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Shorter Works Project 
 

Before her class read The Crucible (Arthur Miller’s play that examines the hysteria caused by the 
Salem Witch Trials), Katie and her students examined the actual court records from the trials. 
After the students had taken some time to read over the documents and journal briefly about 
what they thought, Katie opened up the floor for a class discussion. ‘‘Man, people just go off on 
each other don’t they? What’s wrong with them?’’ one sophomore replied. Through the 
students’ examination of the actual Salem Witch Trial court documents, they came to 
understand that Miller’s play is based on actual events that took place over four hundred years 
ago. Even more important, Katie explained that the catalyst for Miller to write The Crucible 
(about the Salem witch trials) was the McCarthy hearings, an event that occurred a mere fifty 
years ago. Having students read a shorter work that echoes the themes and story of a longer 
canonical work can be quite helpful as a pre-reading strategy. ‘‘Readers may apply to their 
reading what they know about the attitudes and values or ’ethos’ of a particular historical 
period’’ (Beach and Marshall, 1990, p. 260). Historical and background information can aid 
students’ understanding of and engagement with the text. With this kind of background 
information, students may consider and process different interpretations or explanations of a 
text. Through classroom discussion, the students also explored contemporary examples of 
times when public events become polarizing issues for the current society. Students addressed 
the corruptive influence of a few in a larger society through the McCarthy hearings and, in later 
years, the demise of corporate giants like Enron and MCI World Com. In addition, they 
discussed the polarizing issues of the particular time they were in—the involvement of 
President Clinton and his wife, Hillary, in the Whitewater scandal or the O. J. Simpson trial and 
the effect that groups can have on public opinion. They knew, from these present-day 
examples, that the events during the Salem Witch Trials were not isolated. 
 
By applying historical and biographical information, students do more than simply recall facts; 
through these shorter works, they begin to see how a small group can create hysteria among a 
larger group of largely sensible individuals. They are exposed to the powers of manipulation 
and hysteria. Exhibit 2.9 contains some short works that can be used as pre-reading for larger 
classical texts. Exhibit 2.10 contains a pre-reading lesson. As Figure 2.1 demonstrates, shorter 
and longer works can be connected thematically. These connecting themes bridge meaningful 
connections between readers and texts. Once students make the thematic connections 
between texts, they are equipped to become more reflective in their reading and can offer 
comments like ‘‘I know from reading this that . . .’’ and ‘‘Questions I have from reading this are . 
. .’’ 
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