Julia Steiny: Fiction still holds real-life benefits for students

My ninth-grade English teacher assigned us James Agee’s Pulitzer Prize-winning novel “A Death in the Family.” She explained, memorably, that her duties as our teacher included exposing us to difficult experiences, including the strong emotion of grief. Inevitably, she asserted, every one of us would experience deep sadness in our lives. Of course, she was not wrong. 

She considered it downright cruel to let young people be blind-sided by strong feelings, without some forewarning and preparation. In her opinion, now mine, one of the great virtues of fiction is that it gives us the benefit of someone else’s experience, at the remove of fiction.*

*What does this phrase mean?  How does it tie in with the rest of this paragraph?

My teachers, in the ancient, pre-electronic, pre-politically-correct past, were explicit with us about the high value of classical fiction. Studying authors’ different styles and narrative strategies would teach us to master the English language for ourselves. Becoming articulate would help us to get what we wanted. 

Also, according to them, educated people shared a knowledge of certain literary icons, like George Eliot, Dickens and James Baldwin. So reading great works would help us avoid looking ill-educated and stupid. Which was a concern.*
*Here, the author is expressing sarcasm.  Explain how.  What point is she trying to make?

But their most compelling reason to hike around fictional landscapes was to build wisdom. Really smart people absorbed a lot of worldly experience from literature, well beyond what anyone could acquire in a single human life. Fiction can take us anywhere, to any time, and help us sense how it might feel to be a different sex, race or nationality. And these experiences would prepare us for the slings and arrows of our own uncertain futures.*

*What are “the slings and arrows of our own uncertain futures?”

I still believe that. Fiction keeps seeming to me like such a powerful twofer*: literacy skills inextricably combined with stories that broaden our understanding of how and why different people, in different circumstances, make decisions, mistakes, sacrifices. 

*Define “twofer”: 

*Explain why the author thinks fiction is a twofer.
[ … ]

Still, “A Death in the Family” was such a huge literary experience of my youth that I recently decided to reread it. 

Published posthumously in 1958, “A Death in the Family” tells Agee’s semi-autobiographical story of his own father’s death when he was 11. Set in the early part of the 20th century, in the plain, undramatic world of ordinary people in Knoxville, Tenn., the story begins with the family’s dad going off in his truck to the bedside of his own sick father, whom we assume will suffer the titular death. Brat that I was at the time, I would have been fine with an old man’s death. A kid’s dad, not so much. I remember thinking, as I realized that it was the family’s dad who died in a car accident, how horrible it would be if my own dad died. 

I certainly looked at my friend Penny Marshall differently, since I knew her dad had died. So my world did get more nuanced*, if not exactly wise. 

*Define nuanced:

The novel switches points of view, following each character’s reaction to the situation. By modern standards, there’s hardly any action. The author lingers for pages over details of everyone’s behavior and thoughts as the reality sinks in. 

Little Rufus’ confusion and loneliness seared itself into my memory. I know I cried for him. And I remember fiercely resenting being made to feel sad, until I began to feel like I’d accomplished something important by getting through it. 

The book, by the way, was lovely. Gentle, elegant prose that captured strong feeling. 

But it would never be assigned today. It was far more challenging than most of what high schools now ask of their kids. 

[ … ]

Questions:
1) So, according to the author, what are some real-life benefits of reading fictional texts?
2) Why does the author bring up “A Death in the Family?”  What point is she hoping to make by mentioning it?

3) What was the author’s purpose for writing this article?  

4) What do you think?  Do you agree or disagree with what she is saying?

