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Educational Context: This lesson is designed for an 11th grade English literature class in 
which most students are reading within 2 years of grade level. While this text is complex 
thematically, its brevity and generally accessible language makes it a good choice even for 
students who may be reading on the 9th or 10th grade levels. The lesson will be taught as 
part of a unit on the short story (standard 10: exploring the characteristics of different genres) 
and on author's purpose, in which I expect students to develop a habit of interpreting the 
author's language while considering the contemporary relevance of the text. These will be our 
primary aims today. As this unit will occur early in the school year, several standards 
addressed will be 10th grade standards, used for the purpose of reviewing key literary terms 
like theme, point of view, symbolism, and historical context. Once the class has read more 
texts, including novels, they will be equipped to move on to 11th grade standards, many of 
which require comparison of texts read. 

Standards Addressed (Massachusetts):
 8.32 (for imaginative/literary texts): Identify and analyze the point(s) of view in a literary work
 8.33 Analyze patterns of imagery or symbolism and connect them to themes an/or tone and 

mood
 General Standard 9: Making Connections: Students will deepen their understanding of a 

literary or non-literary work by relating it to its contemporary context or historical background. 
 9.6   Relate a literary work to primary source documents of its literary period or historical 

setting
 11.5 Apply knowledge of the concept that the theme or meaning of a selection represents a 

view or comment on life, and provide support from the text for the identified themes. 
 12.6 Analyze, evaluate, and apply knowledge of how authors use techniques and elements in 

fiction for rhetorical and aesthetic purposes. 

Lesson:
 

1) Writing Prompt (2-5 mins.) (write on board or on handout)
   What is an authority figure? 
    Who is not an authority figure? 
    Describe an authority figure in your life or in society. How do you feel toward this person or  
    group? Please consider both negative or positive interactions with or thoughts about this  
    figure. Remember that in writing prompts you should remain respectful but also be    
    honest about your views. 

2) Take a couple of volunteers to share (If time permits). 

3) Transition to story: Ask, who are the authority figures in the Kafka story? How does 
the author portray them? 

4) Mini-lecture/Modeling of close-reading and analysis of point of view
Bkg. - students should take notes
Kafka lived at the turn of the 20th century in Eastern Europe, born in Prague (show 
map if necessary); Much of his time as a young man was spent working in jobs he 
disliked, and jobs that took him away from his literary work (as a bookkeeper and as 
a factory manager for his family). He became an insurance lawyer around 1908, 
at a time when insurance laws were determined by a network of arbitrary courts 
- the defendant had no right to appeal. Kafka described the role of the worker in this 
situation as a "speculator on his own misery." We will consider this phrase 
throughout our close/class reading of "A Country Doctor." 



4B) As an example of the climate in which Kafka worked as an insurance lawyer, I 
would like to pass around what we could call a primary document, which is a life 
insurance ledger from the 1930's (six years after Kafka's death). 

I will pass around a few pieces of this package/ephemera, and, as a class, we will 
focus on the "Instructions to the Policyholder," which read: 
"When communicating with a Branch Office or the Home Office always give Policy Number, Name and 
Agency Number of Agent who last collected premium; also state that the policy is a Monthly 
Premium Policy. 
The record herein of a premium paid constitutes an official premium receipt when countersigned by the 
agent or other authorized representative of the Company receiving the premium. 

Do Not Pay Premiums to Strangers. 
signed, the PRESIDENT

Ask the students if there is an authority figure here. 
Who is it? 
How do they speak to the policy-holder/worker? 
Can you compare this way of speaking to anyone in your life, (perhaps your example 
from your warm up response)?

(Try to discuss the fact that the company/president expects the policyholder to not think 
for himself, but to follow orders from the company, (like a spectator).)

5) Now that we have talked a bit about authority figures and the way they treat other 
people (who they consider their subordinates or clients of some kind), we will look for 
examples of this in selections from Kafka's story. In this story, Kafka uses the doctor 
as an allegory or symbol for the issue of authority. Let us note that the story is told from 
the first person, the perspective of the doctor. 

Go over example on page ___ in which the doctor says he is employed by the district.  
Explain that the students should take lots of notes and that they can use them for their  
homework writing assignment. 

Activity: In groups of three, students will read aloud and comment upon the following 
passages from the story. Two groups will consider each passage, so that we have 
more interpretations to share. 

Each group should consider the following focus questions (a continuation of the model 
above: (make handouts)

In your response to each question, look for specific evidence in the Kafka's writing. 
Look especially for figurative language. 

• Who is the authority figure in the story, and how can you tell? 
• How does the authority figure speak of or to his subordinates (the people over 

whom he holds authority)? 
• How do the other characters respond to the authority figure? 
• How does the authority figure of the story speak to us as readers? In other 

words, what message on authority can we take from this text? 

Secondary/Back-up questions in case students seem confused: 
What is the doctor's attitude toward the other characters? 



What are the other characters' attitudes toward the doctor? 
 
How does the author's use of language and symbolism relate to this message? 

Explain with specific evidence from the story. 

Passages: 
 Groups one and two: page 62: "...A glass of rum..." to top of page 63: "Writing 

prescriptions is easy, but all other communications with people are difficult..."
 Pay close attention to last line

 Groups three-four: page 63: "But when I close my bag...robbed of my maid!" 
(top of page 64)
 Pay close attention to the significance of the wound

 Groups five to six: "...Then I am undressed... by only one sleeve" (p. 64)
 Pay close attention to this first paragraph. 

 Group Seven: page 60-62 (Introduction to doctor)
 Pay close attention to the groom and his interaction with the doctor

6) Conclusion of lesson: 

Return to group to share interpretations of quotes, especially the piece about the
doctor in bed with patient, stripped of authority and paternalism (see p 250 Sussman).

Closing Question (pass out picture): Why would Kafka leave us with this image of the 
doctor riding home without his clothes? What does this say about the authority of the 
doctor? Who or what has compromised his godly position? Where does this leave the 
patients? 

Possible Answer: Kafka wants us to consider taking an active role in the world, rather 
than depending solely upon experts and authority figures (many of whom can barely 
manage their own lives). If we cannot think for ourselves, we also cannot behave 
ethically or treat each other well. It may be worth considering that Kafka lived in the 
years preceding the Holocaust, and that the Emperor Joseph II, had called for a 
census of Jews in the Austro-Hungarian empire, under which Czechoslovakia was 
ruled.  

Homework/Assessment: 
Persuasive writing-- 
What is Kafka's message in "A Country Doctor"? Do you agree with it?  Are we too dependent 
on authority figures today? How has the situation changed over the last 100 years (consider 
the use of the internet today)? 
Use evidence from the story in your one-page response.

OR: Response to Literature
Choose a character or line in the story that represents the theme we discussed today (active 
v. passive approach to the world/authority figures). Describe, with evidence from the story, 
how this person, event, or line, embodies this value. Finally, explain how you might relate this 
theme to society today. 


