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Teaching students to read below the surface or literal level entails the development 
and refinement of higher level thinking. We could say it simply requires teaching them 
how to "read between the lines." The simple recall of facts or events (even when the 
recall involves sequencing), apart from skills of interpretation, inference, analysis or 
synthesis, is at best only skimming the surface of meaning. The question isn't really so 
much what constitutes higher level thinking, but rather, viewed from the perspective of 
English teachers, how do we teach it through reading and writing about literature. The 
key is to engage students in a process of discovery where these higher level faculties are 
developed and refined. An effective strategy for exploring literature for "meaning" is a 
multilevel writing for discovery approach. This technique requires students to utilize 
three modes of discourse: the Socratic dialogue, the interior monologue, and expository 
essay. 

A multilevel writing for discovery approach provides the students with the heuristic 
means for making unique discoveries about the rhetorical relationship between speaker, 
audience, and purpose. Higher level thinking will not occur if the student doesn't shift 
from the reporting stage to a higher level of abstraction required in forming generaliza
tions about characters and events that eventually lead to a discovery of theme. This, of 
course, requires invention. His observation of facts may be stunningly precise and 
colorful, yet unless he reflects on his fact-gathering and constructs some theoretical 
meaning for his facts , he risks becoming a veritable copying machine, accurate, precise, 
and valuable, but still a copying machine . This is not to suggest that the factual 
recording state is insignificant in the discovery process. Yet writing in various modes of 
discourse requires the student to undertake an imaginative expansion within and at the 
same time beyond the contextual limits of a particular story. It involves a creative 
adventure along the road to discovery. 

To demonstrate the application of the multilevel writing for discovery approach, 
Gina Berriault's short story, "The Stone Boy" was chosen.' This story is anthologized in 
many secondary literature textbooks, and more recently was the subject of a Holly
wood production.2 

The multilevel writing process begins with the Socratic dialogue. In the Socratic 
dialogue the student takes a position on thematic interpretation and defends it by 
appealing to textual evidence, logic, rhetoric, related experiences, and common sense. 
Once he chooses his position, he writes out, on a sheet of paper, his first supporting 
argument and passes it to his opponent-partner who responds to it, supporting his 
response by directing his attention to passages in the text. While his partner is searching 
the text of the story for textual support, he is brainstorming for ideas to bolster his own 
position. At the conclusion of the Socratic dialogue, each student is required to write up 
a transcript of the dialogue, revising areas to enhance clarity and sharpen rhetoric. 
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As a writing activity it encourages students to produce as many ideas about a subject 
as possible without feeling compelled to build up a single case that escapes opposition. 
At this stage students are playing with ideas that they believe could support the general 
view they have taken. However, through interacting with another student, a number of 
points will be taken and many earlier, myopic views will be discarded. Because it allows 
for an exploration and defense of a full range of possible interpretations, it is perhaps 

the most appropriate mode of discourse with which to begin. 

After the initial reading of "The Stone Boy;' a brainstorming session could be 
conducted to generate possible topics as a framework for the Socratic dialogue. An 
adequate pivot for debate might be A: Arnold is indifferent to his brother's death. b: 
Arnold is bothered by his brother's death. Included as an integral part of the Socratic 

dialogue is the student's search for concrete, textual evidence. 

The brainstorming session might be omitted. This would require students to generate 
the issues independently. With this method of topic discovery, students begin with 
textual details and draw two opposing generalizations. Since this approach entails 
student-directed discovery, the teacher is left at the sidelines, assisting more in questions 
of format than anything else. It is not uncommon for some redefining of the issues to 
occur as the process unfolds. While debating a particular point, a student may wish to 
modify his position some. This should be encouraged since the Socratic dialogue is a 
major tool in concept formation. It should be viewed as a means and not an end. Some 
evaluative questions useful for in-class discussions of papers, or as criteria for peer 

evaluation sessions, are: 

1. Has each student avoided repeating his arguments unnecessarily? 

2. Has the dialogue prevented dominance by one student? 

3. Have prejudices and preconceptions marred the balance of opposing view-

points? 
4. Is there a smooth flow of thought from one idea to the next or does the paper 

wander randomly over unrelated thoughts? 

As a follow up, the teacher may wish to reproduce a couple of Socratic dialogues for 

the overhead projector and use them as a basis for class discussion. 

In a multilevel writing approach, the movement from a Socratic dialogue to an 
interior monologue focuses student attention on formulating in-depth analyses of 
characters' personalities. An interior monologue records the inner, private thoughts of 
a character as he is caught in a reverie that may last only minutes yet cover months or 
years of his life. The thoughts revealed in the interior monologue are only as authentic 
as the language used to reflect them. Whether the character the student portrays is a 
country gentlemen or a city slick, the language that he uses to describe his character's 
ideas must demonstrate this. Writing an interior monologue about a fictive character 
requires the student to see things from the character's limited (first person) viewpoint. 
He is given the freedom to explore facets of the character's personality only partially 
glimpsed in the narrative. The interior monologue provides the student with an 
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instrument to speculate on character within the realm of the plausible. He is not 
permitted to ignore or distort the details of the story the author uses to develop his 
characters. It also offers the teacher an instrument for assessing the student's under
standing of characterization. 

A critical factor is the way in which the student works the interior monologue into 
the story. The teacher may wish to make the student responsible for this decision as art 
of ~he discov~ry proc~ss. However, it's possible that he runs the risk of students maring 
an mappropnate choice of placement. It could be unfortunate, for instance, to write an 
interior monologue right after Arnold, the nine-year-old protagonist, accidentally kills 
his brother Eugie. The teacher might receive papers with, "Oh, my God! I just killed my 
brother. What am I going to do now? I guess I'll just pick some peas. Gee I'm confused:' 
The paper with this choice of interior monologue placement will most likely lack 
insightful analysis of Arnold's feelings since, at this juncture in the narrative, they have 
not yet evolved. If the student wishes to make the placement, it would be reasonable to 
ask for a rationale first. It could be pointed out that because Arnold, as a child, looks to 
the opinions of others in formulating a concept of himself, it is perhaps wiser to place 
the monologue near the end of the story to illustrate Arnold's internalizations of 
various opinions-the sheriff's, Sullivan's, Uncle Andy's, and his parents. Two other 
places where interior monologues would be effective are: when Arnold stands naked in 
the hallway immediately after his mother has refused to console him; and when he sits 
frozen in his chair listening to the relatives and friends of his family discuss him and 
Eugie. 

Since understanding the complexity of Arnold entails in part an understanding of 
characters around him and their reaction to his withdrawal, ideally the students should 

write a number of short interior monologues on important characters in the story. This 
will inevitably result in a heightened understanding of Arnold's enigmatic behavior. 

The sheriff is a great subject for an interior monologue since he typifies the narrow 
view taken of Arnold by so many other characters in the story. The student can address 
a number of telling remarks the sheriff makes while interviewing Arnold at the police 
station. An in-depth interior monologue requires the student to form generalizations 
about the sheriff by speculating on what his thoughts would be at this monent. There 
are only a few facts given, leaving a large domain for "reading between the lines:' What 
was going through the sheriff's mind when he said that Arnold was either a "reasonable 
person" or a "moron"? A couple of comments the sheriff makes reveals his prejudice 
and his tendency to race to hasty conclusions in judging Arnold's puzzlingly calm 
deportment. An effective interior monologue should reveal the personality of a small 
town bigot. In addition, a student might consider writing an interior monologue from 
the father's point of view. An effective place for such a monologue in the story is at the 
end when the father tells Arnold that Bessie is missing and somebody has to go up into 
the hills to find her before the coyotes get her. It is at this point that the father has 
apparently moved towards forgiveness and ev~ntual acceptance of Arnold. By hinting 
that Arnold assume Eugie's former role of ro~nding up stray calves, the father has 
begun the journey back to his son. Here a penetrating interior monologue demands that 
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the writer review passages in the story where the father has difficulty accepting or 
understanding Arnold's inscrutable behavior. The writer can become involved in a 
process of discovery as he focuses on the father's movements towards acceptance while 
attempting to reconcile Arnold's apparent indifference to his brother's death. As the 
student probes, through the interior monologue, the depth of the father's inner con
flicts, his thoughts may span the past, present, and future although the monologue itself 
is spontaneous first person narration. Though the interior monologue begins with the 
examination of simple facts, the direction and depth the interior monologue takes will 
depend, of course, on the amount of analysis, insight, and creativity the student brings 
to bear on the subject. 

Finally, the mother may afford the student yet another opportunity to explore the 
theme of the story. Arnold's mother makes a revealing remark as Arnold stands naked 
and vulnerable, on the verge of a catharsis, outside her bedroom door: "Go back! Is 
night when you get afraid?" The exploration of the possible meaning of this callous 
remark provides an impetus for developing her innermost thoughts. What did she mean 
exactly by the word afraid? Placing the student in the position of speculating on her 
most intimate thoughts requires him to relate seemingly isolated facts that appear 
throughout the story and culminate in this crucially dramatic moment. 

Below are some evaluative criteria useful both to the student involved in the writing 
process and to the teacher involved in the assessment of the students papers: 

1. Does this writer understand, recreate, and expand upon in-depth, the 
thoughts and emotions of the character? 

2. Has the writer chosen language appropriate to the character's emotional state, 
values, prejudices, age, and intellectual level? 

3. Is the writer's placement of the monologue within the story developmentally 
effective? 

As a culminating writing assignment, each student writes an expository essay, 
merging opposing viewpoints developed in the Socratic dialogue and interior mono
logues into a unified position. He needs to discover a concept that will accommodate 
the various views on theme and characterization that have emerged in the interior 
monologues and Socratic dialogue. The writer may not just arbitrarily dismiss them. 
This merging of divergent ideas demands that the student reach up to a higher level of 
abstraction to discover a framing concept for his various insights (a thesis statement). 
For example, viewing Arnold's exterior coldness and his interior despair as aspects of 
the same thing is typical of the process of mind enlargement entailed by assessing 
divergent points of view embodied in the interior monologues. He must account for the 
opposing sides presented in the Socratic dialogue as well. In fact, discovering a thesis 
that accounts for all the seemingly opposing interpretations of Arnold's disconcerting 
behavior should be the focus of the expository essay. The previous writing assignments 
may be now viewed as valuable pre-thesis formulation exercises. 
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In the expository essay, the student addresses an audience that is removed temporar
ily and spacially from him (11nlike the audience of the dialogue and monologue), and 
there is, therefore, a need to elaborate and qualify remarks in a far more formal 
language. Unlike the language of the interior monologue where the writer is his own 
audience or the Socratic dialogue where the audience is present to ask for qualification 
or support of ideas expressed, the expository essay's language is addressed to a virtually 
mute audience that demands, because it hasn't the prerogative to ask questions, 
absolute clarity of expression. It is in this respect that the writer's purpose and audience 
determine the rhetoric and diction appropriate to the occasion. Evaluative criteria 
useful to both students and teachers are provided below: 

1. Does the thesis account for divergent views of Arnold and other characters in 
the story? 

2. Is the language chosen suitable for addressing an audience more distant and 
public than the other writing assignments? 

3. Does the paper include the formal organizational requirements of introduc
tion and conclusion? 

Though meaningful writing necessarily implies a process of self-discovery, the stu
dent does need some help in orientation. This is not to suggest that she be given a map 
with the way all drawn out for her (the product oriented approach). All she needs is the 
appropriate instrument, or a sort of metaphorical compass to get onto the road of 
discovery. A multilevel writing for discovery approach offers her exactly that, no more 
and no less. She is her own map maker. 

Endnotes 

1
Gina Berriault. 'The Stone Boy" in Points of View. Edited by James Moffet and 

Kenneth R. McEiheny, pp. 342-353. 

2
Stone Boy. Directed by Chris Cain for Twentieth Century Fox, 1984. 
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