relevant to Students

Kelly Gallagher poses this question in his book Deeper Reading; Comprehending Challenging Texts 4-12. He believes that initially we have students read great works of literature to answer the questions, “What does it say?” and “What does it mean?” and it is only then that they are ready to, “get to the heart of why they read the book: What does it matter?”(89). Although the world has changed drastically since the book To Kill a Mockingbird was written, he believes that the human condition has remained unchanged, and recognizing this enable students to consider their place in society. As an example he mentions a passage from the novel where Tom Robinson gives up hope and tries to escape from prison. He poses this opening question to his students:
      “Would African-American men today still fell that same sense of hopelessness?” and provides them with the following statistics from the Human Rights Watch organization:

· Blacks today comprise 13 percent of the national population, but account for 49 percent of those in prison.

· Nine percent of all black men are under some form of correctional supervision (in jail or prison, on probation or parole). This compares with only 2 percent of white adults.

· One in three black men between the ages of twenty and twenty-nine was in jail or prison, or on parole or probation in 1995.

· One in ten black men in their twenties and early thirties is in prison or I jail.

· Thirteen percent of the black adult male population has lost the right to vote because of felony disenfranchisement laws.

· Nationwide, black me are 8.2 times more likely to be incarcerated than white men.

· Today, in Alabama (setting for To Kill a Mockingbird), black men comprise 26 percent of the state’s population, but account for 65 percent of the state’s prison population.

And as a springboard for them to consider some of the critical issues in their own lives, he asks his students these questions:

· Why is the incarceration rate for blacks so much higher in our country than for whites?

· Why is it that in every single state in our country the percentage of black prisoners exceeds the percentage of black citizens?

· Do black Americans today feel the same sense of hopelessness that Tom Robinson felt/ If so, are these feelings justified?

· Have we achieved racial equality in our society?

· If Martin Luther King Jr. were alive today, would he believe his dream has been fulfilled?

Reading To Kill a Mockingbird with the “What does it matter?” question foremost in mind helps students to consider, argue and defend their points of view and better prepare them when they are confronted with issues in the real world. Gallagher believe that at this point we need to push students beyond the classic text at hand and consider reading sources outside the traditional English curriculum. For example, Gallagher has his students read excerpts from Ellison’s Invisible Man, Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God, and Wright’s Black Boy. They analyze the speeches of Martin Luther King Jr., the writings of Gandhi, and the poetry of Langston Hughes and Jimmy Santiago Baca. They also read current newspaper and magazine articles dealing with the topic.
According to Gallagher, all these pieces help students move beyond the core literature 

“ by adding relevancy and significance to the unit”(91).

Strategies to Achieve Deeper Comprehension (can be adapted for most content areas)

Here is the first of 8 strategies Gallagher uses to have students move beyond the, “I read it – I’m done” mentality and more into the “What does it mean?” when they revisit the text.

Say/Mean Chart (p.92)

A simple t-chart is an effective tool to prompt students to higher level reading. On the left side of the chart, students are asked to write what the passage says (literal comprehension); on the right side, they record what they think the passage means (inferential comprehension).

A nice way to introduce this chart is by sharing some of the quirky statistics found in “Harper’s Index,” a monthly compilation of interesting statements found in Harper’s magazine (available online at Harpers.com). Here are some of the statements from the May 2003 index:

· Number of words the New York Times has devoted to the shuttle disaster per resulting death: 28,500.

· Number of words the Times devoted to 1998’s U.S. Embassy bombings in Africa per resulting death:163.

· Percentage of full-time mothers who think employed mothers look down on them: 73.

· Number of U.S. doctors per pharmaceutical sales representative in 1995 and 2002, respectively: 19 and 9.

Students choose one of these statements and together we put together our t-chart

(see next page). This t-chart can be used with any challenging text, including magazine articles, poems, short stories, novels, plays, science tables and graphs, and political cartoons. For political cartoons I ask students to list every image and all the words they see in the cartoon.

	                                          A Brainstormed T-Chart

What Does it Say?                                          What Does it Mean?
(Literal)                                                          (What Can We Infer?)

Number of U.S. doctors per                             Drug companies are flourishing. There

Pharmaceutical sales representative               must be money to be made to hire so

In 1995 and 2002, respectively: 19 and          many salespersons.

9.

This says that in the last few years the           As technology advances, more drugs

Number of people selling legal drugs per       become available.

Doctor has more than doubled.

                                                                        Doctors are prescribing more drugs

                                                                        than ever.

                                                                        People in our culture may be more readily

                                                                        turning to prescribed drugs.

                                                                        Drug companies are spending a lot more 

                                                                        on advertising, creating a much greater

                                                                        “need” for their products.
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