Five Levels of Interacting with Texts   

I. Contextualization.  Before anything else, I need to briefly place the piece I've just read in context.  Who is the writer?  When was it written?  Where is it taking place?  What's the historical context?  

Often, this information cannot be extracted from the piece itself, but from supplementary sources such as an encyclopedia.  Take, as just one example, the fable of the three little piggies.  In this case we know almost nothing about the context, except that this is an ancient Western fable, with many variations, which is often told to children.

II. Literal Comprehension. Next, I must understand what any writer is saying. In an essay, literal comprehension often implies the ability to restate the argument. In novels, short stories, poems, and plays, it implies a concise retelling of the plot in my own words. At this point, we shall focus primarily on this second, basic level of interacting with texts. 

It has several variations, of which only one will be given here:


Once upon a time there were three pigs. The first pig built a house of straw; the second, of sticks; the third, of bricks. A hungry wolf was able to devour the first two pigs by blowing down their houses, but could neither eat the third pig nor blow down the house of bricks. The angry wolf then entered the brick house through the chimney. While the wolf was implementing his chimney strategy, the third pig placed a bowl of boiling water in the fireplace. The wolf landed in the water and died and the third pig lived happily ever after. 
III. Interpretation. Key points of works of fiction and nonfiction are often implied (and not directly stated). The art of inferring these key points is called INTERPRETATION. At this point, I am concerned with the moral of the story, with symbolism, or with the hidden message the writer is trying to convey. As a reader of a short story, for example, I must decipher the meaning behind the plot. Often, this level also involves the question: Can some points be extended to circumstances beyond those directly touched upon by the author? 
Again, let's make this abstraction clear by looking at the three pigs. We tell stories such as this endlessly to our children to entertain them, of course, but also to educate them. Now, what kind of education do we have in mind? Obviously, it's through such stories that they learn to communicate well and become socialized. But such stories serve other purposes, of which one involves their hidden message. 
The teller of this story is probably trying to convey to us one or more of these message: this message: Build your house on solid foundations. OR: invest in your future. Or: Better safe than sorry. Or: If you fail to invest in your future, you may have to pay a terrible price. 
Note that finding the moral of a story involves some creativity and hard thinking on your part. Note also that any interpretation contains an element of uncertainty--this might be what the writer is trying to say, but we can't be sure. For this reason, this part of your homework must contain an explanation. For instance, "I believe that the author is trying to tell us that we must work hard to secure a safe future. I believe that this is the hidden message in the story because the first two pigs cut corners, avoided expenses of time and money, built their house on flimsy materials. This nonchalance cost them their lives. On the other hand, the pig who worked hard and paid cold sweat and hard cash for a strong house, survived. His house, but not the others', was truly his castle. 
IV. Critical Evaluation..  Whenever reading anything, we must bring to bear our critical faculties as well. We must, that is, subject the text to a criticisms. Here we ask such questions as: What are the positive aspects of this story? Which statements can't I accept? Why can't I accept them? Which aspects of this text survive this filtering process intact?  Let's apply this level to our three pigs:

I think this story is told well. It captures the reader's attention, so that once children (the intended audience) begin to listen to this story, they usually want to hear the end. It captures some interesting aspects of life, and does it well. It has, indeed, a touch of poetry to it: Who among us does not remember "huff and puff and blow the house down?"

On the other hand, I have some strong reservations about this story. First, it's a violent story, suggesting to children that problems can indeed be resolved through the use of force. It's also cruel--two pigs get eaten and one wolf take a very hot bath. Also, I agree that one should invest in the future, but this philosophy can be carried too far. We all know people who save and save and invest and invest for tomorrow, forgetting that the only thing we really have is today. The ideal, in my view, is somewhere in the middle, an ideal which is captured by the Spanish saying: "I work to live; I don't live to work."

V. Assimilation.  Finally, and most important, readings often involves making something of what you have just read a part of yourself. Stories are meant to touch you, perhaps even change your way of looking at the world. So, alongside my efforts to contextualize, understand, interpret, and critically evaluate a text, I must ask: What is the significance of this text for me? Can I tie this text to something I already know? Can it help me understand anything I didn't understand before? Did it enhance my appreciation for beautiful or good things? Does it suggest some connections that I, and perhaps others, have never perceived before? In what ways am I a different person, now that I have read this story?  

Speaking about the three pigs, I can say: I have been troubled by TV violence for a long time, but this story reminded me that the problem existed long before TV was invented. It also reminded me that aggression is deeply embedded in the human condition, and that it would take much more than banning it from the screen to eliminate it. Aggression, I now see a bit more clearly than before, is natural. Like it or not, wolves do eat pigs. I must reconcile myself to the fact that violence is part of life on this planet.

Here are a few final reflections on the five levels of interacting with text: 

· One way of distinguishing the levels is through the pronouns (I, we, he, you) used to elaborate them. In the first level, you give essential background, never talking such things as yourself, or the moral of the story..  In the summary you re-tell the story. Here, the word "I" does not belong.   You don't talk about yourself, period.  You merely describe the sequence of events in the story. In the interpretation, the focus is on the writer of the story. You say: I believe that this is what the WRITER is trying to say. Then you say: MY reasons for believing that is what SHE is trying to say are . . .  In the critical evaluation, you give YOUR views of what is wrong and what is right with the story. 

· The fifth level is primarily about YOU. You say such things as: This story touched ME because . . . Or this story reminded me once more . . 

· Obviously, good readers apply these five levels simultaneously, interwovenly, and spontaneously. They read texts, bearing in mind the potential applicability--and inapplicability--of these levels. Thus, we know almost nothing about the context of ancient fables.  Likewise, one may listen to a poem in a language one does not know, be unable to meaningfully apply to it a single level, yet sense its beauty. It may be profitless to criticize--or look for hidden meanings--in the cookbook, The Delights of African Cuisines. A poet who abhors money would be hard put trying to assimilate information from The ABC of Accountancy. It follows that these levels should not be construed as hard-and-fast rules which must be sequentially applied to every text. Instead, the important thing is to know that they exist and to apply them whenever appropriate. Reading well is an art, not an algorithm. 
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