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was skeptical about this assignment1.” 

In my never-ending quest, I am con-
stantly (and quite often fruitlessly) searching 
for a text that will mitigate my students’ 
intense dislike of reading. I have approached 
this lofty goal in many ways; I have offered a 
list of literary texts from which students 
could choose - an approach that failed be-
cause my idea of an engaging, readable text 
and theirs vary greatly. To better fulfill my 
students’ ideas of enjoyable literature, I have 
allowed students to choose their own book 
based on recommendations by people they 
know; I have utilized a group project that 
requires students to read a book, watch its 
movie, and create a comparison/contrast 
PowerPoint; and I have facilitated the guid-
ed reading of a text. I prefer the latter 
method because it  affords me the oppor-
tunity to offer a close reading of a text to 
my students. Three guided-reading novels 
that have met with varied success in my 
classroom are To Your Scattered  Bodies Go, 
The Gunslinger, and The Confession2. Of the 
three, the most effective text in engaging 
students and lessening their antipathy has  

 
1 All student excerpts were written in assignments 
or email correspondence for REA0017 between 
Fall 2011and Spring 2013 semesters. Errors, if 
present, have been preserved. 

2 This article contains spoilers for all three novels.  

Continued on page 9 

Take some time to reflect with Professor Elizabeth Wilber as she journeys into 
the minds of our students and the success of one assignment.   

Her thoughtful exploration provides helpful insight for instructors whose  
students are disconnected from reading.  Story on cover and pages 9-13. 

“I would like to start this letter off by 
thanking you for helping me like reading 
more. Reading your book The Confession 
changed my entire attitude about reading.” 

–REA0017 student in a letter  
to John Grisham 

Imagine never having read a book 
from cover-to-cover. Then, on the first day 
of your first semester in college, you walk 
into a class titled “Developmental Reading 
II.” Already, you hate the course, you hate 
the teacher, and you hate reading. Then, 
the hapless professor tells you on this al-
ready overwhelming first day of a class you 
are bound and determined to despise that 
you will be reading a book – an entire book, 
in five weeks! A look of horror crosses your 
face as you listen to the professor extoll the 
virtues of this novel you know you will 
loathe. 

I teach developmental reading at Palm 
Beach State College’s Eissey Campus. Most 
of my students fit the description above; 
they are in perfect juxtaposition to me – a 
bibliophile. A student, Erica, in the first 
semester that I taught The Confession sum-
marizes this attitude best in a letter to the 
novel’s author, John Grisham, “When my 
Instructor Professor Wilber instructed the 
class that we had to go out and purchase 
your novel and read it I was not a happy 
camper. I’m not a reader and I don’t like 
reading anything doesn’t interest me so I 
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A few months ago, faculty received in their mailboxes a 
copy of A Guide for Educators to Critical Thinking Competency 
Standards, a resource provided by the QEP committee.  Re-
member it?  It’s the little blue book by Dr. R. Paul and Dr. L. 
Elder of The Foundation for Critical Thinking. Since then, we 
have heard some faculty ask, “So what do I do with this?”  
That’s a fair question, and I will offer some ideas on how to 
use this valuable resource. The first thing you need to do, of 
course, is to grab it from your bookshelf and dust it off.  

 
Get a better understanding of what critical 

thinking means and why we need to focus on it.  
Once you open the book, you will note that the first 14 pages 
provide an overview of critical thinking.  Those who want to 
have a better understanding of what critical think entails 
should read the section titled, “Understanding the Intimate 
Relationship Between Critical Thinking, Learning, and Educa-
tion (p. 6-13). It provides a strong rationale for educators to 
focus on developing students’ critical thinking skills.  

 
Use the Critical Thinking Competency Stand-

ards. This is the central feature of the book.  Twenty-five 
critical thinking standards are offered and explained beginning 
on page 17. To get started using the standards, take a little 
time to skim over all 25 of them. These standards are grouped 
into six domains for easy reference on pages 14 and 15. Keep 
in mind that they can be applied to any discipline, so as you 

What to do with the Critical Thinking Competency Standards 
By Professor Eliana Mukherjee 

Eliana Mukherjee has nearly 20 years of work experience in all aspects of education, in-
cluding teaching, administration, research, planning, curriculum development and teacher 
training.  She was the Director of the American International School of Costa Rica for two 
years, and she taught elementary school in the United States for five years.  She has worked 
on research projects for the World Bank on school improvement and for Harvard Univer-
sity on early language and literacy development.  She worked as Assistant Professor in the 
Peace Education M.A. program at the United Nations mandated University of Peace for six 
years. Recently, she worked as a consultant for UNESCO/International Bureau of Educa-
tion in developing guidelines for curriculum developers and teacher training institution in 
Angola. Mrs. Mukherjee earned her B.S. in Mass Communications from Emerson College 
and her Ed.M. in Administration, Planning and Social Policy from Harvard University. She 

is pursuing her Ph.D. at Florida Atlantic University in Curriculum, Culture, and Educational Inquiry. Eliana currently 
works as an Associate Professor in the teacher education program at Palm Beach State College. 

are reading them, think about 
the courses you teach and how 
you currently address these 
standards. After you have read 
through all of them, select one 
that you would like to have your 
students develop. Carefully read 
that standard and consider ways 
in which you could teach it in 
your class.  Review the related 
student outcomes for ideas on 
how to measure students’ per-

formance for that standard.  Once you feel comfortable with 
implementing a given standard, try another.  

 
Develop a more in-depth understanding of the 

theory behind the competencies. For those who want 
to delve a little deeper into the theory behind the competen-
cies and standards, the Appendix (pages 46 to 53) provides a 
brief overview.   

 
The purpose of this resource is to provide one way for 

faculty to develop a better understanding of critical thinking 
and to be more intentional in incorporating critical thinking 
in our teaching. The more we can help students develop these 
competencies, the better prepared students will be for their 
careers and further studies.  

Meet Eliana Mukherjee 
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Virtual resources also available!  

Click the image below or go to  

http://www.palmbeachstate.edu/qep/

introworkshops.aspx 

Resources 
 Campus resources to learn more about helping students develop and apply critical thinking 

skills are available online and on campus. Resources may be checked out from the Palm 

Beach Gardens campus PTLC, the Belle Glade library, and from the 3rd floor of the LLRC 

in Lake Worth. Contact the QEP manager to suggest additional inventory or to borrow  

materials for Boca campus through  inter-office mail. 

Available for check-out 

 Teaching for Critical Thinking, Brookfield (2012) 

 Becoming a Critically Reflective Teacher, Brookfield (1995) 

 Engaging Ideas: The Professor’s Guide to Integrating Writing, 

Critical Thinking, and Action Learning, Bean (2011) 

 Full set of 22 Thinker’s Guides  (Paul & Elder) including 

additional desk copies of Critical Thinking Competency  

Standards

Contribute to POLO! 

Help us build a quality repository of resources 
to teach and assess critical thinking and other 
subjects. Learning objects useful for faculty or 
students in any course offered at the College 
are welcome!  Click on the image or link below 
for information. 

http://www.palmbeachstate.edu/library/
POLO/default.aspx  
 

 

http://www.palmbeachstate.edu/library/POLO/default.aspx
http://www.palmbeachstate.edu/library/POLO/default.aspx
http://www.palmbeachstate.edu/library/POLO/default.aspx
http://www.palmbeachstate.edu/qep/introworkshops.aspx
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Students in my Operational Decision-Making class 
had the opportunity to have their work evaluated by out-
side experts.  One of my customary course requirements 
is to have students work on a realistic case study to give 
them opportunities to practice critical thinking and opera-
tional decision-making skills. In October 2012, the class 
performed a case study of a local La‐Z‐ Boy® Corporation. 
The principal objective of the project was to develop an 
appropriate strategy for La‐Z‐Boy® to address the organi-
zation’s weaknesses and debilitating operational practices 
and to identify any opportunities that would improve the 
organization’s competitive advantage. A successful project 
could potentially assist La‐Z‐Boy® to reform their overall 
operational functions and increase their market share in 
both national and international arenas. To assist in evaluat-
ing the class’s research project, I invited José Santana, the 
Director of La‐Z‐Boy’s® International Latin America Sales 
and Business Development division, and Karen Parker, 
General Manager of a local La‐Z‐Boy® retail store, to col-
laborate with me on this project.   

After extensive research of actual contemporary La-
Z-Boy operations at a national level, the students present-
ed their findings in a formal presentation at Palm Beach 
State, with Director Santana and General Manager Parker 
in attendance.  Student findings and conclusions revealed 
that “while La‐Z‐Boy® currently remains the second larg-
est manufacturer and distributor of residential furniture in 
the United States,” the company’s leadership status in both 

national and international markets conspicuously suffers from (a) 
poor customer service, (b) persistent problems with suppliers, 
(c) ineffective computer systems, (d) lack of a clear organization-
al mission statement, and (e) too-high levels of inventory. As a 
means to correct this, the students recommended that La‐Z‐
Boy® implement several steps to improve the organization’s 
functions.  One of the recommendations was to initiate a 
“Service Recovery System” within La‐Z‐Boy®, specifically target-
ed toward the retention of current customers and resolution of 
many of their complaints. The students observed, point by point, 
that each customer interaction presents opportunities for La‐Z‐
Boy® to meet or exceed client expectations, and furthermore 
that customers’ concerns should be resolved at the lowest organ-
izational level in order to expeditiously resolve them.  For exam-
ple, the “L‐ E‐A‐R‐N” routine they had learned in my class 
(Listen, Empathize, Apologize, React, and Notify) could be ap-
plied immediately to La‐Z‐Boy’s® operations, and could assist in 
successfully addressing many of the chief concerns in maintaining 
their existent customer base.  Moreover, in addition to student’s 
own urging for a “Service Recovery System,” the class made oth-
er viable proposals during their presentation, including (a) the 
development of better working relationships with suppliers, (b) 
the consideration of back sourcing some of La‐Z‐Boy’s® out-
sourced functions, and (c) the reduction of the organization’s 
overabundance of inventory.   

 At the conclusion of the presentation, La‐Z‐Boy’s® Direc-
tor Santana and General Manager Parker observed that it had 

Continued on next page 

Students Evaluate and Make Recommendations  

to La‐Z‐ Boy® Corporation 
by Dr. Eric B. Terry, Adjunct Faculty 

At the conclusion of the presentation,  

La‐Z‐Boy’s® Director Santana and  

General Manager Parker observed that 

it had been thorough and insightful, 

and had astutely uncovered “quite a bit 

of information that, although freely  

available to the public, generally goes 

unnoticed.”   
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Eric Terry...continued from previous page 

Meet Eric Terry 
 Dr. Eric B. Terry has been with Palm Beach State since 2011. He currently teaches classes at the Lake 
Worth campus on operations management and international business and serves on the College’s BSN 
curriculum committee and adjunct facility advisory committee. 
 
Dr. Terry was originally trained as a respiratory therapist but continued his education in business man-
agement.  He holds a B.B.A. from Northwood University and a M.B.A. 
from Regis University, and he earned his Doctor of Business Administra-
tion degree with a specialization in management from Northcentral 
University. His doctoral research focused on the “Effects of Outsourcing 
on Talent Pipelines”.   
 
Among the many awards and honors earned by Dr. Terry was his induc-
tion into Delta Mu Delta, an international business honor society that 
recognizes academic excellence in business and induction into Golden 
Key International Honor Society. He is a member of the American Asso-
ciation of University Professors, Academy of Management, and the 
American Association for Respiratory Care. His present research inter-
ests include international business management, operations management, and human resources manage-
ment.   
 
Dr. Terry served as director of operations at Respiratory/Nursing Management Inc. and instructor at 
Saint Barnabas Medical Center, one of New Jersey's largest community teaching hospitals prior to com-
ing to Palm Beach State College.  He also worked as a program director at South Mountain YMCA in 
New Jersey and the American Red Cross of Northern New Jersey, and he taught classes at Touro Univer-
sity International.  

been thorough and insightful, and had astutely uncovered “quite a bit of information that, although freely available to the public, gen-
erally goes unnoticed.”  Director Santana remarked that he had enjoyed taking notes on students’ recommendations, and would 
“actively seek opportunities to implement them into La‐Z‐Boy’s® business model.”  He noted that while operational efficiencies can 
improve the bottom line of profit margins, companies today can only squeeze so much out of their working processes, and therefore 
the presentation had been usefully focused upon the need for process improvement within La‐Z‐Boy®.  Director Santana finished by 
observing that “it was a pleasure to interact with Palm Beach State students, who are clearly being prepared for a successful business 
career.”                      

In closing the presentation, I reiterated that the course’s objectives were centered upon operational decision-making in realistic 
managerial roles within the local retail community, and that the feedback from La‐Z‐Boy® managerial personnel was authentic and 
welcome data for students at Palm Beach State.  Due to the success of this visit from actual La‐Z‐Boy® senior operational staff, I in-
tend to pursue this and similar avenues that will augment and advance the educational experience of the Supervision and Manage-
ment students in the Bachelor of Applied Science program at Palm Beach State. The project is one way I can help my students devel-
op and apply critical thinking skills.      
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Call for Proposals 

 

First Annual Conference on Decision  

Making Through Values-Based  

Critical Thinking 

Saint Leo University 

Saint Leo, Florida 

May 23-24, 2014 
 

CLICK HERE FOR INFORMATION 

CRITICAL THINKING  

CONFERENCE  
SAINT LEO UNIVERSITY 

The QEP will send five Palm Beach State  

College faculty and staff members to this Saint 

Leo conference in May. First priority for travel 

will be given to presenters. Attendees will be 

asked to prepare an informal presentation to 

share with colleagues in the fall.  

Call or email Karen Pain if you are  

interested in attending.   

paink@palmbeachstate.edu 

561-868-3325 

KEEP AN EYE OUT! 

Opportunities coming soon to 

meet with members of the  

General Education Committee 

who are ready to help  

faculty with general  

education assessment! 

http://www.palmbeachstate.edu/qep/Documents/StLeo2014.pdf
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     Two major concepts need to be addressed when creating a writing assignment for 
non-Gordon Rule courses: purpose and grading. First, the purpose should reflect the 
learning goals and objectives of the assignment.  It should also be measurable and have 
clear directions. Two basic types of prompts provide an effective way to clarify in-
structions. Restricted response prompts direct all students to provide the same type in-
formation using their own words. Extended response prompts provide students flexibil-
ity in responding to a prompt.  For example, the student may be asked to provide a 
position on global warming and to justify that position.  

     The second major concept to be addressed is the scoring or grading of the assign-
ment.  A rubric is a useful tool for documenting what the students should have learned 
and be able to demonstrate upon completion of the assignment. The rubric should be 
aligned with the requirements of the task and the stated learning goals.  The values for 

competencies should be clearly defined.  For example, the points used in the rubric should make sense and be free from 
bias.  The format, the word count, and the expectations for an “A” paper or an “F” paper should be stated. The rubric 
should also specify the values of each type of skill to be demonstrated by the assignment.  If partial credit is to be given, the 
guidelines should be specified.  If the assignment is an “all or none” situation, it should also be specified in the rubric. Final-
ly, the rubric should be given to the students in advance so that they have an overview of what is expected of them. 

Well-designed prompts and rubrics create a win-win situation to the teaching and learning process in that they 
clearly communicate expectations to the instructor and the student. They challenge students but also inspire them to give 
their best effort.  

Effective Writing Assignments:  Non-Gordon Rule Courses 
by Emma Chow and Tcherina Duncombe 

Writing across the curriculum…  
not the easiest topic if you don’t teach  

English or a Gordon Rule class. Consider 
these suggestions from two science  

professors who offer some basic  
suggestions for getting started.   

Learn more on Development Day! 

 Meet Tcherina Duncombe 
Professor Tcherina Swilley Duncombe is a tenured 

professor I in the Biology department on the Lake 

Worth campus of Palm Beach State College.  She 

teaches anatomy & physiology, microbiology, non-

majors biology, and has implemented Science Foun-

dations at the College, a course to provide academic 

support for our students in the sciences. She has 

been very active in different aspects of the college. 

Her committee service includes General Education Assessment, Lab Assess-

ment, and co-chair for the Safety committee. She is president of the Palm 

Beach State Chapter of the National Council on Black American Affairs and 

has been a speaker for Black History month. Professor Duncombe has also 

been a Math Awareness Week presenter and judge for the prestigious Sam 

Budnyk Scholar Athlete Scholarship Award. She was a 2011 Travel Award 

recipient for the American Society of Microbiology Conference for Under-

graduate Educators at Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, Maryland.  

Professor Duncombe came to Palm Beach State from the School 

District of Palm Beach County where she served as a district office adminis-

trator, an assistant principal at the high school/middle school levels, and a 

high school science teacher. She is the proud mother of an adult son, Bran-

don.   

 Meet Emma Chow 

Emma Chow has worn many hats at 

Palm Beach State. She began her work 

with the College in 2000 as both a math 

tutor and prep math adjunct professor, 

and in 2006, she joined the chemistry 

department as a full-time profes-

sor. Her prior experience includes teaching chemistry and 

earth science at a private high school for six years. Professor 

Chow also worked for an environmental company before her 

teaching career.  Originally from Nicaragua, she has been in 

the United States for 27 years, 26 of those in Florida, and has 

two sons, ages seven and four. 
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What do you think? 

A contest to promote critical thinking 

Spring 2014 
1/13/14 – 2/27/14 
Students and classes on all  

campuses are invited to enter! 

Assistance and entry information 

available from your campus SLC. 

Contest prompt 

Identify three contemporary issues of 
concern faced by college students  
today, explain why each issue is  

problematic, and propose a solution 
for one of the issues. 

 

PRIZES! 
WINNERS ON EACH CAMPUS!  

$150 or $25 GIFT CARDS 

Plus… 

PIZZA EXTRAVAGANZA FOR CLASSES! 

For more information, call 

561-868-3325  

or visit the webpage for rules and details 

www.PalmBeachState.edu/QEP 

ENCOURAGE YOUR STUDENTS TO ENTER! 
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Wilber...continued from cover 

been The Confession because students embark on a journey 
with Grisham that appeals to their moral sensibilities in a 
setting that they can make sense of. 

To Your Scattered Bodies Go by Philip José Farmer is a 
science fiction novel, the first of Farmer’s five-book River-
world series. Its premise is that everyone who has ever lived 
on earth, approximately 36 billion people, is resurrected on 
a planet that is not Earth. The humans are naked, hairless, 
appear no older than 25, and have retained their memories 
of life on Earth. Some of the main characters are based on 
historical figures, including Richard Francis Burton, Alice 
Liddell Hargreaves, and Hermann Göring. Others include 
the fictional Peter Frigate, the alien Monat Grrautut, and the 
“subhuman” Kazz. The novel is rich in historical, linguistic, 
religious, environmental, and sociological detail, and much 
of the plot centers on Burton’s quest to discover who has 
created the planet and why the masses were resurrected. I 
primarily chose this novel because of its pedagogical oppor-
tunities. As we discussed the novel, I had hoped to improve 
my students’ meager background knowledge in the areas 
listed above. I had also hoped they would become invested 
in Riverworld and want to follow the main characters to the 
end of their five-book journey. I was wrong. In the years 
that I taught this book, to my knowledge only one student 
has read the second book in the series.  

The Gunslinger by Stephen King is a fantasy/quest/
pseudo-Western novel, the first of King’s Dark Tower series. 
It is about Roland Deschain, a gunslinger, who is on a quest 
to catch the Man in Black. The setting is a parallel Earth 
called All-World, very much like the Wild West. During his 
journey, Roland encounters a boy, Jake Chambers, and later 
has to decide to continue to follow the Man in Black or to 
save Jake’s life. The novel also includes flashbacks detailing 
how Roland became a gunslinger. I chose this novel because 
King is one of my favorite authors, and the Dark Tower com-
pendium is one of my favorite “books” of all time. I also 
chose it because of King’s name recognition; I thought for 
that reason alone my students would be excited to read the 
novel. Much like my thought process with Farmer, I be-
lieved my students would become so invested in Roland’s 
journey, much the way my husband and I still are, that they 
would want to follow him across the years and thousands of 
pages to the Dark Tower. And again, I was wrong. I have 
had one student continue to read the series, though to my 
knowledge she has not finished it. 

The Confession by John Grisham is a legal thriller and 
a stand-alone novel. It is about a young black man, Donté 
Drumm, who has been convicted of the rape and murder of 
a young white woman, Nicole Yarber. The primary setting is 
a small, fictional town in Texas, a town full of racial strife. 
Four days before Donté is to be executed, a man in Kansas, 
Travis Boyette, confesses to a pastor, Keith Schroeder, that 

he killed Nicole. The major tension in the first half of the 
novel is whether or not Donté will be executed, innocent or 
not. His lawyer, Robbie Flak, works every aspect of the 
judicial system in an effort to prevent Donté’s execution, 
and Schroeder brings Boyette to Texas in an attempt to fore-
stall it. All efforts fail, however, and the execution takes 
place two-thirds of the way through the novel. The remain-
ing third of the novel focuses on the architects of Donté’s 
unjust demise and what, if any, retribution may occur.  
When choosing this novel, I believed that the surprising 
placement of the execution and Grisham’s anti-capital pun-
ishment stance would engage my students, and, finally, I was 
correct! As students have written in letters to Grisham, this 
is the first book many of them have finished and also the 
book that has made them want to read more. 

My reasoning for using both the King and Farmer 
novels is that I wanted students to read the first book in a 
series. I had many pedagogical discussions with colleagues 
about the efficacy of my reasoning. Others argued a better 
approach might be to have students read a popular author 
such as Jodi Picoult, an author who has numerous novels 
about controversial issues. In addition, as mentioned above, 
I thought King’s name-recognition would be a selling-point. 
In a 2010 Harris Poll, Stephen King was identified as Ameri-
ca’s favorite author; John Grisham placed third on the list. 
Therefore, when I felt that neither King nor Farmer was 
producing the desired result, I tried Grisham.  

I did not, however, choose Grisham on name 
recognition alone. As I was reading the novel, I realized Gri-
sham’s primary goal is to convince his readers of the injustic-
es of capital punishment. I thought my students would be 
open to his message, and indeed, most students have met my 
expectations (as well as Grisham’s). As I finished the novel, I 
firmly believed that most of my students would react viscer-
ally to it, and I was correct. As a student wrote, “It made me 
think differently of the death penalty; it was a permanent life 
changing experience.”  

Why has using The Confession succeeded where us-

“I would like to start this letter 
off by thanking you for helping 
me like reading more. Reading 
your book The Confession changed 
my entire attitude about reading.” 

–Student in Elizabeth Wilber’s REA0017 class  

Wilber...continued on next page 
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Wilber...continued from previous page 

ing the other novels failed? Students’ familiarity with the 
subject material and the emotional appeal of the novel are 
the primary factors in its success. Familiarity with the 
novel’s subject material is important because my students 
are incredibly literal and lack aspects of basic background 
knowledge that authors take for granted. The Gunslinger 
failed because my students could not imagine the alternate 
world King describes. Perhaps if it had been more removed 
from their reality, they may have been more successful with 
it, but I think the similarities to Earth were too difficult for 
them to reconcile. For example, Roland’s world has “moved 
on,” and there are vestiges of our world – Amoco, “Hey 
Jude” – present. To Your Scattered Bodies Go failed for many of 
the same reasons; reading science fiction stretched my stu-
dents’ imaginations beyond their current capacities. Trying 
to imagine what the “grails” are in Farmer (the grails are 
containers each human has that provide food three times a 
day when placed on a “grailstone”) confounded my students. 
In contrast, my students are approaching The Confession as 
Americans living in a death-penalty age, so they should have 
some of the background knowledge necessary to more effec-
tively imagine it.  

The Confession then, as the most contemporary of 
the three novels, requires the least amount of background 
knowledge. As Inge Crosman Wimmers points out in Poetics 
of Reading, a dynamic exchange between reader and text has 
been foreseen by the author; an author sets up a “culturally 
based system of reference” and the reader interprets these 
cultural codes (xvi). “What authors presuppose, then, is a 
certain competence based on previous knowledge – 
knowledge from outside the novel. . . . Novelists create their 
readers’ competence within the text, through narrative and 
discursive strategies” (Wimmers xvi). My students have a 
basic understanding of the political and social forces at work 
in The Confession as opposed to the fantastical worlds of All-
World and Riverworld. I help students create this back-
ground knowledge by assigning a capital punishment reac-
tion paper before students begin the novel. This paper does 
not require research; instead, it allows students to situate 
themselves in the current capital punishment debate. By 
doing so, they then have an investment in the novel, regard-
less of their position. 

Grisham understands that his readers approach his 
novel with what they believe is a firm position in the capital 
punishment debate. In doing so, he has to “read” them, and, 
in The Confession, Grisham reads his audience, especially my 
students, perfectly. He manipulates his readers’ emotions by 
creating an unwinnable situation for Donté: a villain who 
admits he killed Nicole but must be cajoled to tell the truth, 
a corrupt prosecutor and detective so full of hubris they will 
never be able to see the error of their ways, an unjust system 

that fights justice for Donté at every turn, and a protagonist 
who is so defeated he’s a shadow of his former self. Even the 
mother of the victim, Reeva Pike, is portrayed as an unlikea-
ble martyr. Some, like book reviewer Laurie Muchnick, 
criticize Grisham’s approach, “You can almost feel Grisham 
grabbing your lapels and shaking you, saying: Can you be-
lieve these people? . . . The problem is that Grisham stacks 
the deck so entirely on Donte’s side. We never once doubt 
that he’s innocent or that Travis Boyette is guilty.” But my 
novice readers do not read the novel as so one-sided and 
predictable. In response to a journal question asking if the 
execution was expected, a student wrote, “I wasn’t expect-
ing it, I was hoping Robbie Flak had something up his sleeve 
or they would believe Travis Boyette and stop the execu-
tion. . . . I always thought there was going to be a miracle 
for Donte.” 

The primary tension in the novel is whether or not 
Donté will be executed. When I read the novel the first 
time, I felt pulled in two directions as the climax ap-
proached. As a copious reader of mysteries and thrillers, I 
felt Grisham as an author of this genre had no choice but to 
execute Donté to illuminate the injustice of the “judicial” 
system. On the other hand, as an empathetic reader, I did 
not want to see Donté die. Though Donté is a static charac-
ter in the novel, the reader still feels overwhelming compas-
sion for him because Grisham has created an unwinnable 
situation for this innocent man.  

Hence I experienced split desires when reading the 
novel because I am a consummate reader of the genre; how-
ever, my students don’t have much experience with reading 
(as opposed to viewing) this genre, so many of them didn’t 
see the execution coming. The “culturally based system of 
reference” Wimmers discusses extends to knowledge of 
these genre conventions. Wimmers points out, “The most 
fundamental frame of reference in which we begin reading is 
based on prior knowledge of genre conventions— familiari-
ty, for instance, with what a book is and what kind of book a 
novel is” (3). The familiarity with the genre of The Confession 
as opposed to the other genres is a key factor in the novel’s 
success in my classes. Because fewer sci-fi and fantasy shows 
are available on mainstream television than legal thrillers and 
mysteries, students should have more awareness of the legal 
thriller/mystery genre. Because this genre is rooted in reali-
ty, this understanding of genre provides a level of comfort 
with the text that did not exist with the other two; though 
Grisham defies many of my students’ genre expectations 
(especially with the placement of the execution), the novel 
does not hurl them into another world nor assail their sens-
es.  

The importance of developmental students’ famili-
arity with a genre cannot be underscored because these stu-
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dents firmly believe they cannot successfully read that which 
does not interest them. In retrospect, I should have paid more 
attention to what my students enter the classroom knowing 
rather than focusing on what they could know. Wimmers 
agrees, “While the interpretive practices in force are important 
in shaping the reading of a particular text, the structural fea-
tures and rhetorical strategies of the given text, as well as the 
reader’s approach to it, need to be reckoned with. . . . In turn, 
the reader’s awareness of genre conventions raises certain ex-
pectations that condition and thus circumscribe his read-
ing” (xiv). I did not reckon with my students’ knowledge of 
genre conventions when choosing the other two novels; in-
stead, I placed my pedagogical desire to stuff them full of back-
ground knowledge3 above all else and lost sight of my primary 
goal – to lessen my students’ intense dislike of reading.  

One aspect of The Confession that lies outside its genre 
conventions and increases students’ interest is Grisham’s rhe-
torical purpose. Of the three novels, The Confession is by far the 
most rhetorical. In an interview with BookLounge, Grisham 
explains he became “morally opposed to state-sanctioned kill-
ing” while researching his 1993 novel The Chamber. In The Con-
fession, Grisham is clearly anti-capital punishment, and every 
aspect of the novel is fashioned to persuade the reader to adopt 
Grisham’s viewpoint. As Richard Burton expounds in Forces in 
Fiction and Other Essays, “Literature is one of the world’s great 
mouthpieces for the expression of ideals” (102), and Grisham 
virtually shoves his ideals in his readers’ faces. While his ap-
proach may alienate certain readers, especially those who are 
familiar with the genre or who prefer a subtle approach, Gri-
sham’s strong-armed tactics are effective with my students. 
For example, before reading the novel a student wrote in her 
capital punishment reaction paper that she was torn and unsure 
about how she felt, but she believed the death penalty could be 
used for those who are serial killers or mass murderers. After 
reading the novel, this same student’s response differed, “He 
did effectively persuade me that the death penalty is a bad idea. 
Before I felt that only certain crimes should be punishable by 
death, but only after I ‘got to know the characters’ could I 
sympathize with how they could have possibly felt. When    
Donte died I was sobbing, for him and his family.”  

As evidenced by the above student, Grisham evokes 
pathos in his reader in a way neither the Farmer nor King nov-
els did. Students’ emotional responses to The Confession, as seen 
in letters they wrote Grisham, include “Even though I wasn’t 
happy about what happened to Donte, I always felt like a good 
read will have you feeling some type of way in the end. 
Whether it’s extremely happy, sad, scared or mad, and there  
 

3 Ironically, perhaps, my students have learned more, especially 

about our current justice/incarceration system, while reading Gri-

sham than they learned from the other two novels because both Gri-

sham and I inform students of the facts behind Donté’s wrongful 

conviction and sentencing. 

were multiple times in this book when i ‘boo hoo’ cried,” and 
“I honestly had tears in my eyes and a knot in my throat at 
some parts and made my views on the death penalty change,” 
and “My favorite part was the most bitter sweet, tear jerking 
moment of the entire book, when Roberta was preparing 
Donte’s body for the funeral. I am a man, but that part had me 
tear up. The picture you painted was beautiful.” When reading 
the other two novels, my students’ did not have these visceral, 
emotional reactions.  

As I read The Confession, I fundamentally believed my 
students would be caught in Grisham’s emotional, rhetorical 
web. They would not predict that the execution would take  
place, the execution and subsequent fall-out would convince 
them of the horrors of capital punishment, and they would 
leave the novel dissatisfied and in search of change. Grisham is 
effective; students who approach the novel with an anti-capital 
punishment bias are more vehement once they finish the novel; 
“My personal views on the death penalty have not changed. 
The glitches and flaws that Grisham exposed and speaks about 
in the novel actually validate my feelings on the death penalty.” 
The minority remain staunchly in favor of capital punishment; 
“Grisham did not persuade me that the death penalty was a bad 
idea because some people should be executed for the crimes 
they have done, and mistakes can happen including wrongfull 
conviction and even wrongful death.” I also have many whose 
viewpoints have changed as a result of reading the novel; “My 
view has totally changed since I read this book, I believe the 
death penalty is a crime, its disgusting, and its so wrong.”  

By constantly reassessing their positions in the death 
penalty debate, my students are actively reading The Confession. 
Grisham positions his audience as active readers in another way 
– the reader as jury. Grisham positions his readers as not only 
“jury” of Donté and Boyette’s innocence or guilt but also asks 
them to pass judgment on capital punishment, and he clearly 
wants the jury to rule in his favor! Grisham puts the audience 
in the jury box, tapping into their knowledge, recasting the 
drama in terms they know, and focusing on issues that are im-
portant to them – issues of race, class, and justice. As jury, not 
of Donté but of the antagonists and of capital punishment, my 
students have a vested interest in the outcome of the novel.  

To bolster his case, Grisham positions his protagonists 
on the extreme end of virtue and his antagonists on the ex-
treme end of immorality.  Protagonist Donté courageously 
faces his own death, and protagonists Schroeder and Flack are 
fighting for justice both before his death and afterward. In con-
trast, The Gunslinger has a protagonist who lacks virtue and is 
unlikeable throughout most of the novel. Roland often makes 
decisions (such as killing his lover and not saving Jake) that my 
students find reprehensible. In To Your Scattered Bodies Go, Bur-
ton searches for an answer to why humanity has been resur-
rected. However, students are not empathetic of Burton; ra-
ther they find his brashness off-putting. In both of these novels, 
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students were not engaged in the protagonists’ struggles, yet in 
The Confession, students root for the protagonists’ success be-
cause they want the truth of Donté’s execution as well as his 
virtue revealed. 

The truth of Donté’s innocence is not the ultimate 
truth Grisham hopes to reveal to his reader, and even my neo-
phyte students can identify from the beginning of the novel 
that the larger truth is that of the injustices of the capital pun-
ishment system. As Wimmers explains, “If we believe that 
society and culture have set us up to expect, desire, and look 
for truth, then we cannot ignore this dimension of reading and 
writing. Nor can we ignore it if the quest for truth has been 
built into the text we are reading” (15-16). Grisham positions 
his jury to accompany him on his quest for his truth regarding 
our current judicial system. In fact, Grisham ends the novel 
with another execution (albeit of a guilty man) to emphasize 
the point that change will not be coming to Texas (or the 
country), hopefully propelling his audience to take up his 
cause. And some will, such as the student who wrote, “After 
reading your work I think twice before looking at a picture of a 
man on death row and saying he deserves it or even condoning 
death as any means of punishment.” 

In the midst of this oppressive narrative, Grisham 
effectively manipulates the reader’s emotions by placing Don-
té’s execution two-thirds of the way through the novel. The 
unexpected placement of the climax often confounds students, 
who wonder how the rest of the novel will unfold. In addition, 
students are indignant that an innocent man has been executed. 
Their pity for Donté has been aroused through the injustices he 
faced, the descriptions of his life on death row in Polunsky, 
and the knowledge that the true killer has been identified be-
fore the execution. The pity intensifies when a videotaped con-
fession by Boyette is sent to the governor three hours before 
the execution and his lackeys choose not to show it to him; 
therefore, the execution is not stayed. Grisham has masterfully 
placed the execution at this point in the narrative for maxi-
mum effect. John Dryden describes, “Grief and passion are like 
floods raised in little brooks by a sudden rain; they are quickly 
up; and if the concernment be poured unexpectedly in upon 
us, it overflows us” (269). Many of my students hold out hope 
that Donté will receive a stay of execution, so they are stunned 
by his death. Students’ reactions include throwing the book 

away, crying, and raging against Grisham and the judicial sys-
tem. Their rage is Grisham’s goal. In her journal, Aaron 
wrote, “My reaction to Donté’ execution was unbelievable. 
My jaw dropped! I was shocked! . . . All of this was so unfair. . 
. . I was not expecting it at all.” 

There is no moment like this in To Your Scattered Bodies 
Go. The novel contains a few small surprises in its narrative, 
but there is no event that would cause readers to experience 
such emotion that they would cry. The Gunslinger, however, 
does contain a similar event when Roland must choose wheth-
er to save Jake or follow the Man in Black. As he plummets to 
his death, Jake, who had humanized the aloof gunslinger, be-
comes the gunslinger’s latest victim in his quest for the Man in 
Black and, ultimately, the Dark Tower. As a reader, I could 
not believe Roland would forsake Jake in pursuit of his quest. I 
wanted to know why Roland has such a singular focus; what 
had happened in his life to make him so hard? I had hoped my 
students would share my interest and curiosity – would Ro-
land ever achieve his goal of climbing the steps of the Dark 
Tower? Unfortunately, none of my hopes were realized. By 
the time this scene occurs near the end of the novel, my stu-
dents were so disengaged that they simply no longer cared. 

In stark contrast, after the execution, my students are 
thoroughly invested in Donté’s story. Students read the first 
two-thirds of The Confession because they hold out hope that 
Donté will be saved; they read the last third because they’re 
angry4. Though many students have a strongly negative reac-
tion to Donté’s execution, their curiosity and sense of justice 
get the better of them. They are so invested in the novel by 
this point they want to know if the orchestrators of Donté’s 
demise will get their comeuppance, if Nicole’s body will be 
found, if Schroeder will be punished, or if Boyette will be on 
the receiving end of justice. And, as Grisham has so perfectly 
manipulated them, they want to know if Texas will impose a 
moratorium on capital punishment. Texas does not, however, 
and Grisham ends the novel with the execution of a clearly 
guilty man. The concise description of his death is juxtaposed 
by the rich detail of Donté’s. While Donté’s execution is at-
tended by his “victim’s” family, his family, his lawyer, and 
Schroeder, Adam Flores is not so fortunate. “He had no wit-
nesses, and there were none for his victim. There was no one 
to claim his body, so Adam Flores was buried in the prison 
cemetery, alongside dozens of other unclaimed death row in-
mates” (Grisham 515). And so, the injustice system continues. 

That sense of injustice garners the most reaction from 
my students. For even those students, and maybe especially so, 
who fervently hate this novel, Grisham has effectively made his 
argument. For most of my students, their vehement reaction, 
positive or negative, to The Confession, is the first time they  
 
 
4  Interestingly, when asked once they’ve finished the novel, most students agree it 
would have been worse without the execution. 

“...my students are thoroughly invested in 
Donté’s story. Students read the first two-
thirds of The Confession because they hold 
out hope that Donté will be saved; they 
read the last third because they’re angry.”   
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Though she secretly yearns to be a used car saleswoman living in Oregon, 
Elizabeth Wilber has found herself affiliated on-and-off with PBSC for 13 
years. She currently teaches any and all non-math developmental courses. She 
is also a member of the QEP Implementation Committee and is cluster chair.  

If asked, she would say she has many hobbies including dollhouse miniatures, 
reading, cycling, collecting art, and playing Words with Friends, but in reality, 
she’s so busy explaining to students that Lincoln’s first name wasn’t “April 
Ham” (true story!), taking care of her three dogs and four cats, and spending 
time with her husband Michael (whom she met at a poetry reading) that she 
has no time for hobbies. 

But as proof she did once have time to read, her pets are named Queequeg, 
Melville, Roland, Susie, Tess, Walt, and Tux, all of whom but one are named 
after literature (though none after her current favorites – Erdrich and At-
wood). Can you guess which ones? 

Answers: Moby Dick, The Gunslinger, Tess of the D’Urbervilles, Walt Whitman  
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have reacted to a text – the first time they have “loved” or 
“hated” a text, as the student evidence contained herein illus-
trates. In fact, one student’s reaction to the novel is she “loved 
to hate it.” Very few of my students finish the semester indif-
ferent to this novel, which is not something I can say for most 
of what we read. Dan wrote to Grisham, “I honestly wish I had 
never spent the money on The Confession, it was truly a 
waste.” Yet Brigitte wrote, “If it wasn’t for this book I would-
n’t of known that reading is fun and interesting. . . . I’m glad it 
was the first book I’ve fallen in love with.”  

Brigitte has fallen in love with a book; I could have 
hoped for no better outcome when I first introduced The Con-
fession to my students. One goal I have always had for my stu-
dents with any of the novels I’ve chosen as guided-reading 
texts has been to open their minds to the world of reading, and 
I chose novels I hoped would encourage them to keep reading. 
With The Confession, I have been moderately successful. Some 
students have gone on to read other Grisham novels or books 
by other authors; in fact, one student that I had two years ago 
wrote to tell me he’s read seven books since being in my class.  

In the rest of Erica’s letter to Grisham, she writes, “I 
was like oh my God I’m going to have to read this boring book 
and I’m not going to like it at all, but as it turns out I loved it  
and I couldn’t wait to finish it.  . . . Thank you very much for 
this novel and I will be reading some more of them because 
this was grabbed my attention and didn’t let go.” As Bernard 
DeVoto states, “The act of reading brings the novel to comple-
tion: it is not a novel until someone, someone who has no vest-
ed interest in fiction, has read it” (xi-xii). And for most of my 
students, who had no vested interest in fiction before reading 
The Confession, they now understand the power a novel can 
have on their lives. 
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