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Introduction 

McKeachie and Svinicki (2006), authors of the book Teaching Tips, state that “[I]t seems 

likely that students learn more efficiently from reading than from listening” (43). When it 

comes to students learning a language, they often find it easier to do so by reading since they 

then learn from an authentic text with a clear context. The better the context fits the students’ 

own reality and habits, the easier it will be for them to understand the plot and learn the 

language.  

     In this essay, I am going to focus on the use of novels in a classroom. The two novels I 

have chosen, A Little Princess by Frances Hodgson Burnett and Holes by Louis Sachar, both 

have main characters that are children on their way to becoming adults. They also have a 

common theme of exclusion and making the best out of a bad situation you did not put 

yourself in. As a child, or young adolescent, it is often very difficult to make your voice heard 

in a world that is controlled by adults. You also face the issue of discovering who you are and 

making friends in a place like school, when everybody changes due to adolescence and wants 

to be looked up to and admired. The novels chosen for this essay deal with subjects that are 

highly relevant for young people in secondary school: bullying and the desire to be listened to 

and trusted as a person. Both the main characters are in a sense different from the people 

around them, but still they manage to handle the situation well, make friends and, since the 

novels are children’s novels, get to the fairy tale end. 

    A Little Princess and Holes were both written for children of 12-15 years old. A Little 

Princess was first published in the 1880’s (in its current version in 1905), and the main 

character is a girl about 10 years old, Sarah, whose father decides to put her into a boarding 

school in England, a country very far away and different from Sarah’s home country, India. In 

Holes, which was published in 1998, the main character is Stanley Yelnats, a boy about 14 

years old who is wrongly accused of stealing a pair of sneakers and ends up in a work camp. 

Both main characters end up far away from home and everyone they trust and love, and we 

get to follow their thoughts and actions as they try to get used to the new situation. Even 

though there is a span of more than 100 years between the publication dates of A Little 

Princess and Holes, they are both highly relevant today. Both texts treat subjects I think many 

students can relate to, which is why I believe they could be suitable to use in a classroom. 

With these two novels as a base, I am going to discuss the potential of using these children’s 

novels in a classroom, and what differences there could be between using one novel that is 

fairly modern and one that is more a hundred years old. Furthermore, I argue that both novels 



  

make good classroom texts, and that there is not one, but various ways in which we might 

teach students to read and interpret texts. 

Theory Discussion 

When it comes to reading, we can find that scientists have agreed on two different types of 

reading: efferent and aesthetic. Efferent reading means that we read with the purpose of 

finding some information in what we read, and this is normally connected to reading or 

looking for information in for example a phonebook or catalogue. Aesthetic reading, on the 

other hand, is mostly what we do when reading novels – reading for pleasure with emotions in 

focus (Yaghi, 2006).  

     McKeachie and Svinicki (2006) belong to those who advocate efferent reading and in their 

book Teaching tips they provide tips for teachers on how to work with this particular field. In 

this text, McKeachie and Svinicki’s aim is to answer questions from recently graduated 

teachers in school, and they state that it is very important for teachers to teach their students 

how to read (pg. 44). McKeachie and Svinicki claim that teachers need to teach the students 

how to think about the purpose and the author when they read in order to learn as much as 

possible, and that aesthetic reading does not really belong in a classroom (45). They also state 

that we need to show the students how to make connections to their own reality and 

experiences in order to understand the text and learn the language. They argue that by doing 

this students will become active  readers who consciously think about the material in front of 

them and actually learn something from it, and not only look at it as a way of relaxation and a 

chance to escape their own reality for a while. 

   Louise Rosenblatt (1960) and Anthony Petrosky (1992), on the other hand, advocate 

aesthetic reading where focus is on emotions and the reader’s personal interpretation. Within 

the aesthetic type of reading we find reader-response theory, of which Louise Rosenblatt has 

long been a practitioner, and even though Rosenblatt’s ideas were presented many years ago, 

they are still relevant today. Reader response theory focuses on the reader’s response to 

literary texts and the tenet of the theory is that the role of the reader cannot be omitted from 

understanding literature (Yaghi, 2006). Within reader-response theory, a story or a text is only 

completed and created when it is read; the meaning of the text becomes clear when a reader 

can put his or her experience and thoughts into it. However, reading is not passive; the theory 

suggests that the creation of meaning in a text is an active procedure which students need to 

be aware of. Reading should therefore be considered as a process and teachers need to work 



  

with texts accordingly.  

      Since reader-response theory considers the reader’s previous experiences and their impact 

on text, a text can never be read twice by the same reader where the same meaning is created. 

Each new text that we come across gives us new experience that we bring to the next text we 

are going to read and also affects our interpretation of that text. In an online lecture, Professor 

Paul Fry at Yale University discusses the issue of different interpretations and aesthetic 

reading. One of his main questions is; “What makes it possible for us to think something?” 

(Fry, 2009, Lecture 24).  Professor Fry answers the question by drawing on Stanley Fish’s 

theories of interpretation. According to Fry, Fish argues that we all belong to interpretive 

communities, and that our interpretation and understanding depends on what community we 

belong to. The easiest way of interpreting things is to have someone else point out and show 

us what to interpret, and also how to interpret things. This, I believe, could be the case in 

many classrooms when reading texts or novels, where you have a situation where the teacher 

stands and points at things to look for and gives possible interpretations to the students, a 

procedure which goes hand in hand with the efferent type of reading. Fry states that once we 

have found, or been told, an interpretation we agree with, or accept, we become hostile to any 

other interpretations. Working with literature in a classroom could therefore be a very 

challenging task - which ideas and interpretations are we as teachers supposed to follow and 

show to our students?  Are we supposed to show them different interpretations and work with 

the efferent type of reading, or are we supposed to allow the students to read for aesthetic 

purposes and find their own interpretations and understandings? If students are told the 

meaning of a text from the teacher, this could mean that the students eventually lose the 

ability of finding the meaning in a text themselves. It could also cause disagreement within a 

group if they have been told what to think, and do not know how to argue for that particular 

meaning. According to Fry, students should therefore be encouraged to find a meaning they 

agree with on their own, with only guidance from the teacher.  

     No matter which type of reading teachers and students choose to follow, efferent or 

aesthetic, the pre-understandings that the readers bring to the text are important and matter to 

the interpretation and understanding of a text. Depending on which pre-understanding we 

bring to a text, we read it differently and look for different things, and the pre-understanding 

can therefore help us find an interpretation that we believe in. However, the pre-understanding 

can also lead to a failure in interpretation where we, according to Fry, create a meaning and an 

interpretation too soon in the text so that we miss things later in the text and thereby get a 

false interpretation.  



  

     A solution to these problems could be something Rosenblatt (1960) has presented and 

what she calls transactional reading, which to me seems very reasonable, however time-

consuming, when it comes to using literature in the classroom. Transactional reading means 

that we can only learn something from a text if we read it several times. The first time we read 

a text, Rosenblatt states that we need to read it in an aesthetic way in order to figure out the 

plot and deal with our own emotions. The second time we read a text we will, according to 

Rosenblatt, bring a completely different pre-understanding to the text and only then can we 

start focusing on learning something from the text, interpret the text itself and also look for 

things within the text to interpret. Rosenblatt (1960) also belongs to those who mention the 

reader’s previous experiences and present interests and their importance for being able to 

read. She claims this being so important that “We all know that there will be no active 

evocation of the literary work, no such experience lived-through, if the text offers little or no 

linkage with the past experiences, present interests, anxieties and hopes of the reader” (305).  

According to Rosenblatt, transactional reading is therefore essential since without relevant 

experience we evoke nothing from a story (305).  

Holes and A Little Princess 

Both Holes and A Little Princess deal with young people and problems they may face. There 

is the aspect of being less respected because you are younger, some great friendship, heroism 

and a lot of imagination, and in the novels we get to follow the main protagonists,’ Sara’s and 

Stanley’s, thoughts and reactions to this. All of these aspects are very well described in the 

novels and are things I believe young people can easily relate to and recognize themselves in. 

When it comes to not being respected, there is a part in A Little Princess which expresses this 

particularly well. The teacher, and also principal of the school Sara is at, Miss Minchin, and 

Sara are quarrelling about Sara’s French lessons and Sara tries to explain why there is no 

point in trying to teach her French: 

“You look rather cross Sara”, [Miss Minchin] said. “I am sorry you do not like the idea of 

learning French”. 

     “I am very fond of it,” answered Sara, thinking she would try [to explain] again; “but – “ 

     “You must not say ‘but’ when you are told to do things,” said Miss Minchin. “Look at 

your book again” 

    “When Monsieur Dufarge comes,” she thought, “I can make him understand”  

Monsieur Dufarge arrived very shortly after […]. 

     “Her papa – Captain Crewe – is very anxious that she should begin the language. But 



  

I’m afraid she has a childish prejudice against it. She does not seem to wish to learn.” said 

Miss Minchin.  

     Little Sara rose in her seat. She was beginning to feel rather desperate, as she was almost 

in disgrace. She looked up into Monsieur Dufarge’s face […]. She knew he would 

understand as soon as she spoke. She began to explain quite simply in pretty and fluent 

French. Madame had not understood. She had not learned French exactly – not out of books 

– but her papa and other people had always spoken it to her, and she had read it and written 

it as she had read and written English. […] Monsieur Dufarge began to smile, and his smile 

was of great pleasure.  

     “Ah, madame,” he said, “There is not much I can teach her. She has not learned French; 

she is French” (28-29) 

The language so well describes Sara’s frustration and this is one of the moments that make 

this novel so enjoyable to read and a good text for children and young teenagers. I think many 

children can relate to this sort of events, whether they are boys or girls, and identify with Sara 

– a moment where you simply know you are right but you are being over-run by someone 

older and, as they think, wiser. Sara has a very sensible way of dealing with the matter and 

does not get cross or upset. Instead she realises there is no point in trying to get her point 

understood by Miss Minchin and decides to wait until the French teacher, Monsieur Dufarge 

arrives. However, the important thing in this part I think is the triumphant, satisfying moment 

where Sara is actually proved right and you continue to read about the infuriated Miss 

Minchin, who of course realises that she wronged Sara but would never say it out loud.   

     One way for Sara to deal with the problems caused by Miss Minchin is by making friends. 

In both Holes and A Little Princess we get to follow friendship between very different people. 

Of course, the novels being fairy tale-like stories, we have the unfortunate friends that get 

help and attention from the strong and kind main characters of the novels. In Holes, there is 

also a classic hero perspective where Stanley sets out to rescue Zero, a young, quiet boy who 

has run away from the camp since he was treated badly by the staff and the other boys at the 

camp. Before Stanley sets out after Zero, we get to follow his thoughts:  

He tried not to think about Zero. It was too late. Either he had made it to Big Thumb, 

or…What worried him the most, however, wasn’t that it was too late. What worried him the 

most, what really ate at his insides, was the fear that it wasn’t too late. What if Zero was 

still alive, desperately crawling across the dirt searching for water? […] What if it wasn’t 

too late? The image of Zero crawling across the hot dry dirt remained in his head. But what 

could he do about it? […] He managed to get to his feet. […] He ran. His canteen was 

strapped around his neck. It banged against him, it reminded him that it was empty, empty, 

empty (148). 



  

The short, precise and repetitive sentences that Sachar uses help you understanding Stanley’s 

thoughts and feelings. You can sense how worried Stanley is about his friend and how 

nervous he is as he finally makes up his mind and tries to sneak away from the other people 

around him in the camp to get away without someone noticing. Even though Stanley knows 

there is a very little chance of both him and Zero surviving, he chooses to follow Zero out in 

the dessert with no water in his canteen, which gives him a heroic stamp. 

     Sara, in A Little Princess, could also be seen as a hero. Perhaps not always in her direct 

rescuing-actions like Stanley’s above, but more because she is so unselfish in her actions, so 

loving and caring for the younger children at Miss Minchin’s boarding school.  There is, for 

example, the moment where Sara decides to step in and comfort Lottie, a four-year-old girl 

who gets treated badly by Miss Minchin herself and her sister, Miss Amelia:  

“Oh! Oh! Oh!” Lottie howled tempestuously. “I haven’t – got – any – mam-ma-a!” 

     “She ought to be whipped,” Miss Minchin proclaimed. “You shall be whipped, you 

naughty child!” 

     Lottie wailed more loudly than ever. Miss Amelia began to cry. Miss Minchin’s voice 

rose even louder until it almost thundered. (…) Sara had paused in the hall, wondering if 

she ought to go into the room. (…) When Miss Minchin came out and saw her, she looked 

rather annoyed.  

     “I stopped” explained Sara, “because I knew it was Lottie – and I thought , perhaps – 

just perhaps, I could make her be quiet. May I try, Miss Minchin?” 

     “If you can, you are a clever child,” answered Miss Minchin. (…) 

Sara stood by the howling furious child for a few moments and looked down at her without 

saying anything. Then she sat beside her on the floor and waited. (…) 

     “I – haven’t – any – ma-ma-ma-a!” Lottie announced, but her voice was not so strong. 

Sara looked at her still more steadily, but with a sort of understanding in her eyes.  

“Neither have I,” she said. (…) Sara took hold of the chubby hand and pulled her close to 

her side with a coaxing little laugh.  

     “I will be your mamma,” she said. “We will play that you are my little girl.” (…) 

     And from that time Sara was an adopted mother. (45-48) 

This quotation is slightly shortened, and as opposed to Holes where a situation like this is 

sorted out in a few lines, this episode takes three and a half pages in A Little Princess due to 

the way Hodgson-Burnett writes with every single detail mentioned. In this episode we get to 

see Miss Minchin treating Lottie, who has no mother, very badly. Instead of comforting her 

and trying to make her happy, she shouts at her and threatens her with being whipped.  The 

reader gets to follow Sara when she stands outside the room listening to what is happening. 

Sara’s behaviour towards both Miss Minchin, which is very correct even though her mind is 



  

aching for the poor girl inside the room, and towards Lottie where she finally decides to 

become her adoptive mother, gives her, just like Stanley, a heroic stamp and as a young 

reader, I think you look up to Sara for her actions in situations like this.  

    Sara’s actions towards Lottie when she cries about her mother, is typical for how Sara 

handles the bad situations she tends to end up in: she uses her imagination to find a way to 

improve the situation for both herself and the people around her. Sara’s idea is that 

“What you have to do with your mind, when your body is miserable, is to make it think of 

something else’ (…) ’When things are horrible – just horrible – I think as hard as I ever can 

of being a princess. I say to myself: ‘I am a princess and I am a fairy one and because I am 

a fairy nothing can hurt me or make me uncomfortable” (162)  

Sara’s strongest ability is her imagination: she can imagine things so intensely and talk about 

them in such a way that everybody who listens to her believes in her. Having in mind that 

many teenagers and young adults are going through a lot in both their mind and their body, I 

believe that they could take some lesson from the plot and Sara’s behaviour; the way she acts 

and the way she solves her problems. 

     Stanley’s solution to his problems is also using his imagination; it is, however, a bit 

different from Sara’s. When Stanley first arrives at Camp Green Lake, he is badly treated by 

the other boys, particularly the leader, a boy who calls himself X-ray. There is especially one 

moment when Stanley has found something in the hole he digs and expects to get a day off 

from the work of digging: 

“You’re new here, right?” said X-ray. “I’ve been here for almost a year. I’ve never found 

anything. You know, my eye-sight’s not so good. No one knows this, but you know why 

my name’s X-ray?”  

     Stanley shrugged one shoulder.  

     “It’s pig latin for Rex. That’s all. I’m too blind to find anything.” 

     Stanley tried to remember how pig latin worked.  

     “I mean,” X-ray went on, “why should you get a day off when you’ve only been here a 

couple of days? If anybody gets a day off, it should be me. That’s only fair right? 

     ”I guess,” Stanley agreed.  

     X-ray smiled. “You’re a good guy, Stanley” (52-53) 

Stanley is more or less persuaded to hand over the things he digs up to X-ray so that X-ray 

can get a day off instead of Stanley, and this of course makes Stanley angry. Stanley, like 

Sara, uses his imagination to make himself feel better by imagining the bully at his old school 

coming after X-ray and putting his head in the toilet instead of Stanley’s, as the procedure 



  

used to be. Stanley’s imagination is more violent and destructive than Sara’s, which could be 

because it is more modern, but it improves Stanley’s mood and temper, and at the end of the 

day he has forgotten the whole story.  

The Narratology of Holes and A Little Princess 

In order to fully understand the plots in Holes and A Little Princess, it is important to see and 

be able to interpret what happens behind the main stories in the novels. The story of Holes has 

a quite complex narrative structure where we have the main story where we get to follow 

Stanley, the main character, as well as two minor stories set in different historical times. In 

order for the reader to fully understand the main story, all three stories need to be properly 

read and understood.  Since the whole story in Holes is so complex because of the scenery 

shifting very suddenly, it takes a lot of work for students to understand the meaning of them. 

When working with Holes, the teacher must be a very clear guide and help the students to sort 

out the stories and work with them together with the different characters in the texts.  

     One of the minor stories in Holes is about Stanley’s great-great-grandfather; Elya. This is 

also the story where we get the explanation why Stanley and his family claim to be followed 

by bad luck. It is believed that Stanley’s “Dirty-rotten-pig-stealing-great-great-grandfather” 

(7) was cursed for stealing a pig many years ago. This is the actual moment where we find out 

what actually happened many years ago and also the reason why Stanley and his family are 

followed by bad luck:  

“After you give the pig to Myra’s father, I want you to do one more thing for me.” 

     “Anything,” said Elya. 

     “I want you to carry me up the mountain. I want to drink from the stream, and I want 

you to sing the song to me.” 

     Elya promised he would.  

     Madame Zeroni warned that if he failed to do this, he and his descendants would be 

doomed for all of eternity. (31) 

Since Elya is Stanelys great-great-grandfather, he is responsible for Stanley’s and his family’s 

bad luck. However, in the text this is not very easy to understand. The story about Elya is 

stretched out through the entire text mixed up together with the main story about Stanley and 

the other minor stories, and we are not really told that Elya is related to Stanley in the 

beginning. In the end all three stories go into each other perfectly, but to keep the different 

stories apart and be able to see the connections between them could be hard for especially 



  

younger students without some guidance. I believe it is important to keep a discussion going 

during the whole time the novel is read about what happens in the text. This could be done 

either within the whole class, but also between the teacher and one individual student or 

maybe a smaller group of about 3-4 students. Working with smaller groups like this where the 

teacher also has the possibility to join, watch and listen to the group, not only gives the 

students a chance to practise their talking skills and exchange experiences, but also gives the 

teacher an opportunity to make sure that all students really understand the story. These 

features can be seen to a far bigger extent in a smaller group than within the whole class. I 

also believe that understanding the story can be helped further by letting the students take 

notes and write down their thoughts when they read. Perhaps this could help the students not 

only to understand and appreciate but also learn from the text.  

    Also in A Little Princess there are some minor stories that work parallel with the main 

story. They are not as complicated as the ones in Holes, and since the focalization only rarely 

shifts from the main character, Sara, we get to hear about most things as she experiences 

them, and thereby we also get to see what happens through Sara’s eyes. The minor stories are 

not always very clear and do not get much space, and even though they are important for the 

plot, you do understand the main story without fully having understood the events that 

happens behind the scenery, which is not the case in Holes. 

     When it comes to the language of the different novels, we experience two different ways of 

writing. Sachars’s way of using very short and specific sentences creates a feeling of talking 

straight to the reader and makes it very clear of what is being talked about at the moment:  

There is no lake at Camp Green Lake. There once was a very large lake here, the largest in 

Texas. That was over a hundred years ago. Now it is just a dry, flat wasteland. […] During 

the summer the daytime temperature hovers around ninety-five degrees is the shade – if you 

can find any shade. There’s not much shade in a big dry lake. […] Out on the lake, 

rattlesnakes and scorpions find shade under rocks and in the holes dug by the campers. […] 

Being bitten by a scorpion or even rattlesnakes is not the worst thing that can happen to 

you. You won’t die. Usually. But you don’t want to be bitten by a yellow-spotted lizard. 

That’s the worst thing that can happen to you. You will die a slow and painful death. 

Always. (3-4) 

This is the first depiction of Camp Green Lake, the place where Stanley ends up after being 

accused of stealing the sneakers. Thanks to Sachar’s very precise language, we get to know 

exactly what sort of place Camp Green Lake is. According to Pinsent (2002) the language in 

Holes is very much like what you can find in a fairy tale (206) with its short sentences and 



  

direct language, and thus something most children can relate to. Pinsent claims that Sachar’s 

way of using language is reminiscent of the language used when telling stories; to raise 

expectations, only to dash them again the next moment (211). I believe that with the right 

commitment and exercises from the teacher, this text would be excellent as a read-out-loud 

story which students easily could follow and enjoy.  Furthermore, Pinsent describes Holes, 

which is set in a bleak inhospitable environment, as a fairy tale with a classic “happily ever 

after” that children easily adapt to (203). He states that the plot in Holes has many qualities in 

common with the fairy tale genre and has a lot to say about human nature and relationships 

(203). 

     Despite the span of more than a hundred years, the two novels have a very similar way of 

describing and dealing with problems young people might have. Both of the stories have a 

quite similar way of using a child’s perspective of telling one story and comparing this with 

an adult world, in Holes the story about Stanley’s relatives and also the leaders of the camp 

where he is at, and in A Little Princess the attitude of Miss Minchin, some neighbours and 

their comments and thoughts about Sara and the situation she has ended up in. Writing novels 

for teenagers in this way is to me very appealing, and is something I think teenagers also can 

appreciate. You have the young main characters whose problems you can fully understand, 

and at the same time you get to see the adult world which you are soon to enter. 

    It becomes quite clear watching the narratology of these two stories that problems humans 

might face are quite the same whether having lived during the 19
th

 century versus living now 

in the 21
st
 century, though the language is quite different. The way Sachar works with the 

language in Holes, where he excludes a lot of information and more or less forces the readers 

to use their imagination as they read is, I would argue, a good way to capture the readers’ 

interest and encourage them to continue reading. We first get to meet the main character in 

chapter two, which is a chapter that only contains six lines: 

“The reader is probably asking: Why would anyone go to Camp Green Lake? Most 

campers weren’t given a choice. Camp Green Lake is a camp for bad boys. If you take a 

bad boy and make him dig a hole every day in the hot sun, it will turn him into a good boy. 

That was what some people thought. Stanley Yelnats was given a choice. The judge said, 

“You may go to jail, or you may go to Camp Green Lake.” Stanley was from a poor family. 

He had never been to a camp before.” (5) 

This is the first time Sachar chooses to mention Stanley, and that without really telling the 

reader who he is, or what he has done to get the choice of jail or Camp Green Lake. We here 

get the impression that Stanley must be a really bad boy and we want to know what on earth 



  

he has been doing. I believe the author is trying to create a cliff-hanger and make the reader 

want to read on and find out more about Stanley, but in the next chapter Sachar instead starts 

with what seems a completely different story, which ends up with another cliff hanger. For a 

young, non-native English speaker at this point I believe the story could be quite hard to read 

and fully understand. The plot changes all the time and requires a lot of work from both the 

students themselves and the teacher to help the students to untangle the different stories and 

not lose interest in what they are reading. 

     If Sachar, the author of Holes, uses the technique of writing very short chapters and 

sentences with a lot of information and possible turns for the reader to find out, Hodgson 

Burnett’s technique is completely different. All we really need to know about Sara is 

explained in the first chapter with very long and informative sentences:  

Once on a dark winter’s day, when the yellow fog hung so thick and heavy in the streets of 

London that the lamps were lighted and the shop windows blazed with gas as they do at 

night, an odd-looking little girl sat in a cab with her father, and was driven rather slowly 

through the big thoroughfares. […]She was such a little girl that one did not expect to see 

such a look on her small face. It would have been an old look for a child of twelve, and 

Sara Crewe was only seven. The fact however was that she was always dreaming and 

thinking odd things, and could not herself remember any time when she had not been 

thinking about grown-up people and the world the belonged to. She felt as if she had lived a 

long, long time. (11) 

There is little room for misunderstandings and the reader’s own interpretations since Hodgson 

Burnett chooses to tell the reader everything that could possible matter, (or not matter for that 

part); from the weather and the feelings of the main character, to the actual place, its looks 

and the persons around the main character. Even though there are some minor stories in the 

text itself, it is not very difficult to see that the focus of the text lies on Sara alone, and unlike 

Holes, it is very easy to understand and focus on the main story and also to predict how the 

novel is going to end. The language in Holes is by far not as grammatically complex and 

developed as the one in A Little Princess, and something that is said in two pages in A Little 

Princess is said in two sentences in Holes. This, I believe, could be the main issue when it 

comes to using these two novels in the classroom, since the language is something that 

mirrors our society quite well. We are used to a much higher tempo in today’s society and I 

think students could be a bit bored reading A Little Princess. They are used to things 

happening much faster and getting an answer straight away, which is more of the language in 

Holes. However, as also mentioned before, the story itself is more direct and moving forward 



  

in A Little Princess, we know what happens to Sara and her friends immediately as it happens, 

whereas in Holes, when something is about to happen, either the focalization shifts to another 

story, or we get to hear about the background of that happening instead. This is something 

teachers must be aware of before using any novel in a classroom. I believe it is important for 

the teacher to know the class, and also the novel that is going to be used, before introducing a 

novel in a classroom to be able to see which type of language and structure that might be 

suitable for that particular group.  

Identifying with the characters 
     Rosenblatt (1960) argues that a well-written text allows us to get to know other people, to 

get involved with the actions in the text and to see in our own imagination what we read or 

listen to (305). Holes, to me, is such a text since the language is very simple, yet straight 

forward and tends to create events and surroundings that are easily imagined in the reader’s 

mind. The beauty and the wisdom of an imaginative story, Rosenblatt proceeds, “leads us to 

join in the great visions of what human life has meant and of what human life can become” 

(pg. 304), which I also easily can relate to Holes, with its descriptions of Stanley’s feelings as 

he has to dig one hole every way, or the way his attitude towards the other boys around him 

changes. Rosenblatt’s (1960, 304-310) concepts of learning and gaining experience are also 

easy to apply to A Little Princess. A Little Princess is a Cinderella story where the main 

character is a very friendly, kind and humble girl. As with Holes, the reader can easily relate 

to the main character’s, Sara, feelings and actions when she is being mistreated by the 

principal and some of the other students at the school. As a reader you are invited to share the 

feelings and experiences of both Stanley and Sara and thus you might be able to learn from 

them. 

     Identifying with Stanley at the beginning of the text could be quite hard for a young non-

native speaker of English. The way the author gives a little bit of information in each chapter 

instead of a full description at the beginning, could increase the reader’s interest, and this is 

something you can work with as a teacher. You want the children to want to continue reading, 

and then you get to know Stanley a little bit at the time, which makes him become more 

realistic. Identifying with Sara, on the other hand, could be hard for some students, especially 

boys, because Sara is so precisely described by the author that you are not allowed to make 

any interpretations about her on your own, and also because she is a very girlish and sweet 

little figure. These are maybe not the first and foremost factors that I believe young teenagers 



  

and, again, particularly boys want to identify with. In the introduction of A Little Princess, 

Hodgson Burnett writes that 

When writing a book one relates all that one remembers at the time, and if one told all that 

really happened perhaps the book would never end. Between the lines of every story there 

is another story and that is one that is never heard and can only be guessed by the people 

who are good at guessing.” (9). 

The story is therefore highly individual depending on the knowledge and previous experience 

of the different readers. It is during reading that we interpret and experience the text. You 

could therefore say that the text is created as it is read and that the reader is a necessary third 

part when it comes to constructing the text. Mann (2006) agrees saying that everything 

changes if the students get the tools to understand and find out things for themselves, not 

having to get the information from someone else (McKeache & Svinicki, 2006, 249). Gaining 

the power to understand something and find things of importance on their own is a major 

motivation factor for the students and increases their confidence. It is therefore very important 

to extensively work with the text and give the students the tools and knowledge to do this. 

Working with literature in the classroom 

The first and most important role the teacher has when it comes to using novels in class, is to 

actually get the students to read the text. But how do we get the student to read? According to 

McKeachie & Svinicki (2006), the best thing a teacher can do is to work with many examples 

and make constant references to the text. When they have gotten this far, the teachers need to 

make sure the students learn from what they read, and do not only see it as a way of not 

having to do anything but relax (32).  

     Giving our students questions and exercises on the plots is one way of working with the 

text. However, McKeachie & Svinicki (2006) state that students have a tendency to read in a 

way that answers the questions that they expect will be asked by the teacher (44). This is a 

reading technique that focuses only on memorizing facts and definitions without really 

working with and thinking about the purpose of the text or connecting it to the students’ 

previous experiences and real life. A teacher should therefore, according to McKeachie and 

Svinicki, work with the text with questions that do not have a pre-determined answer (32). 

The questions should force the students to think beyond the factual questions, and also work 

with giving the students a pre-understanding of what they are about to read (32). The purpose 

of the questions and exercises, according to Marx Åberg (2009), is also that they should 



  

involve a learning-process and create communication between the students, the teacher and 

the story (81).  

     Another way of working with different types of novels in a classroom, is to discuss the 

contents with the students and also have them discuss with each other. Communicating like 

this, whether it is through spoken or written language, is a very important part of the learning 

process and allow the students to practise different abilities in terms of interpretation, 

expression and negotiation. In a communicative event, you not only have to bring your own 

experience, thoughts and ideas of what you have read and transfer them into understandable 

language, but also listen to other people’s thoughts and interpretation. By doing this, students 

learn not only how to use the language, but also to look beyond the written text, motivate their 

thoughts and ideas and question what is right and what is wrong (Breen & Candlin, 10-11). 

By letting the students read and discuss novels from their own experiences, the knowledge 

they possess should become more relevant, applicable and more closely connected to the 

students’ own values. (Mann, 2006, 249) 

     Rosenblatt (1960) on the other hand, states that much discussion around literature seems to 

imply that communication is a one-way process from the author to the reader. However, 

Rosenblatt claims that the relation between a text and a reader is more that of a pianist and a 

musical score (304); The interpretation is made as the reader proceeds in the text, and the 

result of the interpretations has much to do with the reader’s past experiences with both life 

and literature as well as the reader’s present concerns, anxiousness and aspirations (304-305).  

     Along with Holes, there is a Teacher’s Handbook, which provides exercises and quizzes 

on the plot, as well as suggestions of topics for discussions and also even more aesthetic, 

bigger tasks, like for example building your own version of Camp Green Lake, or make the 

famous “Spiced Peaches” that are spoken of in the text. Performing tasks like the latter two 

takes a lot of time, and will perhaps not give the students any particular knowledge about the 

language, but on the other hand it would give them a close-up experience with the text, the 

characters’ experiences and feelings, as well as an opportunity to work with each other. In the 

Teacher’s Handbook, there are also some exercises that works as an introduction to working 

with the text. These are evaluation exercises and discussion exercises, where the students get 

to work with subjects like bullying, equality and being mistreated. Exercises like these, I 

think, could also be used for working with A Little Princess, and could be performed either 

individually as essay assignments, or in smaller or bigger groups as discussion or practical 

exercises.  

     Another theory of how literature was supposed to be taught was worked out by Judith 



  

Langer in the late 1980’s and early 1990’s. In an article from 1992 she states that arts 

instruction, of which literature is a part, has a unique contribution to make because it develops 

the student’s intellect (36). Langer argues that constructing meaning from a text forms 

multiple sources of reason, and that each student has their own way of learning (36). Langer 

also argues that “Readers contemplate feelings, intentions, and implications, using their 

knowledge of human possibility to go beyond the meanings imparted in the text and fill out 

their understanding” (37). It is therefore important as a teacher to remember that the students 

in front of us have different experiences and backgrounds that can often be the source of 

misunderstandings and misinterpretations, particularly when it comes to discussing the texts 

and the student’s interpretations in groups.   

     How do we work with literature in the classroom the right way then? Petrosky (1992) 

questions that if there is even any way to teach literature (170), and therefore all we can do is 

help; help interpret and show connections, help explain difficult patterns and help the students 

teach themselves. According to Rosenblatt, we need to help our students find the places where 

they become emotionally attached to the story, and figure out why they did so (309).  

     However, since we, according to Stanley Fish and Professor Fry, belong to an interpretive 

community, we will always come back to the part where we interpret things. As being human 

beings, even though we belong to the same community, we all take in different things from 

the society and form smaller societies within a big society. As a result of this, we also 

interpret texts differently, which is why interpretation and different ideas could be a good way 

of working with literature. Perhaps another way of working with these aspects and involve 

identification would be to not read the entire novels but only fragments of them. Not having to 

read a whole text, the students would not know how the plot ends. I believe that by doing this, 

you could create some good essay-topics, discussion moments and group tasks where you are 

supposed to solve the problems for Stanley and Sara and maybe also other characters in the 

novels: how would Sara get out of the situation at Miss Minchin’s if she had not been saved 

by the kind neighbour that knew her father? And how could Stanley prove that he is actually 

innocent and never stole the shoes in the first place? Tasks like that I believe would inspire 

the students and hopefully not only teach them the language, but also help them gain some life 

experience.   

     Rosenblatt (1959), also states that reading novels and literature should primarily be 

something enjoyable, and that over-concern with either the work as such or the personal 

responses of the reader should be avoided. She highlights the danger of teachers presuming 

the students are able to read literature, and with that meaning “real literature” (pg. 307) the 



  

way we “want” them to read, and states that this ability comes after the text has been read, 

when they have gotten the knowledge of what to look for the next time they read a real novel 

(307). She also argues that for young people, this is not an ability they have; instead the 

immediate, deeply personal concerns, anxieties, and aspirations of the young reader remain 

the path into the literature (307). Petrosky (1992) agrees on the subject saying that 

Students in high school and college generally aren’t prepared to even formulate their own 

interpretations of texts, and very few of them are exposed to environments where they 

might be encouraged to critically exchange those either written or spoken interpretations 

(171) 

With this in mind, it is my opinion that we should not push our student too far and over-work 

the literature, otherwise we will lose their interest, and then nothing will be gained. Petrosky 

(1992) makes clear that teachers must remember that the students are human beings and can 

have different interpretations of and emotions from a story. He states that some teachers seem 

to think of their students as matter, instead of human beings (164). I think this is dangerous. 

We need to bear in mind that the students are human beings and individuals, and therefore 

bring different experiences with them to the classroom. In my opinion the work before the 

actual reading gives us as teachers an opportunity to show the students different ways of 

interpreting and understanding a text. We can then gently encourage them to dare to share 

their thoughts and ideas with the rest of the students and thereby gain some knowledge: 

perhaps not about the text, the story or the language itself, but hopefully about other people’s 

ideas and thoughts and through this create some really good discussions in the classroom. 

Conclusions 

Working with literature in a class could be challenging, but also very interesting. To make 

sure the students learn something from the text you are working with, it is perhaps not a very 

good idea allowing the students to read in whatever way they want. For the students to learn 

something about, and to be able to interpret, a text, takes a lot of work from the teacher and 

also many different approaches since all students are different. Using novels that students may 

find interesting is a good way to start, and I believe both Holes and A Little Princess could be 

such novels. For the student to learn to read and interpret, the teacher must find different 

approaches for the individual students. 
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