how to read literature like a
professor summary

how to read literature like a professor summary is a guide to understanding
the intricate layers of literature, as presented by Thomas C. Foster in his
acclaimed book. This summary encapsulates key concepts that help readers
appreciate literature beyond surface-level comprehension. By exploring
themes, symbols, and the author's intent, readers can develop a deeper
connection to the texts they engage with. This article will cover the
fundamental principles outlined in Foster's work, the significance of
literary devices, and practical tips for applying these techniques to enhance
literary appreciation. Additionally, we will provide insights into common
themes and motifs found in literature and their implications for readers
today.
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Understanding the Purpose of Literature

Literature serves multiple purposes, from entertainment to enlightenment. In
"How to Read Literature Like a Professor," Foster emphasizes that literature
is a reflection of human experience, allowing readers to explore complex
emotions, societal issues, and universal truths. By examining literature
through a critical lens, readers can uncover the deeper meanings embedded in
texts.

Foster posits that understanding the context in which a piece was written is
crucial. This includes the historical, cultural, and personal circumstances
surrounding the author and the text. By doing so, readers can better
appreciate the nuances of character development, plot progression, and
thematic exploration. This approach not only enhances comprehension but also
fosters a greater appreciation for the art of storytelling.

Key Themes and Symbols

Thematic analysis is a cornerstone of literary interpretation. Foster
outlines several recurring themes in literature, such as love, death, and the
quest for identity. By identifying these themes, readers can draw connections
across different works, enriching their reading experience.

Symbols also play a critical role in literature. Foster describes how
objects, characters, and events can symbolize larger ideas, often reflecting
the human condition. For example, the use of water in literature can
symbolize life, cleansing, or transformation. Recognizing these symbols



allows readers to engage with texts on a more profound level.

Some common themes and symbols include:

e Love and Sacrifice: Often depicted through characters' relationships and
decisions.

e Death and Mortality: Explored through narratives that confront the
inevitability of death.

e Coming of Age: Characters often face challenges that lead to personal
growth.

e Nature: Frequently symbolizes purity, destruction, or the cycle of life.

Reading Techniques and Strategies

Foster provides valuable techniques for readers to enhance their literary
skills. One of the primary strategies is to read actively rather than
passively. This involves questioning the text, making predictions, and
drawing connections to other works or personal experiences. Active reading
encourages a more interactive relationship with the literature, leading to
deeper insights.

Another important technique is to consider the author's purpose.
Understanding why an author made specific choices—such as character
development, setting, or plot structure—can illuminate the text's meaning.
This approach helps readers appreciate the craftsmanship behind the work and
fosters a critical mindset when analyzing different literary pieces.

Additionally, Foster advises readers to pay attention to the narrative
structure and point of view. The way a story is told can significantly impact
its meaning. For instance, a first-person narrative may provide intimate
insights into a character's psyche, while an omniscient narrator can offer a
broader perspective on the events. Recognizing these elements can enhance the
reader's overall understanding and enjoyment of the text.

Common Literary Devices

Literary devices are essential tools that authors use to convey meaning and
evoke emotion. Understanding these devices can enhance a reader's
appreciation of literature. Foster highlights several key literary devices
commonly found in literature:

e Metaphor: A figure of speech that implies a comparison between two
unlike things, enriching the text's meaning.

e Imagery: Descriptive language that appeals to the senses, creating vivid
mental pictures for the reader.

e Irony: A contrast between expectation and reality, often used to
highlight a deeper truth.

e Foreshadowing: A technique used to hint at future events, creating
suspense and anticipation.



By familiarizing themselves with these devices, readers can engage with texts
more critically and thoughtfully. Each device contributes to the overall
impact of the story, allowing readers to uncover layers of meaning that may
not be immediately apparent.

Conclusion and Final Thoughts

In summary, "How to Read Literature Like a Professor" serves as a
comprehensive guide for readers seeking to deepen their understanding of
literature. By exploring the purpose of literature, key themes and symbols,
effective reading techniques, and common literary devices, readers can
develop a richer appreciation for the texts they encounter. Engaging with
literature in this manner not only enhances comprehension but also fosters a
lifelong love for reading and critical thinking. As readers apply these
principles, they will find that literature opens up new worlds and
perspectives, enriching their lives and expanding their understanding of the
human experience.

Q: What is the main idea of "How to Read Literature
Like a Professor"?

A: The main idea of the book is to provide readers with tools and insights to
analyze and appreciate literature more deeply, emphasizing the importance of
recognizing themes, symbols, and literary devices.

Q: How can I apply the techniques from the book to my
reading?

A: You can apply the techniques by actively questioning the text, considering
the author's purpose, and analyzing narrative structure and literary devices
while reading.

Q: What are some common themes found in literature?

A: Common themes include love, death, identity, nature, and the struggle for
power, which are often explored across various literary works.

Q: Why is understanding literary devices important?

A: Understanding literary devices is important because they add depth and
meaning to the text, allowing readers to engage more critically and
appreciate the author's craft.

Q: Can the principles in the book be applied to all
genres of literature?

A: Yes, the principles and techniques discussed in the book are applicable
across various genres, including fiction, poetry, drama, and non-fiction.



Q: What is the significance of active reading?

A: Active reading encourages readers to engage with the text, ask questions,
and make connections, leading to a more rewarding and insightful reading
experience.

Q: How does context influence literary
interpretation?

A: Context influences literary interpretation by providing background
information about the author's life, historical events, and cultural settings
that shape the text's meaning.

Q: What role do symbols play in literature?

A: Symbols in literature serve to represent larger ideas or themes, allowing
for deeper exploration of concepts and enriching the reader's understanding
of the text.

Q: How can I identify themes in a literary work?

A: You can identify themes by looking for recurring ideas, character
experiences, and the overall message or moral presented throughout the work.

Q: What should I look for when analyzing character
development?

A: When analyzing character development, consider the character's journey,
motivations, conflicts, and how they change throughout the story, as well as
their relationships with other characters.
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