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Popular Fiction in the Classroom, or
_W_h_a_t_J_o_hn_G_ri_sh_a_m_l_a_ug_h_t_M_e_ _ i;>
ARTICLE BY BONNIE

5PESS

The first bell rang and my fifteen very
reluctant high school readers were
already mumbling and complaining as I
passed out the paperback book we were
going to start.
"What is this?"
"You think we're really going to read
this?"
"566 pages, man!"
Another girl audibly gasped when I
handed her a copy of John Grisham's
The Client, which is about a young boy
chased by the Mafia because he knows
too much.
Yes, it had 566 pages and, no, there
were no pictures, and, yes, we were
going to read the whole thing.
Their reactions to this book were
pretty much the same as their reactions
to any book, story, magazine, or newspaper I ever passed out: No one ever wanted to read anything - ever!
As usual, I told them how much they
would like it.
"This book was a best-seller across
the United States and John Grisham
made a lot of money selling it. (They
liked this money part.) But, I have even
better proof that you will like it," I
enthusiastically preached.
"You say that about all of the books,"
whined Carole.
I continued ...
"Last year I taught summer school in
another district. Four high school guys
were signed up for an independent study
and I gave them each a copy of The
Client to read. I ran into one of them at
the gym and he told me that he'd started
reading Grisham's other books because
he'd like The Client so well."
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I could tell by their faces and the way
they were slumped in their seats that
they didn't believe me, but I am never
one to give up.
"Trust me," I said.
"Would I lie to you?"
Well, they did read the book - all 566
pages - and they loved it.
Steve, a very shy junior, hated to read
and would sit quietly during class after
class without ever opening a book He
preferred failing to reading. He did read
this book and I would often see him
smiling as he read something funny.
Steve was chapters ahead of everyone
and was the first one to finish the book
Sarah, a senior more prone to swearing at teachers than anything else, had
informed me the first week of school
that I should not expect her to read, and
all year she had been true to her word.
Sarah read this book in and out of class.
She was even seen reading it in the hallway during her free time.
Carrying it around school proved to
be an added bonus for my students:
They had something no one else did and
it had a lot of pages. Their self-esteem
shot way up.
Indeed, as word spread that there
were copies of The Client in the reading
center, a steady flow of kids from other
classes came to borrow them. I ended up
with a waiting list.
Because the kids were actually liking
a book, I didn't want to kill their enthusiasm by giving tons of assignments.
However, I did need grades and there
are always a few who only do work with
a grade involved. The following is a list
of some of the activities we did with this
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instead I pulled out two writing
ideas from my book report file. The
first one I assigned asked the kids
to choose any ten characters and
select an actor/actress of their
choice for those parts. They
thought this was great fun and
managed to cast Julia Roberts in
just about every role imaginable.
The second assignment was entitled
"Read This Ad" from Keith Palette's Try
This One! Book Reports Grade 6-12.
They were to choose four characters and
write a personal ad that would really let
the reader know what that character
was like. I emphasized that these had to
be school appropriate! They turned out
to be hilarious and the kids loved it
when they were able to choose one to
read to the rest of the class. We then
tried to guess who it was. This was how
we ended the unit.
Out of curiosity, I did have the class
write down what they would tell someone who hadn't read The Client. This is
what they said:
"I don't read that often but I couldn't
put The Client down."
"The Client keeps you interested."
"I would recommend this book to
someone who wouldn't otherwise read
one."
"It was exciting, fun, and mysterious.
I read more in this book than I ever read
in a school year."
"Everyone should read it."
"If they'd teach books like this in
English, I might even pass."
"This is the first time I've read a
whole book!"
A Mom who called me said, "This is
the first book Dan has ever read! He is
really excited about it."
Actually, seeing these non-reading
students read every day and ertjoy a
book of this length, leads me to believe
that we are often missing the boat. We
reading and English teachers constantly
lament that no one reads; students rarely

book; all of these ideas could easily be
adapted to any other novel:
1. Chapter summary notes:
Because students are not allowed
to write in school-owned texts, I
taught them how to do very brief
summaries of each chapter. They
were instructed to only write one
or two sentences giving the main
idea of the chapter. They were to
write this as soon as they finished
reading the chapter so they
wouldn't forget. I emphasized that
this technique would help them
review before quizzes and discussions in their English classes also.
Before our quizzes, I would always
have them read their summaries as
practice in doing this.
2. Character list: Another easy selfhelp assignment is the character
list. As new characters appeared in
the text, the students were to list
the name along with a few words to
identify that person. The list helps
them keep track of everyone in the
book and can also be used in
English classes.
3. Quizzes: I wanted to continue to
review previously learned concepts
with this book also and so incorporated them into the quizzes I gave
periodically over the reading. Some
of these concepts were writing
descriptions of characters or
events; developing chronologies of
main events; using compare and
contrast to analyze characters'
actions; explaining inference from
a passage in the text; and making
predictions based on foreshadowing. By structuring the quizzes in
this way, I was able to keep track
of potential comprehension problems, review previously learned
concepts, and record enough
grades for report cards.
4. Testing: I didn't want to give a traditional "end of the book" test so
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value-packed class time, the long-term
results could be phenomenal.
If there is a problem with the popular
novel in our classrooms, it is finding a
book appropriate for school use. Even
with the wide latitudes used to decide
such issues, many books are clearly too
R or X-rated for high school students.
While I am not a believer in censorship, I
do believe that there is a line we teachers should not cross.
So ... knowing all of this, do I believe
that popular fiction is the answer we've
been looking for to get our students to
read? No, of course not. But it is an
often overlooked genre that might just
reach a few kids. This in itself makes it
worthwhile.

if ever are seen with a book for their

own enjoyment. Even the brightest high
school students claim to never read anything other than assigned books. And, I
think we all know that it is a myth that
English classes are designed to create
readers. For the most part they are not.
English classes do expose our students
to the classics, which is important in and
of itself. But it is time to recognize that
these same classics are turning kids off
to reading. We cannot teach John
Steinbeck's Grapes of Wrath or
Chaucer's Canterbury Tales and expect
today's teenagers to beg for more.
Thus, the popular novel could
become a valuable tool in our fight to
actually become a nation filled with
readers. It seems obvious that kids just
might like the same kinds of books that
are making the best-seller lists. This
approach, then, gives reading teachers
another avenue with which to reach our
students. For that matter, what would be
wrong with introducing a best-selling
leisure reading book in regular English
classes? While it would decrease already
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by Essexville-Hampton Public School in
Essexville. She teaches reading and
English at Garber High School and
reading at Cramer Junior High. She is
also the coordinator for all secondary
MEAP reading programs.
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