. 1. Some general questions for all stories 
What is the larger discourse context in which this story is placed? 

The immediate situation: 

Who are the participants? From whose perspective is the story told (this may shift). When and where do the events of the story take place?

The discourse/textual context (implied): 

What has gone on in the moments before this story opened? What leads you to assume this? What do you think goes on beyond the end of the story? Why do you think the writer has chosen to frame the story in this way, telling us just this much of it? 

The larger cultural context: 
Where is this story located socially/culturally? How do the participants fit into that social/cultural space? What words in the text help to define this space? What shared knowledge do you need, as a reader, to understand this story? Are there places where the writer brings in information that might be outside of the experience of some implied readers? If so, is that information explained as if to outsiders? Treated as shared insider knowledge? What is the effect of the way in which this is handled? Why might the writer have chosen to handle the information in this way?

2. Specific questions for “The River” 
Shared knowledge and the reader 
Look again at the opening of the story. O’Connor doesn’t introduce us to the setting or participants, but brings us into the middle of an exchange, leaving us to figure out what’s going on. What’s the effect on you, as a reader, and where do you begin to fill in the gaps she has intentionally left? Are there places where you are uncertain about her intentions and the meanings you’ve drawn from what you’ve read?

Shared knowledge and discourse communities
Participants in a discourse community share not only words but concerns, values, beliefs, ways of thinking, and these are often implicitly understood rather than stated explicitly. If you list the words and the semantic fields those words are part of for each of the communities the boy interacts with in the story, what do you find about the conflicting concerns, beliefs and values he must traverse? How does his status as an outsider to one of the communities affect his ability to interpret what’s said there? 

Genres and Styles (shared knowledge and the textual function) 

Members of a discourse community draw on shared knowledge of its genres—larger units of talk that have particular form and shape and that are repeated in similar ways across events, and on its styles. What genres of talk appear in this story, and how does the boy’s knowledge or lack of knowledge of those genres or of styles of speaking affect his understanding?

Intentions and Purposes (shared knowledge and the pragmatic/interpersonal function) 

Communication depends not only on understanding the words that are spoken but also the intentions behind the words. To what extent does a lack of understanding of another’s intentions and purposes affect larger understandings in this story? To what extent does such uncertainty affect your sense of the story as a reader?

