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Enjoying Three Cups of Tea

For many of us, a cup of tea involves boiling water, steeping in it a packet of dried leaves, and waiting for, as our British friends might say, our "cuppa."  If we are daring we might drink an herbal or a flavored tea.   One lesson we learn from Greg Mortenson's experiences among the villagers of Korphe is that there is more to tea than sipping a hot beverage from a mug.  A great deal of activity is involved in the ritual of sharing a cup of tea.  

In much the same way as tea drinking, we tend to think of reading as a more or less passive practice--curling up with a good book in a comfy chair, our only real activity turning a page or reaching for a snack (or our cuppa).  However, one lesson we hope to share with you in the materials we've prepared is that reading, like drinking tea, is far from a passive act.  

To read actively is to engage the text on multiple levels; to enter it from a variety of vantage points.  Educator Louise Rosenblatt asks us to think of reading as a transaction between ourselves, as readers, and the text we read.   On the one hand, the text has its own "integrity"--that is certain elements and aspects that define it.  Greg Mortenson's story, for example, is non-fiction.  And, it takes place over a certain period of time, in particular places.  There are also literary elements to the narration, including descriptive passages that employ such devices as metaphors or similes.  These elements are part and parcel of the book.  They do not change.  What can change, however, is what the story means to a reader.  To its many readers.   Here's how Rosenblatt explains this idea:

The special meaning, and more particularly, the submerged associations that these words and images have for the individual reader will largely determine what the work communicates to him. The reader brings to the work personality traits, memories of past events, present needs and preoccupations, a particular mood of the moment, and a particular physical condition. These and many other elements in a never-to-be-duplicated combination determine his response to the peculiar contribution of the text. 

In other words, not only do different readers bring different traits or experiences to the text, each time we read a book we read it in a particular moment, different from the last time.   For example, Horton Hears a Who was a slightly different tale for me when I believed elephants could talk and whole towns could live on a clover plant.  Likewise,  
readers who have climbed any of Colorado's 14ers will bring that experience to their reading of Three Cups of Tea, even if our tallest is but half the size of K2.  Perhaps they can see the events described better than a reader who has lived forever on the plains.  A female reader might connect with the plight of girls denied an education more than a male reader (although we certainly hope not!).  For those who have seen the poverty of East Asia, the story takes on additional meaning.  If a loved one has served in Afghanistan or if the students in your classes have parents stationed there, their responses to the story or the characters could be affected by that experience.  The point is, as readers, all of us bring who we are, what we have experienced, where we have lived, what we believe, and so much more, to the texts we study.  Rather than try to ignore these factors, we suggest readers acknowledge and embrace them and think about how they influence the meaning of the text.  
 
Many of the questions and assignments in this packet are designed to help you identify both what the text brings to this reading transaction and, equally, if not more important, what you bring to the text as a reader.  Understanding both sides of the transaction equations allows for the creation of authentic meaning from reading Three Cups of Tea.

What YOU Bring to the Reading:  Sharing a Cuppa With Greg

When we approach a text, a place to begin is by determining what we know about the subject.  Sometimes just thinking about the subject matter of a story reminds us of an experience we've had, another book we've read, or something we've learned in the classroom or outside of it.  Classroom teachers might be familiar with this technique; however, any reader, in a classroom setting or in that comfy chair, can jog their own memory simply by asking "what do I know about . . ."

Even if you've never opened Three Cups of Tea, by looking at the cover only you can come up with a sense of what might be waiting on the pages inside.  Perhaps you read an article about Greg Mortenson in the paper when he was in Denver, or maybe you heard you about the book from a friend.  Anyway, give it a go: looking at Three Cups of Tea, ask yourself "what do I know about . . ."
· Tea
· Pakistan
· Afghanistan
· The Taliban
· Mountaineering
· Karakoram Range
· Islam (the cover picture of children in headscarves suggests that Islam might figure into the story)

For fun, take a look at images from the covers of the young adult version of the story and the children's book (these are available on the Three Cups of Tea web site, see the Appendix for the web address).  Think about how they compare.  It might be interesting, after you've read one, to read the others, or to think about in what ways and why the covers are different.  A favorite exercise I do with my students at UNCo after we finish reading a novel is to have them imagine (and sometimes create!) their own book jacket (teachers see the Lesson Plans for just such assignments).

Although our worlds and our lives might seem very different from those of Greg Mortenson (I know mine do!), I would suggest that we share many more experiences and emotions than we might imagine.  As you prepare to "transact" with Three Cups of Tea keep in mind not just how different are your experiences from those of Greg but, as well, those experiences you might share.  Below are some questions to help you think about such shared experiences.  We have developed them about the three themes we seek to highlight in Three Cups of Tea: learning, giving, and persevering.  

Learning:

Think about a time when you've been in a place or a situation where you've had no idea what's going on.  Perhaps everyone spoke a different language.  Perhaps they all knew a particular dance step or an inside joke.  Maybe they all read the same book or saw the same movie and you hadn't. Perhaps you made a wrong turn and got lost.  How did it feel?  

Although there's no real moment where Greg offers readers a list of the lessons he has learned as a result of his work;  as observers we have to opportunity to watch him evolve as a character in his story.  Identify three lessons you think Greg learned as a result of the experiences recounted in Three Cups of Tea.

Now, what about you?  What did you learn from reading Greg's story?  What in the story leads you to these lessons?

Giving:

Think about a time that you gave of yourself and got nothing in return.  It could be an item or it could be something you've done.  The point is, you did it knowing you would not get anything in return.  How did it feel?

Now, look back at Greg's initial attempts to build a school.  He was, it seems, fulfilling a promise or an obligation.  Do you think that's different from just doing it, without the promise or the debt.  How did the impetus behind his actions change?  What brought about that change?

Persevering:

Perhaps the obstacles we've endured in our lives have not been as difficult or as frightening as those Greg faced.  He faced a variety of them--from the most mundane (like crummy living arrangements in California) to the most terrifying (his kidnapping in Waziristan).   Look back at the ways in which Greg persevered through these challenges.  How do his methods for confronting challenges big and small compare with yours?  What can you learn from Greg's actions or temperament to use the next time you face a challenge?


Using the "3CT" Lesson Plans

We have separated the lessons developed for this Readers' & Teachers' Companion into three main types: Pre-Reading Lessons, During Reading Lessons, and Post-Reading Lessons (some fitting more than one type).  

Because we recognize that no two classes are the same (nor are any two teachers the same!), these lessons can well-serve as starting points for developing your own approaches for teaching Three Cups of Tea.  What you will find in these lessons are activities created with an eye to the Colorado Model Content Standards for multiple academic areas (among them Reading & Writing, Geography, and Visual Arts).  In addition, the lessons incorporate direct instruction, large and small group tasks, and suggested modifications to address the needs of all the learners in your classrooms.  All supporting materials are included, as are references to internet sources that can supplement instruction.  There are a variety of handouts and rubrics that accompany the lessons, and we invite you to copy, revise, or modify any of these to meet your particular needs or teaching goals and objectives.  

In all, our aim is to inspire you and your students to engage with the ideas and the lessons and the craft of Three Cups of Tea--in other words, to drink deeply.  Cheers!
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