Rationale for Catcher in the Rye by J.D. Salinger
Intended Audience

As a class, we will be reading Catcher in the Rye by J.D. Salinger.  Many consider it a classic piece of literature.  This is coming of age novel.  The main character is a teenager who struggles with many of the same themes as today’s adolescents.
Summary 
The Catcher in the Rye takes place at a rest home in California. Holden Caulfield, a troubled teen, tells his psychologist of his adventures in New York last Christmas. Holden left school after receiving an admonition that he would be expelled from school for poor grades. Before confronting his parents, he decided to tour his home city New York for a few days. As Holden recounts his adventures to the psychologist, he reflects on some of the more formative and even harrowing events of his childhood, including the death of his brother Allie. 

Relationship of Material to current standards
This novel meets English 10 standards in Colorado.  In this course, students meet “reading for a variety of purposes”.  So far in English 10, students have read a piece of non-fiction and a drama.  Now, they will read a piece of fiction.  The benchmark for “reading for a variety of purposes” is that students will understand that “literary and historical influences determine the meaning of traditional and contemporary literary texts”. As a classic novel, The Catcher in the Rye is often considered part of America’s cultural literacy.
Impact of book on readers 
Holden Caulfield, the main character and narrator, can be thought of as an unreliable narrator. In order to truly understand what has taken place, the reader must read at a higher-level, sifting through Holden’s personal biases. He or she must evaluate, synthesize, and justify what is being said, what’s true, and why the information was presented in the manner it is. This evaluative, analytical reading skill is taught and practiced in other units at Salida High School, such as Media Literacy and Research.

Holden also speaks about a student who was bullied, which ultimately resulted in his untimely death. Bullying is undeniably a huge issue that can tragically affect everyone. Given the recent school shootings, it is hard to disagree with this statement. 

One of the other themes that is particularly relevant to adolescents is maturity. Like Holden, many adolescents experiment with adult activities before they are emotionally or maturely ready. The Catcher in the Rye describes some of the negative ramifications that can result from trying to grow up before one is ready. 

How you teach the book 
Students read the novel aloud and independently both at home and during class time.  All class activities help enhance the understanding of the novel along with small group discussions.  Students use a study guide to assist reading comprehension.
Themes 

Although Holden Caulfield uses bad language, students see that his language is a pathetic attempt to appear like a big shot.  The novel uses teenage slang of the 1950’s which we can compare to students’ modern slang.
The Catcher in the Rye is a coming of age story about a student who thinks he is more mature than he actually is.  Many students can relate to this idea as they see themselves or friends doing exactly this.  We talk about problems that the average teen faces and also problems that Holden faces.  How are we similar to and different from him and his problems?
This book gives students an opportunity to question a narrator.  Holden is an unreliable narrator and students question his validity.   Should they take everything he says as the truth?  This allows students to begin thinking about narrators in a new way.  They do not always have to take them for every word.
References
According to a Washington Post article by Jonathon Yardley, he writes: “That last question actually is easily answered: The Catcher in the Rye can be fobbed off on kids as a book about themselves. It is required reading as therapy, a way to encourage young people to bathe in the warm, soothing waters of resentment (all grown-ups are phonies) and self-pity without having to think a lucid thought. Like that other (albeit marginally better) novel about lachrymose preppies, John Knowles's A Separate Peace (1960), The Catcher in the Rye touches adolescents' emotional buttons without putting their minds to work. It's easy for them, which makes it easy for teacher.”  
Eric Lomazoff writes in his literary criticism that “The Catcher in the Rye has been banned continually from schools, libraries, and bookstores due to its profanity, sexual subject matter, and rejection of some traditional American ideals.” (http://www.levity.com/corduroy/salinger1.htm)

Alternative Texts 
Twain, Mark. The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (Many students may have claimed to have previously read this book; however, that is not relevant, as students will be studying the book in an entirely different context.)
Draper, Sharon. Forged by Fire.  (For lower readers)
Controversial
Over the years this novel has been thought to be controversial.  The book includes profanity, underage drinking, sexual allusions.  The profanity is mild for the most part using words such as Goddam, hell, and ass.  The f-word appears once in the novel when it appears as graffiti on Phoebe’s (Holden’s sister) Elementary school wall.  In response to the word, Holden says, "It drove me damn near crazy. I thought how Phoebe and all the other little kids would see it, and how they'd wonder what the hell it meant, and then finally some dirty kid would tell them--all cockeyed, naturally--what it meant, and how they'd all think about it and maybe even worry about it for a couple of days."
Holden also thinks and occasionally acts on controversial subjects, particularly drinking and sex.

These scenes reflect his struggling with the "vices" associated with the adult world, and in no scene do they bring him pleasure or make him happy. He attempts to drink to be social, and in every scene, he is either ridiculed for being so young, or his behavior upon drinking pushes people away from him. He brings a prostitute to his hotel room, but cannot bring himself to have sex, instead only wanting to talk. This scene is similar to all the scenes in which he attempts to act on his sexual urges. In each case, he fails to follow through, as the idea of sexuality becomes unattractive to him (Olentangy).
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