
In addition to George Orwell’s, Animal Farm, all IB 

English 11 students will also read and complete the 

assignment for:  How to Read Literature Like a 

Professor (Thomas C. Foster) 

 

 

What does it mean when a fictional hero takes a journey?. Shares a meal? Gets drenched in 

a sudden rain shower? Often, there is much more going on in a novel or poem than is 

readily visible on the surface—a symbol, maybe, that remains elusive, or an unexpected 

twist on a character—and there's that sneaking suspicion that the deeper meaning of a 

literary text keeps escaping you. 

In this practical and amusing guide to literature, Thomas C. Foster shows how easy and 

gratifying it is to unlock those hidden truths, and to discover a world where a road leads to 

a quest; a shared meal may signify a communion; and rain, whether cleansing or 

destructive, is never just rain. Ranging from major themes to literary models, narrative 

devices, and form, How to Read Literature Like a Professor is the perfect companion for 

making your reading experience more enriching, satisfying, and fun. 

Study Questions for: How to Read Literature Like a Professor by Thomas C. Foster 

To be completed and handed in on day one of class. 

 

Ch. 1 “Every Trip is a Quest (Except When It’s Not)” 

1. What are the five characteristics of the quest? 

2. Choose a book you have read or a movie you have seen that contains a quest and 

identify the characteristics and explain. Use Foster’s explanation of the setup in The 

Crying of Lot 49 on pages 4 & 5 as your guide- meaning yours should be as detailed and 

clear as his. 
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Ch. 2 “Nice to Eat With You: Acts of Communion” 

3. Complete this sentence about communion “… breaking bread together is an act 

___________________________________________________________________” 

4. Why does Foster assert that a meal scene in literature is almost always symbolic? 

5. List the things, according to Foster, that eating in literature can represent. 

 

Ch. 3 pgs. 15-21 “Nice to Eat You: Acts of Vampires” 

8. What are the essentials of the vampire story? 

9. What are some things besides vampirism that vampires and ghosts represent in 

literature? 

 

Ch. 4/5 (depending on which version of the text you have purchased) “Now, Where Have I 

Seen Her Before?” 

10. What is the “big secret” Foster reveals in this chapter? 

11. How does recognition of these allusions in literature change the reading experience for 

a reader? 

12. What is “intertextuality” 

13. How does Foster say a literature professor can help a beginning reader? 

 

Ch. 5/6 (depending on version you purchased) “When in Doubt, It’s from Shakespeare…” 

14. Why do so many writers use and quote Shakespeare? 

 

Ch.6/7 (depending on version you purchased) “…Or the Bible” 

15. What do Biblical allusions do for a piece of literature? 

 

Ch. 7/ 8 “Hanseldee and Greteldum” 

16. What is the literary canon? 

17. What does Foster suggest is the reason why so many writers choose to allude to 

fairy tales in their works? 

 

Ch. 9 pgs. “It’s Greek To Me” 

18. How does Foster define “myth” ? 

19. What are the four great struggles of the human being? 

 

Ch. 10 “It’s More Than Just Rain or Snow” 

20. Foster says “weather is never just weather”. What are some things rain can represent 

in literature? 

21. What does a rainbow represent in literature? 

22. What does fog represent in literature? 

23. What does snow represent in literature? 

 

Interlude pgs. 82-86 “Does He Mean That?” 

24. Summarize Foster’s argument in this chapter. 
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Ch. 11 “…More Than It’s Gonna Hurt You: Concerning Violence” 

24. What are the implications of violence in literature? 

25 What are the two categories of violence in literature? Describe and define each. 

26. What are the four reasons that authors kill off characters in literature? 

27. What questions should readers ask themselves when they encounter an act of violence 

or a death in a piece of literature? 

 

Ch. 12 “Is That a Symbol?” 

28. What is the difference between symbolism and allegory? 

29. What are the tools we must use to figure out what a symbol might mean? 

29. Why is symbolic meaning different for each individual reader? What are some of the 

factors that influence what we understand in our reading? 

30. Symbols in literature can be both objects and ____________________________  

 

Ch. 13 “It’s All Political” 

31. On page 115 Foster explains why most literature can be called “political.” Summarize 

his argument. 

 

Ch. 14 “Yes, She’s a Christ Figure, Too” 

32. Foster writes “… to get the most out of your reading of European and 

American literature, knowing _____________________________________________ is 

essential. Similarly, if you undertake to read literature from an Islamic or a Buddhist or 

a Hindu culture, ______________________________________________________.” 

Why? Explain. 

33. Foster asserts that a character need not have all of the distinguishing characteristics of 

Jesus Christ in order to be considered a Christ figure in literature. Why? Explain. 

34. How is reading a piece of literature a conversation with the author? (even if the author 

has been dead for a thousand years) 

 

Ch. 15 “Flights of Fancy” 

35. If you come across a character flying in a piece of literature, they are one or more of 

the following: 

36. What does it mean when literary characters fly? 

37. Does a character always have to actually fly in order for there to be “flying” in a piece 

of literature? Explain. 

 

Ch. 18 “If She Comes Up, It’s Baptism” 

38. What are some of the things that baptism (or immersion in water) can mean in 

literature? 

39. What are some of the things that drowning can mean in literature? 

 

Ch. 19 “Geography Matters…” 

40. What are some of the roles geography plays in literature and what are some of the 

effects of geography on literature? 

41 What does it mean when an author sends a character south? 

42. How can a writer’s personal geography inform his/her work? 
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Ch. 20 “…So Does Season” 

43. What are the symbolic meanings of the seasons? 

 

Interlude “One Story” 

44. Define archetype 

 

Ch. 21 “Marked For Greatness” 

45. For what reason(s), do authors give characters deformities, scars or other physical 

markings in literature? 

 

Ch. 22 “He’s Blind for a Reason, You Know” 

46.  For what reason(s) do authors choose to make characters blind in literature? 

 

Ch. 23 “It’s Never Just Heart Disease…” 

47. What things can “heart trouble” signify in literature? 

 

Ch. 24 ..”And Rarely Just Illness” 

48. What are the “principles governing the use of disease in works of literature”? 

 

Ch. 25 “Don’t Read With Your Eyes” 

49. Explain what Foster means by “don’t read with your eyes” 

 

 

  

 

 

 
 


