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As an examiner and a teacher with many years’ experience at Starehe Boys Centre, I have come to realize that a student’s problem in Literature often results from text interpretation and the approach to  questions; students do not necessarily fail because they haven’t been taught. For this reason, this guide lays emphasis on how to interpret texts through questions, how to interpret the questions in an exam situation, how to plan and present your answers and how to ensure you have done all that the question requires you to do. As an examiner, I have tried to guide you as to what examiners look for and how to tell you have presented what is required at every stage of your answer. I also believe in teaching students how to have fun with literature so that reading novels and answering questions is a pleasurable experience. We have done this with boys at Starehe Boys Centre for a long time. This guide therefore tries to teach you to do this when dealing with the plot and when analyzing characters and themes. It teaches you how to identify important facts in the plot, how to interpret those facts to make meaning and how to apply that meaning to come up with character traits, thematic concerns and aspects of style. This guide also shows you how to interpret question words so that you can tell what they require you to do. Lastly, this guide tells you the truth; that to be a good literature student, you need to think like others in the field. You can only do this by familiarizing yourself with literary terms and elements of style so that you can identify and interpret them well wherever they are used and you can use them with ease yourself. If there is anything for which you might need clarification or if you think of a way we can help people enjoy literature better, feel free to write us via midast14@gmail.com. I hope you enjoy using this guide and more. 
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All quotes in this guide are taken from the approved school edition by Focus Publishers.

Introduction
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Studying the Novel

There are a number of things that need to be understood before you read this guide. First, it needs to be said from the very beginning that any guide to a literary text is not a mathematical formula that should ensure that a student automatically passes the literature exam; rather, it should be seen as just that; a guide or a pointer to the important aspects that a student needs to think about, to look closely into so as to understand a literary text better. For this reason, the student will need to thoroughly read the literary text first – it is recommended that the student reads the text thrice, or as many times as it might take to be able to plot the narrative off-head, discuss characters and themes as well as be able to identify elements of style and briefly discuss their effectiveness – before looking at any guide. Many students simply flip through the text and then cram the guides treating them the way they treat shortened biology notes which they go through on the eve of the exam; in other words, they see the guide as a substitute for reading the text. Literature as a subject requires that the student gives his opinions of the text and supports them with good illustrations that demonstrate the student’s thorough understanding of the text. It is not possible to do this when the student puts so much trust on the guide. Indeed, the student should understand the text so well that it is possible to point out the flaws in the literary guide itself. Remember that what you find in the guide is just somebody else’s opinion. We only read guides because we expect that the writers are more experienced in literature than we are and therefore, they are likely to give us hints on issues which we may not be aware of or which we aren’t very sure about. These writers are however not flawless; they are not gods. 

This guide is written with the student in mind. If well followed, even a private candidate can read the novel, practice with questions and be ready for an exam even without having to consult a teacher. It is a guide to reading The River and the Source, not a guide to teaching it. However, any good teacher will find it handy in preparing candidates. If you are a teacher, it is recommended that you begin familiarizing your students with the novel as early as possible, probably as early as Form One if you can. Learn to have the students read the novel as a class reader and set comprehension questions on it to gauge the students’ familiarization with the text. This should leave the more onerous task of dealing with literary issues to Forms Three and Four. It also pays to have the students familiarize themselves with literary terms as early as possible. 

Second, the student must learn that there is no short cut to thorough familiarization with literary terms. Literary terms are words which name or describe certain elements of literature. They include terms such as allusion, climax, flashback, imagery etc. The student needs to be familiar with them because literary critics will use them without explanation; they expect anyone, you included, who deals with literature to be familiar with them. Examiners also expect the student to not only be familiar with these terms but also to be able to use them with ease. This shows that the student is well read and whether you like it or not, your ease with these terms will definitely give the examiner an opinion of you – which will definitely affect his judgment as he deals with your paper the following December after you sit for it. It doesn’t hurt to put him at ease. For this reason, this guide gives a list of literary terms at the end. You are expected to be familiar with these terms as you deal with the novel. Go through them carefully and make sure you can not only tell what they mean, identify examples and illustrations of what they name from The River and the Source, but that you can also fairly well use them easily in your writing. This helps you to avoid simplistic writing which might show the examiner in which corner of the country your school is located and which might create bias in his/her judgment for it is almost impossible to avoid bias with literary judgment especially the essay. It doesn’t hurt to ensure that the examiner is with you. 
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