Literature workshop, Suburban Nation

December 7, 2002

Nancy Parkes and Sarah Ryan

Appoint a timekeeper to make sure you get through all the questions and get your poster done on time. Choose a facilitator to make sure everyone has her/his say and gets to speak. Choose someone to keep pushing you to find specific language in the text when you make your contributions to the discussion, a "text cop." Choose a note taker to write down the group's conclusions about the questions.

About 20 minutes before the end of the session, make a wall poster that summarizes your answers to the following questions. 

1. Who is the narrator? Is the author the same as the narrator? What passages do you find in the text that indicate the author's attitude toward the narrator and the main characters?  (for example, respectful, affectionate, contemptuous, disinterested, hostile) Does the author take an ironic stance toward the narrator/central characters? Does this relationship remain consistent, or does it change?

2. How does the author describe the suburb? (find some passages) How do the characters explain their community? What do they call it? (town, neighborhood, development) 

3. How are the characters shaped by the place they live?

4. What environments do the characters idealize? (find passages)

5. How is the suburb a "character" in the story? How does it figure in or drive the action?

6. Are the places that are named real places? If they're not, why does the author create an imaginary place? What is the historical time period? How does that matter?

7. How does the suburb constrain the characters? How does it free them?

8. What does it mean to be a woman in this environment? What does it mean to be a man? (find passages)

9. How are race and racial relationships constructed in the book? (find passages)

10. What things indicate the characters' social class? How do they see working class people? How do they see those with great wealth? (find passages)

11. Who has power, and how is it exercised? 

12. How does your book illuminate any other book in the program? What kinds of things did you learn in this novel that you couldn't learn in the other texts?

13. What is the best passage? Choose one to read to the class and explain why it's (among) the best. These passages will be read at the beginning of the panel discussion.

When the groups return, we'll have a panel discussion on each question, in front of the room, with one person from each group. Divide up the questions among the group, with a fairly equal division of labor. Large groups will probably have one question per person, small groups' members will have to take several questions each.

