
SUBAREA I. READING LITERATURE AND INFORMATIONAL TEXTS 
 
COMPETENCY 1.0 UNDERSTAND THE CHARACTERISTICS OF VARIOUS  

 LITERARY GENRES AND FORMS OF INFORMATIONAL  
TEXTS AND THEIR CULTURAL AND HISTORICAL 
ASPECTS 

 
Skill 1.0  Distinguish various literary genres (e.g., prose [short story, 

novel, essay, editorial, biography], poetry, drama) 
 
Prose 
 
A Narrative can be defined as an interpretive story that is historically and/or 
culturally based. Narratives are stories, and when orally presented, they often 
take on a unique flavor and characteristic of the content. For example, slave 
narratives are often told in the voice and persona of nineteenth-century slaves. 
Organizationally, narratives are chronological, but various disruptions in time-
sequence can occur—sometimes quite suddenly. Occasionally, narratives get 
side-tracked based on the specific content. 
 
Essay: Typically a limited length prose work focusing on a topic and propounding a 
definite point of view and authoritative tone.  Great essayists include Carlyle, Lamb, 
DeQuincy, Emerson and Montaigne, who is credited with defining this genre. 
 
Novel:  The longest form of fictional prose containing a variety of characterizations, 
settings, local color and regionalism.  Most have  complex plots, expanded 
description, and attention to detail.  Some of the great novelists include Austin, the 
Brontes, Twain, Tolstoy, Hugo, Hardy, Dickens, Hawthorne, Forster, and Flaubert. 
 
Short  Story:  Typically a terse narrative, with less developmental background 
about characters. May include description, author's point of view, and tone.  Poe 
emphasized that a successful short story should create one focused impact. Some 
great short story writers are Hemingway, Faulkner, Twain, Joyce, Shirley Jackson, 
Flannery O'Connor, de Maupasssant, Saki, Edgar Allen Poe, and Pushkin. 
 
Poetry 
People read poetry for many reasons, often the very same reasons poets would 
give for writing it. Just the feel and sounds of the words that are turned by the 
artistic hands and mind of a poet into a satisfying and sometimes delightful 
experience is a good reason to read a poem. Good poetry constantly surprises. 
 



However, the major purpose a writer of poetry has for creating his works of art is 
the sharing of an experience, a feeling, an emotion, and that is also the reason a 
reader turns to poetry rather than prose in his search for variety, joy, and 
satisfaction. 
 
There is another important reason that poets create and that readers are drawn 
to their poems: they are interpreters of life. Poets feel deeply the things that 
others feel or even things that may be overlooked by others, and they have the 
skill and inspiration to recreate those feelings and interpret them in such a way 
that understanding and insight may come from the experience. They often bring 
understanding to life’s big (or even not-so-big) questions. 
 
Children can respond to poetry at very early stages. Elementary students are still 
at the stage where the sounds of unusual words intrigue them and entertain 
them. They are also very open to emotional meanings of passages. Teaching 
poetry to fifth-graders can be an important introduction to seeking for meaning in 
literature. If a fifth-grader enjoys reading poetry both silently and aloud, a habit 
may be formed that will last a lifetime.    
 
When we speak of structure with regard to poetry, we usually mean one of three 
things: 
 
A. The pattern of the sound and rhythm 
It helps to know the history of this peculiarity of poetry. History was passed down 
in oral form almost exclusively until the invention of the printing press and was 
often set to music. A rhymed story is much easier to commit to memory. Adding a 
tune makes it even easier to remember, so it’s not a surprise that much of the 
earliest literature—epics, odes, etc., are rhymed and were probably sung. When 
we speak of the pattern of sound and rhythm, we are referring to two things: 
verse form and stanza form. 
 
The verse form is the rhythmic pattern of a single verse. An example would be 
any meter: blank verse, for instance, is iambic pentameter. A stanza is a group of 
a certain number of verses (lines), having a rhyme scheme. If the poem is 
written, there is usually white space between the verses, although a short poem 
may be only one stanza. If the poem is spoken, there will be a pause between 
stanzas. 
 
B.  The visible shape it takes 
In the seventeenth century, some poets shaped their poems to reflect the theme. 
A good example is George Herbert’s “Easter Wings.” Since that time, poets have 
occasionally played with this device; it is, however, generally viewed as nothing 
more than a demonstration of ingenuity. The rhythm, effect, and meaning are 
often sacrificed to the forcing of the shape. 
 



C.  Rhyme and free verse 
 
Poets also use devices to establish form that will underscore the meaning of their 
poems. A very common one is alliteration. When the poem is read (as poetry is 
usually intended to be), the repetition of a sound may not only underscore the 
meaning, it may also add pleasure to the reading. Following a strict rhyming 
pattern can add intensity to the meaning of the poem in the hands of a skilled 
and creative poet. On the other hand, the meaning can be drowned out by the 
steady beat-beat-beat of it. Shakespeare very skillfully used the regularity of 
rhyme in his poetry, breaking the rhythm at certain points to very effectively 
underscore a point. For example, in Sonnet #130, “My mistress’ eyes are nothing 
like the sun,” the rhythm is primarily iambic pentameter. It lulls the reader (or 
listener) to accept that this poet is following the standard conventions for love 
poetry, which in that day reliably used rhyme and more often than not iambic 
pentameter to express feelings of romantic love along conventional lines. 
However, in Sonnet #130, the last two lines sharply break from the monotonous 
pattern, forcing the reader or speaker to pause: 
 

And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare 
As any she belied with false compare  

 
Shakespeare’s purpose is clear: he is not writing a conventional love poem; the 
object of his love is not the red-and-white conventional woman written about in 
other poems of the period. This is a good example where a poet uses form to 
underscore meaning. 
 
Poets eventually began to feel constricted by the rhyming conventions and began 
to break away and make new rules for poetry. When poetry was written in rhyme 
only, it was easy to define it. When free verse, or poetry written in a flexible form, 
came upon the scene in France in the 1880s, it quickly began to influence 
English-language poets such as T. S. Eliot, whose memorable poem, The 
Wasteland, had an alarming but desolate message for the modern world. It’s 
impossible to imagine that it could have been written in the soothing, lulling 
rhymed verse of previous periods. Those who first began writing in free verse in 
English were responding to the influence of the French vers libre. However, it 
should be noted that it could be loosely applied to the poetry of Walt Whitman, 
writing in the mid-nineteenth century, as can be seen in the first stanza of Song 
of Myself: 

 
I celebrate myself, and sing myself, 
And what I assume you shall assume, 
For every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you. 



When poetry was no longer defined as a piece of writing arranged in verses that 
had a rhyme-scheme of some sort, distinguishing poetry from prose became a 
point of discussion. Merriam Webster’s Encyclopedia of Literature defines poetry 
as follows: “Writing that formulates a concentrated imaginative awareness of 
experience in language chosen and arranged to create a specific emotional 
response through its meaning, sound and rhythm.” 
 
A poet chooses the form of his poetry deliberately, based upon the emotional 
response he hopes to evoke and the meaning he wishes to convey. Robert Frost, 
a twentieth-century poet who chose to use conventional rhyming verse to make 
his point, is a memorable and often-quoted modern poet. Who can forget his 
closing lines in “Stopping by Woods”? 

 
And miles to go before I sleep, 
And miles to go before I sleep. 

 
Would they be as memorable if the poem had been written in free verse?  
 
Slant Rhyme: Occurs when the final consonant sounds are the same, but the 
vowels are different.  Occurs frequently in Irish, Welsh, and Icelandic verse.  
Examples include: green and gone, that and hit, ill and shell. 
 
Alliteration: Alliteration occurs when the initial sounds of a word, beginning 
either with a consonant or a vowel, are repeated in close succession.  Examples 
include: Athena and Apollo, Nate never knows, People who pen poetry. 
 
Note that the words only have to be close to one another: Alliteration that repeats 
and attempts to connect a number of words is little more than a tongue-twister. 
 
The function of alliteration, like rhyme, might be to accentuate the beauty of 
language in a given context, or to unite words or concepts through a kind of 
repetition. Alliteration, like rhyme, can follow specific patterns. Sometimes the 
consonants aren't always the initial ones, but they are generally the stressed 
syllables. Alliteration is less common than rhyme, but because it is less common, 
it can call our attention to a word or line in a poem that might not have the same 
emphasis otherwise. 
 



Assonance: If alliteration occurs at the beginning of a word and rhyme at the 
end, assonance takes the middle territory. Assonance occurs when the vowel 
sound within a word matches the same sound in a nearby word, but the 
surrounding consonant sounds are different. "Tune" and "June" are rhymes; 
"tune" and "food" are assonant. The function of assonance is frequently the same 
as end rhyme or alliteration; all serve to give a sense of continuity or fluidity to 
the verse. Assonance might be especially effective when rhyme is absent: It 
gives the poet more flexibility, and it is not typically used as part of a 
predetermined pattern. Like alliteration, it does not so much determine the 
structure or form of a poem; rather, it is more ornamental. 
 
Onomatopoeia: Word used to evoke the sound in its meaning. The early Batman 
series used pow, zap, whop, zonk and eek in an onomatopoetic way. 
 
Rhythm in poetry refers to the recurrence of stresses at equal intervals. A stress 
(accent) is a greater amount of force given to one syllable in speaking than is 
given to another. For example, we put the stress on the first syllable of such 
words as father, mother, daughter, children. The unstressed or unaccented 
syllable is sometimes called a slack syllable. All English words carry at least one 
stress except articles and some prepositions such as by, from, at, etc. Indicating 
where stresses occur is to scan; the process is called scansion. Very little is 
gained in understanding a poem or making a statement about it by merely 
scanning it. The pattern of the rhythm—the meter—should be analyzed in terms 
of its overall relationship to the message and impression of the poem. 
 
Slack syllables, when they recur in pairs, cause rhythmic trippings and 
bouncings; on the other hand, recurrent pairs of stresses will create a heavier 
rocking effect. The rhythm is dependent on words to convey meaning. Alone, 
they communicate nothing. When examining the rhythm and meaning of a poem, 
a good question to ask is whether the rhythm is appropriate to the theme. A 
bouncing rhythm, for example, might be dissonant in a solemn elegy. 
 
Stops are those places in a poem where the punctuation requires a pause. An 
end-stopped line is one that ends in a pause, whereas one that has no 
punctuation at its end and is therefore read with only a slight pause is said to be 
run-on; the running on of its thought into the next line is called enjambment. 
These are used by a poet to underscore, intensify or communicate meaning. 
 
Rhythm, then, is a pattern of recurrence and in poetry is made up of stressed and 
relatively unstressed syllables. The poet can manipulate the rhythm by making 
the intervals between his stresses regular or varied, by making his lines short or 
long, by end-stopping his lines or running them over, by choosing words that are 
easier or less easy to say, by choosing polysyllabic words or monosyllables. The 
most important thing to remember about rhythm is that it conveys meaning. 
 



Drama 
 
Drama:  In its most general sense, a drama is any work that is designed to be 
performed by actors onstage.  It can also refer to the broad literary genre that 
includes comedy and tragedy.  Contemporary usage, however, denotes drama 
as a work that treats serious subjects and themes but does not aim for the same 
grandeur as tragedy.   
 
Drama usually deals with characters of a less stately nature than tragedy.  A 
classical example is Sophocles' tragedy Oedipus Rex, while Eugene O'Neill's 
The Iceman Cometh represents modern drama. 
 
Comedy: The comedic form of dramatic literature is meant to amuse, and often 
ends happily. It uses techniques such as satire or parody and can take many 
forms, from farce to burlesque.  Examples include Dante Alighieri's The Divine 
Comedy, Noel Coward’s Private Lives, and some of Geoffrey Chaucer's 
Canterbury Tales and William Shakespeare's plays.  
 
Tragedy: Tragedy is comedy’s other half.  It is defined as a work of drama 
written in either prose or poetry, telling the story of a brave, noble hero who, 
because of some tragic character flaw, brings ruin upon himself.  It is 
characterized by serious, poetic language that evokes pity and fear.  In modern 
times, dramatists have tried to update its image by drawing its main characters 
from the middle class and showing their nobility through their nature instead of 
their standing.  The classic example of tragedy is Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex, while 
Henrik Ibsen and Arthur Miller epitomize modern tragedy. 
 
Dramatic Monologue: A dramatic monologue is a speech given by an actor, 
usually intended as reflection, but with the intended audience in mind.  It reveals 
key aspects of the character’s psyche and sheds insight on the situation at hand.  
The audience takes the part of the silent listener, passing judgment and giving 
sympathy at the same time.  This form was invented and used predominantly by 
Victorian poet Robert Browning. 
 



Skill 1.2  Distinguish various forms of informational texts (e.g., journal, 
letter, biography, newspaper and magazine articles) 

 
Essays: Usually, essays take an opinion (whether it is about a concept, a work 
of literature, a person, or an event) and describe how the opinion was arrived at 
or why the opinion is a good one. 
 
Letters: When letters are read and analyzed in the classroom, students 
generally are studying the writer’s style or the writer’s true, deep-down opinions 
and feelings about certain events. Often, students will find letters of a famous 
individual in history reprinted in textbooks. 
 
Journals: Similar to letters, journals present very personal ideas. They give 
students, when available (as many people do not want their journals published), 
an opportunity to see peoples’ thought processes about various events or issues. 
 
Biography: A form of nonfiction prose, the subject of which is the life of an 
individual. The earliest biographical writings were probably funeral speeches and 
inscriptions, usually praising the life and example of the deceased. Early 
biographies evolved from this and were almost invariably uncritical, even 
distorted, and always laudatory. Beginning in the eighteenth century, this form of 
literature saw major development; an eminent example is James Boswell’s Life of 
Johnson, which is very detailed and even records conversations. Eventually, the 
antithesis of the grossly exaggerated tomes praising an individual, usually a 
person of circumstance, developed. This form is denunciatory, debunking, and 
often inflammatory. A famous modern example is Lytton Strachey’s Eminent 
Victorians (1918). 
 
Autobiography: A form of biography, but it is written by the subject himself or 
herself. Autobiographies can range from the very formal to intimate writings 
made during one’s life that were not intended for publication. These include 
letters, diaries, journals, memoirs, and reminiscences. Autobiography, generally 
speaking, began in the fifteenth century; one of the first examples was written in 
England by Margery Kempe. There are four kinds of autobiography: thematic, 
religious, intellectual, and fictionalized. Some “novels” may be thinly disguised 
autobiography, such as the novels of Thomas Wolfe. 
 



Informational books and articles: Make up much of the reading of modern 
Americans. Magazines began to be popular in the nineteenth century in this 
country, and while many of the contributors to those publications intended to 
influence the political/social/religious convictions of their readers, many also 
simply intended to pass on information. A book or article whose purpose is 
simply to be informative, that is, not to persuade, is called exposition (adjectival 
form: expository). An example of an expository book is the MLA Style Manual. 
The writers do not intend to persuade their readers to use the recommended 
stylistic features in their writing; they are simply making the information available 
in case a reader needs such a guide. Articles in magazines such as Time may be 
persuasive in purpose, such as Joe Klein’s regular column, but for the most part 
they are expository, giving information that television coverage of a news story 
might not have time to include. 
 
Newspaper accounts of events: Expository in nature, of course, a reporting of 
a happening. That happening might be a school board meeting, an automobile 
accident that sent several people to a hospital and accounted for the death of a 
passenger, or the election of the mayor. They are not intended to be persuasive 
although the bias of a reporter or of an editor must be factored in. A newspaper’s 
editorial stance is often openly declared and it may be reflected in such things as 
news reports. Reporters are expected to be unbiased in their coverage and most 
of them will defend their disinterest fiercely, but what a writer sees in an event is 
inevitably shaped to some extent by the writer’s beliefs and experiences. 
 
Skill 1.3  Interpret literary works and informational texts according to 

their cultural and historical contexts 
 
American Literature is defined by a number of clearly identifiable periods. 
 
The Colonial Period 
 
William Bradford’s excerpts from The Mayflower Compact relate vividly the 
hardships of crossing the Atlantic in such a tiny vessel, the misery and suffering 
of the first winter, the approaches of the American Indians, the decimation of their 
ranks, and the establishment of the Bay Colony of Massachusetts. 
 
Anne Bradstreet’s poetry relates much concerning colonial New England life. 
From her journals, modern readers learn of the everyday life of the early settlers, 
the hardships of travel, and the responsibilities of different groups and individuals 
in the community, Early American literature also reveals the commercial and 
political adventures of the Cavaliers who came to the New World with King 
George’s blessing. 
 



William Byrd’s journal, A History of the Dividing Line, concerning his trek into the 
Dismal Swamp separating the Carolinian territories from Virginia and Maryland 
makes quite lively reading. A privileged insider to the English Royal Court, Byrd, 
like other Southern Cavaliers, was given grants to pursue business ventures. 
 
The Revolutionary Period 

 
There were great orations such as Patrick Henry’s Speech to the Virginia House 
of Burgesses -- the “Give me liberty or give me death” speech -- and George 
Washington’s Farewell to the Army of the Potomac. Less memorable are 
Washington’s inaugural addresses, which modern readers consider to be 
somewhat rambling. 
 
The Declaration of Independence, the brainchild predominantly of Thomas 
Jefferson, with some prudent editing by Ben Franklin, is a prime example of 
neoclassical writing -- balanced, well crafted, and focused. 
 
Epistles include the exquisitely written, moving correspondence between John 
Adams and Abigail Adams. The poignancy of their separation - she in Boston, he 
in Philadelphia - is palpable and real. 
 
The Romantic Period 
 
Early American folktales, and the emergence of a distinctly American writing, not 
just a stepchild to English forms, constitute the next period. 
Washington Irving’s characters, Icabod Crane and Rip Van Winkle, create a 
uniquely American folklore devoid of English influences. The characters are 
indelibly marked by their environment and the superstitions of the New 
Englander. The early American writings of James Fenimore Cooper and his 
Leatherstocking Tales with their stirring accounts of drums along the Mohawk 
and the French and Indian Wars, the futile British defense of Fort William Henry 
and the brutalities of this era allow readers a window into their uniquely American 
world. Natty Bumppo, Chingachgook, Uncas, and Magua are unforgettable 
characters that reflect the American spirit in thought and action. 
 
The poetry of the Fireside Poets - James Russell Lowell, Oliver Wendell Holmes, 
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, and John Greenleaf Whittier - was recited by 
American families and read in the long New England winters. In “The Courtin’,” 
Lowell used Yankee dialect to tell a narrative. Spellbinding epics by Longfellow 
such as Hiawatha, The Courtship of Miles Standish, and Evangeline told of 
adversity, sorrow, and ultimate happiness in a uniquely American warp.  
 “Snowbound” by Whittier relates the story of a captive family isolated by a 
blizzard, stressing family closeness. Holmes’ “The Chambered Nautilus” and his 
famous line, “Fired the shot heard round the world,” put American poetry on a 
firm footing with other world writers.  

 



Nathaniel Hawthorne and Herman Melville are the preeminent early American 
novelists, writing on subjects definitely regional, specific and American, yet 
sharing insights about human foibles, fears, loves, doubts, and triumphs.  
Hawthorne’s writings range from children’s stories, like the Cricket on the   
Hearth series, to adult fare of dark, brooding short stories such as “Dr. 
Heidegger’s Experiment,”  “The Devil and Tom Walker,” and  “Rapuccini’s 
Daughter.” His masterpiece, The Scarlet Letter, takes on the society of 
hypocritical Puritan New Englanders, who ostensibly left England to establish 
religious freedom, but who have been entrenched in judgmental finger wagging. 
They ostracize Hester Prynne and condemn her child, Pearl, as a child of Satan. 
Great love, sacrifice, loyalty, suffering, and related epiphanies add universality to 
this tale. The House of the Seven Gables also deals with kept secrets, 
loneliness, societal pariahs, and love ultimately triumphing over horrible wrong. 
Herman Melville’s great opus, Moby Dick, follows a crazed Captain Ahab on his 
Homeric odyssey to conquer the great white whale that has outwitted him and his 
whaling crews time and again. The whale has even taken Ahab’s leg and, 
according to Ahab, wants all of him. Melville recreates in painstaking detail and 
an insider’s knowledge the harsh life of a whaler out of New Bedford, by way of 
Nantucket.  
 
For those who don’t want to learn about every guy rope or all parts of the 
whaler’s rigging, Melville offers up in Billy Budd the succinct tale of Billy Budd 
and his Christ-like sacrifice to the black and white maritime laws on the high 
seas. An accident results in the death of one of the ship’s officers, a slug of a 
fellow, who had taken a dislike to the young, affable, shy Billy. Captain Vere must 
hang Billy for the death of Claggert, but knows that this is not right.  However, an 
example must be given to the rest of the crew so that discipline can be 
maintained.   
 
Edgar Allan Poe creates a distinctly American version of romanticism with his 16- 
syllable line in “The Raven,” the classical “To Helen,” and his Gothic “Annabelle 
Lee.” The horror short story can be said to originate from Poe’s pen.  “The Tell -
Tale Heart,” “The Cask of Amontillado,”  “The Fall of the House of Usher,” and 
“The Masque of the Red Death” are exemplary short stories. The new genre of 
detective story also emerges with Poe’s “Murders in the Rue Morgue.” 
 


