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Infusing old with new 
Tier districts add in more recent books with classics 
By Debbie Swartz 
Press & Sun-Bulletin  
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Dickens and Shakespeare have been joined by Zora Neale Hurston, 
Jerry Spinelli and Sue Monk Kidd in area schools districts, as the value 
of contemporary literature in teaching students has increased over the 
years. 

"By using contemporary novels, we're able to discuss, get a closer look 
at and delve into these issues that students deal with today," Windsor 
English Language Arts teacher Denise Riley said. 

Riley, who is also the English Department coordinator for grades six to 
12, said books like Jerry Spinelli's "Stargirl," "Crash" and "Maniac 
Magee" deal with a variety of topics -- bullying, individuality, class 
cliques -- that students deal with in society. Reading about characters 
they can relate to, she said, can help guide them through the difficulties 
of adolescence. 

"They'll be able to know they aren't the only ones experiencing these 
things," Riley said. 

Contemporary novels also play a role in getting students interested in 
reading, she said, which is difficult with today's popular culture 
attractions such as video games and the Internet. "There's a 
competition between reading and what they'd rather be doing," Riley 
said. 

Classics, she said, are still being taught. Windsor eighth-graders will 
read Shakespeare's "A Midsummer Night's Dream," which is relevant to 
modern times. 

"Four hundred years later, people still do crazy stuff for love," Riley 
said. 

Others novels, she said, have been removed from the curriculum because students aren't able to relate to the 
characters or plot. "We're getting rid of 'Great Expectations,' " Riley said. "It's really boring for them." 

Sometimes, literature that has historically been taught in schools is mixed with contemporary pieces, she said. 
"To Kill a Mockingbird" by Harper Lee had been joined by Sue Monk Kidd's "The Secret Life of Bees," Riley said, 
as both deal with racial and family issues. 
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STEPHEN JENSEN / Special to the Press & 
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Owego Free Academy English 
teacher Chris Evans discusses 
Frank McCourt's novel "Angela's 
Ashes," with students David Pulford 
and Kristy Motsko, both seniors, 
during their English class. 
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Not all schools have adopted the use of contemporary literature. While students at Binghamton High School 
might read contemporary poetry and a few articles from the New York Times and The New Yorker, the vast part 
of the curriculum is focused around classics, said English teacher Cindy Antos. 

She said her International Baccalaureate students understand the value of the literature she teaches, which 
ranges from ancient Greek plays to Arthur Miller's "The Crucible." 

"They're much more serious young scholars," Antos said. "It's not pleasure reading, it's academic reading, and 
they understand this." 

Fellow teacher Sally Crossley said her 11th- and 12th-grade English students read mostly classics -- from 
Shakespeare to Mark Twain -- but have been introduced to some contemporary pieces, such as Tim O'Brien's 
1990 novel "The Things They Carried." 

Crossley said classical pieces contain fundamental elements of literature that students need to learn. "By 
teaching the classics, they learn about composition," she said. 

While a story written 100 or more years ago might seem dated to some, by using the correct approach, it is 
possible to teach students the value of the story, teacher Quana Brock said. "Everything can be made relevant," 
she said. 

Crossley agrees. "You can take any piece of literature and make it come alive," she said. 

Seniors in Owego Free Academy's Advanced Placement English class have a few nonclassics on their list, 
teacher Chris Evans said. "Tuesdays with Morrie," by Mitch Albom is a favorite. 

"A lot of them tell me it's the best book they've ever read, along with 'Angela's Ashes,' " Evans said. 

The mixture of classic and contemporary novels and short stories takes nothing away from the important aspects 
of reading -- such as visualizing and connecting with characters and their stories -- which he is trying to teach, 
Evans said. "The good readers can make connections with anything," he said. 

Using contemporary pieces gives them another tool to encourage a lifelong habit of reading, Evans said. 

"As teachers, we want them to love literature as much as we do," Evans said. 
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