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ABSTRACT 

Responding to the political and educational crises over cultural literacy, 

multiculturalism, and expanding the canon of literature, I present case studies of 

eight first-year college students and their attitudes about literature. These are 

students who have scored 4s or 5s on the Advanced Placement English 

Examination and who represent a discourse community well versed in a 

traditional canon of literature. In first-year composition, I offer them a 

multicultural curriculum, presenting contemporary Native American and Mexican 

American literatures in dialogue with more traditional literatures. Specifically, I 

examine their responses to the politics of aesthetics, setting up a contrast between 

canons of texts and canons of methods in Advanced Placement English and a 

first-year composition course stressing multicultural literatures. I pay special 

attention to their "cultural literacy" and to their awareness of and acceptance of 

cultural differences. 

Chapter 1 gives a background and overview of the study. Chapter 2 examines 

the literature on cultures and its effect on canons of literary texts and methods of 

teaching and responding to them. Chapter 3 describes the ethnographic methods 

of this study, traces the history of Advanced Placement English, and lays out the 

multicultural curriculum of this study. Chapter 4 is a case study of one student 

before, during, and after the multicultural curriculum. Chapter 5 examines the 

past histories--families, high schools, and Advanced Placement English--of seven 
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to a multicultural literature curriculum. Chapter 8 reviews the findings, offering 

interpretations and commentary on Advanced Placement English, the Advanced 

Placement English Examination, cultural literacy, and multiculturalism, concluding 

with recommendations for curricula of the future. 



13 

CHAPTER 1 

THE STORY BEHIND THE STORIES 

History: Contending Narratives 

History 1 

A few years ago, a group of high school Advanced Placement (AP) English 

teachers and coordinators approached the university composition committee about 

changing its policy of refusing credit for passing scores on the Advanced 

Placement Examination (APE). They argued that the university's policy was 

archaic and out of line with other colleges' policies of both awarding credit and 

exempting AP students from first-year composition, and that the relationship 

between the university and the high schools was a "one-way" street. They were 

both critical of and well-informed about the university's composition courses. But 

they felt the AP English course was already college level not college preparatory; 

that the AP course was far more strenuous in the amount of reading and writing 

required than the college first-year composition courses; that students had read 

extensively from the classics or the Great Books and had written dozens of 

literary analyses throughout the course; and finally, that earning a high score on a 

national test such as the APE was a "kind of scholarship" which the university was 

not recognizing. Their final warning was that "better students" might not choose 



to matriculate to this university because of its "impoverished and punitive" AP 

policy. All in all, these proponents of AP English made a well-researched and 

impassioned argument to the university. 

History 2 

14 

University faculty and composition committee members were disturbed, if 

not angry, by what they felt was misinformation on the part of AP teachers and 

students about "their turf." First of all, they responded that "reading lots of 

classics" had nothing to do with first-year composition. They were more interested 

in students' abilities to read unfamiliar texts and say something sensible about 

them. College was not "grade thirteen." Second, high school class sizes (25-30 

students per class) and overall teachers' loads (150 total students) precluded the 

possibility of intense attention to student writing (especially to processes of writing 

like revision or peer group and collaborative learning) whereas university class 

sizes were capped at 20 and no composition instructor taught more than two 

sections (total of 40 students). Third, reading nothing but the classics and writing 

almost nothing but literary analyses might suggest that students needed exposure 

to more contemporary and culturally diverse aesthetic experiences and to different 

critical methods of approaching texts. Fourth, much of the writing needs in 

college focused on expository writing rather than literary analyses, thus the AP 

course did not "substitute well" for composition. Finally, in reviewing hundreds of 
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APEs, the faculty felt that there was a substantial difference between a score of 3 

(which is passing) and those of 4 and 5 (the highest scores) in terms of intellectual 

and emotional maturity; the former tended to be descriptive and not analytical, 

for one thing, and even the higher scores were "uneven" in terms of the quality of 

writing. 

History 3 

A compromise was reached between the two perspectives: students scoring 

4s or 5s on the APE would be exempted from the required two semesters of 

composition and placed in a special one semester course designed especially for 

them.l Mter it was decided to handle this "dispute" in this particular way, I was 

asked to meet with the AP teachers and coordinators and university composition 

faculty to develop and implement this new course. There was one two-hour 

meeting in January, 1989, in which high school and university faculty expressed 

their hopes for the course. I took notes and listened. I was then essentially on 

my own. Three months later I presented a course proposal which was 

unanimously accepted. However, it was not as smooth as that, for I was literally 

caught in the middle of conflicting ideologies myself. 

As a former high school teacher and parent of three teenagers, I had 

developed a strong aversion to tracking (or its current euphemism ability 

grouping). I had mixed feelings about credit-by-testing and high schools trying to 
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duplicate college contents. College preparation was one thing, AP seemed quite 

another. But I also sympathized with the frustrations of teaching high school-

large classes, insufficient materials, unmotivated students--and was impressed with 

the passion and enthusiasm these high school AP teachers showed for their AP 

students and for the intellectually rigorous course content of AP. There were also 

mixed signals from the rhetoric and composition faculty: teach the classics but 

offer diversity. And diversity was defined differently by everyone. 

The classics seemed to mean Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, and Quintilian in 

rhetoric and Shakespeare in literature. I have no grudge against the classics. I 

even think I became an English teacher "in my heart" in the ninth grade when 

Sister Mary Aquinas made me memorize Portia's speeches in The Merchant of 

Venice and recite them for the class. (To this day, I confess to often reading 

Shakespeare out loud and in front of the bathroom mirror.) 

But the majority of voices on this committee were saying give these 

students diversity and give them a challenge. I interpreted that as "more classics 

is not what they need." In fact, I set out to offer a curriculum as different as 

possible from AP English, somehow empowering the students to use what they 

knew well yet servicing their needs as newly admitted colleagues of a large 

research institution. I never dreamed I would fall in love with the course and the 

students as much as I did. And I especially was unprepared for how committed I 

would become to diversity in a curriculum. 
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I present these three perspectives as contending narratives in this study. 

There are real consequences depending on which account you believe, whose 

knowledge you trust. If you are a high school AP teacher, a student preparing for 

the APE, or the College Entrance Examination Board (CEEB) who develops and 

oversees the AP program, the university's perspective may seem arrogant, 

unreasonable, and uncompromising. But if you are a college composition director 

or writing faculty, you may consider the AP proponents as too biased and 

restricted by their own interests, too removed from the academic writing styles 

and contents required of college, and too unfamiliar with contemporary theories 

about literature. Finally, if you are a teacher or curriculum planner with some 

loyalties to both camps, you will struggle to see the strengths and weaknesses of 

both positions. 

Insiders see things subjectively, getting involved and looking at issues up 

close. Outsiders keep a distance, adopting a critical stance, looking for theory to 

support practice. Depending on where you position yourself, "they" are "outsiders" 

and "we" are insiders. In reality, we are all both at one time or another; insider 

and outsider perspectives shift back and forth between subjective and objective 

ways of knowing. This study is about such contending narratives. 

The course introduced in Fall of 1989 was a collaborative effort (between 

university faculty, AP teachers, and myself) and continues to evolve.2 Over the 

next three years, a contrast between the canons of texts and methods used in AP 



English and those in this college composition course grew sharp. I began to 

conceive of this study which I ultimately conducted during the 1991-92 school 

year. Though I worked with all the former AP students in the Fall of 1991, my 

focus is on eight first year college students (who all scored 4s or 5s on the APE) 

and their eight high school AP English teachers. My primary concern was with 

the students' responses to multicultural texts (predominantly Mexican American 

and Native American literature in dialogue with the classics) during the one 

semester college composition course I taught. These responses play out, though, 

against a well-schooled background of an intense reading and writing course of 

Great Books and immersion in text-centered methods of reading and writing. 

Essentially, I replaced familiar canons of texts and methods with new ones and 

asked the students how they felt about that. 

Teaching Aims: Changing Tropes 

I set out to offer a course that built on the strengths of the AP English 

students yet offered something more as impetus to further intellectual and 

emotional maturity. I chose texts for their aesthetic excellence, gender balance, 

and cultural diversity. The class sizes were limited to fifteen students so the 

setting was ideal for becoming a community of readers and writers. It was my 

goal to offer not a new "set of discrete skills" or new "body of literature" such as 

AP English had done with its "close readings and critical analyses of complex 

18 
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texts" and its "national reading list of great books." Rather my goal was to 

elaborate on the considerable literary repertoire of these students. I strove to 

change the metaphor of body of knowledge to conversations among voices. One 

need only look to Bakhtin (1981) for a rationale that all languages, literatures, 

and cultures are dialogic in nature. I wanted to leave behind clearly defined 

boundaries, monologues, and hierarchies in favor of more porous edges, dialogues, 

and interconnected webs. I called the course Forms of Storytelling. As Renato 

Rosaldo (1989) says, "Stories often shape, rather than simply reflect, human 

conduct" (p. 129). Stories became the organizing trope of the curriculum. 

I also wanted students to confront culture, to see themselves as cultural, to 

know their literary heritage and their tastes as culture-bound by conversing with 

difference for awhile. Or as Keats' notion of "negative capability" might play out-

to have what must have been for Shakespeare "as much delight in conceiving an 

lago as an Imogen" (Keats letter to Richard Woodhouse, 1818). By confronting 

others, by playing with difference, it was my hope students would come to know 

what they are not, thus what they are. 

In Between 

There was always a slight schizophrenia in doing this research. I was 

teacher--thus coach, guide, midwife, in charge, leader, director or whatever 

metaphor you wish to use--and I was researcher in a naturalistic rather than 
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experimental vein--generating hypotheses, looking at educational processes, 

searching for the unique and the multidimensional features of contexts, taking 

notes, interpreting, observing, and grounding it all in theory (K. Kantor, D. Kirby, 

J. Goetz, 1981, p. 294). I was surely participant-observer, shuttling from insider to 

outsider. But I found myself increasingly under the spell of my own trope: 

conversations among voices. I began with the hope that my researcher's presence 

would not change the students and their teachers "too much." As North (1987) 

states, "what the Ethnographer counts on is that the rules for making meaning 

that operate there will be tough enough, resilient enough, to accept a foreign 

presence without substantially changing" (p. 290). I hoped students would respond 

openly and honestly to these texts. 

But I also hoped that my teacher's presence would change them. I make 

no claims that this was a neutral curriculum, nor was I. This was a calculated 

intrusion. I never relinquished my role as teacher trying to influence the students 

to see the world through an ever-turning lens. As Rosaldo (1989) explains, 

"Cultural interpretations are both occasioned by and enter arenas of ideological 

conflict" (p. 67). Doubtful I could inscribe their stories entirely from "the native's 

point of view," I chose to interact, create a partnership. I explained how the 

course was evolving and always changing. I asked for their input. What should 

students read in AP English? First-year composition? What are the central 

issues around which these courses should turn? I asked them to collaborate with 



me to appraise "our" conduct as curriculum designers and teachers. I explained 

this was a relatively new course and still in emergent form. They were to keep 

"ungraded" journals in which they could respond freely to any and every thing in 

this course. 
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My approach with their eight AP teachers was similar. I wanted their 

honest input about AP English, the APE, and what we should do at the college 

level with these students. I shared what I was "up to" and asked for the same. 

What emerged was what I hope is a multi-dimensional "interpretation of cultures" 

(Geertz, 1973b). What follows are seventeen points of view. This often resulted 

in conflicts and incon-sistencies. As Rosaldo (1989) explains, when "social analysis 

becomes a relational form of understanding" and when "both parties actively 

engage in 'the interpretation of cultures'" you will find that "two narratives usually 

do not map neatly onto one another" (pp. 206-207). 

Positionality is everything. Caught "in between" a political agenda as a 

teacher who believes in multicultural education and an ethical responsibility to 

see these students' and teachers' responses to that agenda and to me as "a 

significant area of investigation" (Rosaldo, 1989, p. 206), I strove to make myself 

culturally visible. Sometimes we seemed to understand each other, sometimes we 

didn't. Sometimes our stories fell into perfect step with each other, sometimes 

they weren't even on the same road. My study is often riddled with conflicts. I 

was reminded of Clifford's (1983) comments on the accounts by French 
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anthropologist Marcel Griaule about his fieldwork among the Dogon of West 

Africa: "his accounts assumed a recurring conflict of interests" (p. 76). 

Research Aims: Inscribing Discourse, Sharing Pens 

I worked inductively with the data. That is, I conversed, read, collected 

and sorted, observed, experienced, inscribed, and interpreted in a discursive 

fashion rather than a linear one. Because of the multiple viewpoints, there are 

times when the inconsistencies dominate and times when some order or patterns 

emerge. I sought to grasp simultaneously what Clifford (1983) calls their "precious 

diversity and emerging Uniformity" (p. 244). There are thousands of pages of 

testimony--oral and written--and observation notes. I am sympathetic of Belenky, 

Clinchy, Goldberger, Tarule (1986) as they analyzed testimony from one hundred 

and thirty-five women to write Women's Ways of Knowing: The Development of 

Self. Voice. and Mind. They compare their procedure to those of dictionary 

editors (as described by S.I. Hayakawa's Language in Thought and Action, 1964). 

Editors read extensively in the popular and professional literature. 
Whenever they come upon a rare word or a word with an unusual 
meaning, that word and the sentence in which it is used are 
recorded on a separate card. Then the editors take all the cards 
that have accumulated for a word, reading them with care, 
discarding some, dividing the rest according to the several senses of 
the word. Discerning the meaning of each word from its context, the 
editors write a definition for that word at that point in history. (p. 
17) 
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My process was similar. Surely others could look at these same data and analyze 

them solely in terms of aesthetic responses to literature or solely in terms of 

cognitive epistemologies. The students' aesthetic responses as well as 

epistemologies of intellectual development did inform my interpretations. 

However, I was mostly interested in cultural awareness and acceptance of 

aesthetic difference in young students of the "present-be coming-future," to borrow 

yet aaother phrase from Clifford (1983, p. 244). 

Ethnography always begins in the middle of the story. As North (1987) 

writes of ethnographers in action: "the meaning of much of what happens will 

stem from a past to which she has no direct access" (p. 303). In this case, students 

came to college composition from 12th grade AP English. Whether or not that 

had any influence on their attitudes about multicultural literatures may be 

impossible to say. The fact is, though, it was a significant shared experience for 

these students. To not peel back the layers of the story and look at this past 

seemed a "will to not know." Considering that 12th grade English is the capstone 

of English education, and considering that AP English is a national curriculum 

preparing students for the same examination, the issue of canons was key: both 

canons of "sacred" texts and canons of methods for reading those texts. I 

backtracked into that capstone of their literary training. My challenge was to lay 

bare unarticulated as well as articulated assumptions about literature. Are these 

students culturally literate? How do these AP students perceive literature before, 
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during, and after experiencing a multicultural curriculum? I was interested in the 

idea of whether these students could negotiate difference in literatures and in life, 

a skill touted as essential for preparing students to move into the twenty-first 

century. Indeed, the entire November-December 1990 issue of Academe (The 

Bulletin of the American Association of University Professors) is devoted to "The 

Multicultural Campus." Editor Paul Strohm (1990) accepts multi-culturalism as a 

"challenging and demanding goal--though not yet, despite the rapid acceptance of 

certain of its surface features, an achieved reality" (p. 9). Indeed, there is both 

resistance and support of multiculturalism. Supporters argue that curriculum must 

become more culturally diverse to represent an increasingly diverse population 

(Pratt, 1990). Opponents cite statistics that show that at least on college 

campuses, increased cultural diversity is a myth.3 

The debate and its implications for curriculum reform in English classes 

will be more fully explored in Chapter 2. Suffice it to say that positions are being 

staked out by social scientists, academics, educators, and politicians. One easy 

target is the core reading list. Pratt (1990) charges that what is at stake here are 

differing visions of the cultural and educational future in the United States. 

Rosaldo (1989) defines the debate as revolving around "questions of the degree 

and significance of human difference, whether change or stasis is the natural state 

of society, and to what extent struggle shapes the course of human events" (p. 



224). At issue is nothing less than how best to prepare students for life in the 

twenty-first century. 
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Curriculum is never static. Reform is, has been, and always will be a 

reality. Today integration of diverse cultural texts with more traditional texts is 

one manifestation of that reality. How students are responding to this has not 

been studied in any depth. How this particular discourse community responds to 

multicultural literatures has not been studied at all. Yet these students come the 

closest to a homogeneous group of readers and interpreters of a canonical list of 

texts as we have in the United States today. On many college campuses, this 

particular discourse community is dispersed randomly into composition classes or 

exempted altogether from college English. At this university, they are singled out 

and taught separately. They have gone through a sort of watershed experience 

with canonical literature. They have been so highly trained in reading and 

responding to literature in a specialized way that their scores on the APE are 

often justification for awarding college credits. Surely, if anyone group of 

students is culturally literate in Western civilization and an American national 

culture, this would be it. But would they offer more resistance to culturally 

diverse texts? Or would they ask the "old questions" of the "new texts?" Perhaps 

they've read such a heavy dose of masterpieces that they suffer from what 

Applebee (1974) calls "intellectual indigestion." Worse, they've read Great Books 

so extensively in preparation for the APE that they might automatically distance 



themselves from emotional entanglement with literature, instead zeroing in like 

well-oiled machines for the tight critical analysis. 

Stories Within, Beside, and Against Each Other 
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This study is a sort of cultural reflection describing eight students' responses to 

the aesthetic and imaginative experiences of other cultures. I am seeking what 

Rosaldo (1989) calls the hidden ideologies that cultural phenomena contain, 

realizing that most ideologies are culturally shaped (p. 83). In Chapter 3, I 

describe my methods, introduce readers to AP English and students as a discourse 

community, and explain my multicultural curriculum. In Chapter 4, I write a 

detailed study of one student's experiences before, during, and after a course in 

multicultural literatures. The major themes are foregrounded in Anna's story. 

Chapter 5 is devoted to the past histories--families, high schools, AP English--of 

seven other students. Chapter 6 describes the present--those seven students' 

responses to the multicultural Iiterature--offering a comparison and contrast to 

Anna. Chapter 7 describes the poetics of the future--the students' advice to 

educators and future students about what to read and why. Chapter 8 summarizes 

"our" findings and discusses the emerging future. 

"Ethnography is the study of lived experience" (Brodkey, 1987, p. 25). 

Ethnographers write stories of lived experience, stories full of details situated in a 

context. Rosaldo (1989) writes of how "delving into particulars" of an event rather 

than the "generalities of a composite construction" can reveal the limits of ritual 
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(p. 60). This study delves into particulars, weaving stories within, beside, and 

against each other. It is a polyglot of voices from the opening "histories" which 

foreground the study to the individual voices: these are all contending narratives. 

Hypotheses will be generated more than conclusions emerge with any certitude 

and closure. Ethnographers' stories have been called fictions, though as Geertz 

(1973b) clarifies, "fictions in the sense that they are 'something made,' 'something 

fashioned' --the original meaning of fictio--not that they are false, unfactual, or 

merely 'as if thought experiments" (p. 236). That is not to say ethnographer's 

stories don't encode culture. It just means that generalizability is limited. Geertz 

(1973b) explains "what generality it contrives to achieve grows out of the delicacy 

of its distinctions not the sweep of its abstractions" (p. 244). 

As storytellers, all ethnographers and their partners can do is tell those 

particular stories situated in particular histories and hope they help "reduce the 

puzzlement" (Geertz, 1973b, p. 237). How the stories are appraised--whether as 

mostly fiction, mostly truth--depends on a lot of factors. Brodkey (1987) suggests 

that the questions that "might well guide [ethnographic] research" include "Who 

tells stories? Who listens to them? What stories are being told? What stories 

are being heard? Where and when are the stories told?" (p. 47). These are the 

questions that guided this story--from the inception of the central trope of the 

curriculum to its influence on the interplay of students' and teachers' and 

researcher's stories. It makes no claims at completeness; indeed, relying again on 

Geertz (1973b), "cultural analysis is intrinsically incomplete" (p. 247). Rather, its 
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aim, is a humble but hopeful one: to "enlarg[e] the universe of discourse" (Geertz, 

1973b, p. 235). 

Notes 

1. This new course is a separate one semester course satisfying the university's 
two semester, six unit composition requirement. The new course conflates the 
goals of the two semester sequence into one course. Students who received scores 
of 4 or 5 on either the Literature and Composition or the Language and 
Composition APE would receive three credits of lower division English. In 
addition, they would enroll in a special composition course (English 109H) and if 
they earned a C or better, receive six or more units of English credit and be 
exempted from their composition requirement. 

2. A Student's Guide to First-Year Composition, 12th edition, 1991, describes this 
new course in this way: 

English 109 is designed to prepare students in one semester to 
integrate critical reading, thinking, and writing tasks. You will engage 
in a wide range of intellectual, aesthetic, and rhetorical experiences: 
readings include a series of inter-disciplinary texts that are topically 
related and culturally diverse, and which represent a variety of voices 
speaking for different purposes to different audiences. Art forms 
other than literature, including film and music, are incorporated into 
the course. In 109, you will work independently and collaboratively to 
prepare written and oral texts that are shared with the class. 
Principles of rhetoric (the study of effects of texts and how they are 
produced) and poetics (theories of reading, criticizing, and 
interpreting texts) merge in the course. A research component and 
completion of Library Skills are required. 

3. The "Update" section of the Nov-Dec 1990 edition of Academe contains 
statistics on the enrollment of minorities in higher education. The Department of 
Education did a survey from 1978-1988 which found that minority enrollment 
increased from 16 percent to only 18 percent during those years. The Asian-Pacific 
Islander category grew 111 percent, Hispanics increased 63 percent, whites 12 
percent, Mrican-Americans 7 percent. The overall number of students in higher 
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education increased by 1.8 million. Also, the number of women grew from six to 
seven million, resulting in the number of men and women on campus changing 
from about equal numbers in 1978 to favoring women by 4 percent in 1988 (p. 8). 
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CHAPTER 2 

CULTURES, CANONS, AND CONFLICTS: THE POLITICS OF AESTHETICS 

In this chapter, I will set up some oppositions between classical and 

postmodern theories of cultures and canons. These contrasts serve to illustrate the 

primary differences between the texts and methods of Advanced Placement (AP) 

English and the first-year college composition course in this study. The classical 

view of culture, with its inherent stress on organicity, wholes, stability, objectivity 

has been nudged aside by postmodern views of culture which recognize divisions, 

diversity, conflicts, inconsistencies, particulars, and subjectivity. So, too, "writing 

culture" (Clifford, 1986) has changed from describing essences, producing 

monologic views of culture, to struggling with processes, representing differences, 

producing dialogic interpretations of culture. 

The furor over cultural literacy in the American society can be better 

understood when placed in an anthropological and historical context. The desire 

for a common, national culture, thus a common, national curriculum shares much 

with the classical view of culture as well-defined, self-contained, stable, an organic 

system of behavior. So, too, critics of cultural literacy are often proponents of 

multiculturalism--a contemporary view of culture as diverse, dialogic, particular, 

porous, sometimes in disarray. 
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Guillory (1984) maintains that the "authority of culture ... is not to be 

distinguished from the authority of the canon" (p. 338). In English studies, 

literature has been organized around both canons of texts and canons of methods. 

What we read--texts--is as contested as how we read--methods. Arguments over 

the commonality and stability of an American national culture are playing most 

loudly in the halls of English departments since one of the most obvious "tools" of 

reproducing and sustaining a common culture is through literature. What is at 

stake and why the canons--of texts and methods--are at the heart of the debate will 

be discussed. 

In brief, adherents to a traditional "classics" canon of literature tend to also 

believe in the classical concept of culture (texts and culture as sacred monuments 

worth preserving) and they tend to abide by objective, text-centered methods which 

see texts as organic wholes with universal messages that can be extracted. 

Adherents to a multicultural canon of literature (conversations among diverse 

texts) challenge the classical concept of culture and canons and work to expand the 

canon and to seek student-centered methods of reading texts (which involve 

aesthetic responses of readers situated in particular histories) juxtaposed with the 

particular historical, political contexts in which the text was created. 
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Dead center in all these debates is the issue of difference. How do we 

represent multiple perspectives, not just in cultures but in literatures and in 

methods? As Corder (1985) puts it, most of the time our rhetoric fails and we 

speak "tribal talk." He says we need to learn to speak a "commodious language, 

and we can learn to hear a commodious language" (p. 32). This all implicates not 

just curriculum design but also conflicts with our students' responses to the ubiquity 

of texts. Though distinctions are drawn between old and new theories in an 

interdisciplinary approach in this chapter, the boundaries are not so neatly 

circumscribed. Readers will soon see that there is considerable movement and 

lively debate in the professional literature. If nothing else, this serves to illustrate 

the philosophical vicissitudes, the political polarities, and the borderless terrain 

before us. 

Cultures 

Toward a Theory of Culture 

The term culture has been variously defined over the last hundred years by 

anthropologists and sociologists. I will first look briefly at the "evolution" of the 

concept, in particular at "classical" definitions of "Culture" and "contemporary" 

definitions of '~ulture" in "Toward a Theory of Culture." Though there is much 
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history "in between" these definitions, for the purposes of this study the "classic vs. 

contemporary" distinction is helpful. How culture is defined affects both 

ethnography (the practice of observing, describing, interpreting, inscribing it) and 

educational theory and practice (as manifested in the social institution of schools). 

The second subsection looks at "American Society: Myths of the Macroculture." 

Here contested concepts of macro culture and microcultures are explored as they 

pertain to United States culture and the cultural literacy debate. 

Classical: The Art Museum!. In what is considered the "classical" definition 

of culture, Sir Edward Tylor (1871) defined culture as "that complex whole which 

includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and 

habits acquired by man as a member of society" (p. 1). This "complex whole" 

concept of culture is so broad as to be almost a "pot-au-feu" theory of culture, as 

Geertz (1973b) charges, "obscur[ing] a good deal more than it reveals" (p. 227). 

Defining culture as such implies that cultures hold together because of their 

organicity or wholes. One studies culture by seeking systems and patterns of 

behavior, particularly of "well-defined rituals" (Rosaldo, 1989, p. 10). 

Ethnographers "observed" in good scientific fashion, and were "interested in social 

or collective "man" (Adams, 1986, p. 7). Michelle and Renato Rosaldo (1989) put 
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it more humorously: under classic norms, the rule of thumb for ethnographers is, "if 

it's moving it isn't cultural" (p. 209). 

Though some diversity is recognized and described in the classical theory of 

culture, acute differences are not usually noted. Clifford (1983) describes the 

persistence of the nineteenth century concept of culture on today's notions of 

cultural theory as "accommodat[ing] internal diversity and an 'organic' division of 

roles but not sharp contradictions, mutations, or emergences" (p. 338). In this view, 

different perspectives within a culture may be seen linearly rather than as 

"contending or alternating futures" (p. 338). Styles of presentation include 

monologic narratives in which the authority of the ethnographer is dominant. 

Ethnographers in the classic norm were seen as "sympathetic, authoritative 

observer[s]" (Clifford, 1986, p. 9). 

Sites of culture in a classic norm have been likened by Rosaldo (1989) to an 

"art museum," whereby culture is seen as "sacred images;" 

They have an integrity and coherence that enables them to be 
studied ... on their own terms, from within, from the "native" point of 
view. Not unlike the grand art of museums, each culture stands alone 
as an aesthetic object worthy of contemplation. Once canonized, all 
cultures appear to be equally great. Questions of relative merit will 
only wind up with imponderables, incomparables, and 
incommensurables. Just as the literary critic does not argue about 
whether Shakespeare is greater than Dante, the ethnographer does 
not debate the relative merits of the Kwakiutl of the northwest coast 



versus the Trobriand Islanders of the Pacific. Both cultures exist and 
both can sustain extensive cultural analysis. (p. 43) 
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A variation of the classical theory of culture is the learned behavior theory. 

For example, Ashley Montagu (1965) believes culture is the learned, shared, and 

transmitted social activities of a group (pp. 48-49), while Spradley and McCurdy 

(1975) view culture as "the acquired knowledge that people use to interpret 

experience and to generate social behavior" (p. 5). Geertz (1973b) speaks of the 

consequences of "learning behavior" theories of culture. He is particularly critical 

of them because they push ethnography toward "writing out of systematic rules, an 

ethnographic algorithm, which, if followed, would make it possible so to operate, to 

pass .. .for a native" (p. 233). In other words, behaviorist and "complex whole" 

conceptions of culture lend themselves to viewing ethnography as observing more 

than interpreting--a mono logic view of culture. Etnographers are invisible (thus 

not affecting the behavior of the subjects) and objective (detached observers). 

Postmodern: The Garage Sale. In what might be called "postmodern or 

poststructuralist ethnography," the stability of the classic paradigm of Culture 

becomes destabilized. Text became the new metaphor for culture (Geertz, 1973a), 

opening culture to critical theories such as semiotics and deconstruction. Cultures 

were no longer to be described as to be interpreted and eventually critiqued. 
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Culture becomes culture, moving from sacred, organic, and systematic to profane, 

heterogeneous, always fluctuating and improvising. Theories of heteroglossia of 

languages led to an even more "fashionable metaphor" for culture: dialogue 

(Marcus & Fischer, 1986, p. 68). As Adams (1986) notes of anthropology, modes 

of explanation changed, genres were mixed, and even from "inside it appear[ed] 

chaotic" (p. 7). 

The first shift away from that classical center occurred in the 1950s and 

1960s as anthropology borrowed from the field of linguistics (Marcus & Fischer, 

1986, p. 5). Geertz (1973b) argues for an interpretive theory of culture that is 

"essentially semiotic." 

Believing, with Max Weber, that man is an animal suspended in webs 
of significance he himself has spun, I take culture to be those webs, 
and the analysis of it to be therefore not an experimental science in 
search of law but an interpretive one in search of meaning. (p. 228) 

He distinguishes his concept of culture from others by examples of how a semiotic 

view leads to "thick description" whereas the other concepts might record the rules 

yet miss the gist of what happened. One analogy he uses to demonstrate how 

semiotics leads to a thick interpretation of culture is in describing a Beethoven 

quartet. Behaviorist theories of culture might lead an ethnographer to describe its 

score, the training and skill needed to play it, and the background knowledge 
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performers possess about the piece. A semiotic view would get to the gist of how 

most people view a Beethoven quartet: as music (p. 233). 

In a semiotic view of culture, observing and describing human behavior is 

not the be-all and end-all of ethnography. Geertz (1973b) explains: "Human 

behavior is seen as ... symbolic action." The things to ask about behaviors are 

"what their import is ... what is getting said." So, too, culture is not a power, it is a 

context (p. 232). Geertz is criticized, though, for not seeing culture as a power or a 

force. 

By the 1970s and 1980s, critical literary theory and interpretation replaced 

the role of "linguistics as an influential source of new ideas about theory and 

method in anthropology" (Marcus & Fischer, 1986, p. 5). Krupat (1989), for 

example, claims Geertz' solution to "the problems of the hermeneutic circle ... 

comes at the price of a certain trivialization" since his emphasis on the 

interpretative dimension of ethnography comes only at the abandonment of "claims 

to explanation" and "cognitive force" (p. 26n). This leads him to not produce 

cultural critiques (Krupat, 1989, p. 26n). Clifford (1983) also believes semiotics 

cannot completely transform options of "complex wholes," thus "organicist 

assumptions" of culture have persisted. The common belief, says Clifford (1983) is 



Cultural systems hold together; and they change more or less 
continuously, anchored primarily by language and place. Recent 
semiotic or symbolic models that conceive of culture as 
communication are also functionalist in this sense. (p. 272) 
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He is ready for cultural and social totalities to be "subjected to the kind of radical 

questioning that textual ensembles have undergone in recent critical practice" 

(p. 272). In particular, he speaks of deconstruction, and cultural critique.2 

One of the strongest impacts on anthropology stems from the "polemical 

work" of Edward Said (Marcus & Fischer, 1986, p. 1). His work offers the promise 

of anthropology as a form of cultural critique of ourselves. Edward Said's (1978) 

Orientalism argues that "pure" scholarship is perhaps impossible. He focuses on 

the rhetorical devices used by Western authors to dominate the non-Western world 

(Marcus & Fischer, 1986, p. 1). His work questions openly whether objectivity is 

ever possible (especially when there is an imbalance of power between observed 

and observer). In showing how the Occidental has depicted the Oriental over 

history, he makes transparent the calculated "structures" underpinning the 

Occidental representations of the Oriental, a representation so powerful and 

persistent that the image of the Oriental has become hardened to fresh 

perspectives. In particular, this is a study of power--Western hegemony, 

imperialism, aggressiveness--and a force, the West, which is technological, political, 
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and economic. It is a one-way picture, a monologue of privilege, the Orient as 

"alterego" to the West (Clifford, 1983, p. 272). This process of "Orientalism" does 

two things: it dichotomizes "others" into a we-they contrast and then it essentializes 

the very "other" created by "us" in the first place. In a way, though, Said says more 

about the West than the Orient, since his "complex dialectic" shows how "modern 

culture continuously constitutes itself through its ideological constructs of the 

exotic" (Clifford, 1983, p. 272). 

Two important results of Said's (1978) cultural critique of the West and its 

effect on theories of culture and ethnography are noteworthy here. First, his work 

links knowledge to power, and gives credence to the endurance of the "classic" 

theory of culture as "homogeneous in space and unchanging in time" (Rosaldo, 

1989, p. 42). Second, his work exhorts Clifford (1983) to ask that we adopt a 

suspicious stance toward "all dichotomizing concepts ... whether they be the West

rest ("Third World") split or developed-underdeveloped, modern-premodern, and so 

on" (p. 272). If all "essentializing modes of thought" are suspended, then Clifford 

(1983) asks us to "attempt to think of cultures not as organically unified or 

traditionally continuous but rather as negotiated, present processes." He forces us 

to question on what basis human groups can accurately be portrayed (p. 273). 

Said's contribution here is in focusing "not with what was or even what is but with 
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what is becoming" (Clifford, 1983, p. 273). Again, this implies culture emerging as 

much as in present time. 

When the silence of the "other" is broken (as Said tried to show), culture 

becomes multi-voiced and dialectical. Bakhtin (1986) has had a profound influence 

on this vision. He is concerned with the polyglot of voices: "Words, discourses, 

languages, and cultures undergo 'dialogization' when they become relativized, de

privileged, aware of competing definitions for the same things. Undialogized 

language is authoritative or absolute" (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 427). Commenting on 

Bakhtin's view of culture, Clifford (1983) writes that to Bakhtin, culture is 

"concretely, an open-ended, creative dialogue of subcultures, of insiders and 

outsiders, of diverse factions (p. 136). Heteroglossia of voices assumes that 

languages intersect rather than exclude each other. Hence, there is room for many 

stories (Clifford, 1983, p. 23). 

Rosaldo (1989) shows the influence of Bakhtin, writing of contemporary 

culture as a "garage sale," intersections, and borderlands. In a "garage sale" image, 

culture is characterized by disarray, things not in their places, chaos even. Rosaldo 

(1989) finds this the "precise image for the postcolonial situation where cultural 

artifacts flow between unlikely places, and nothing is sacred, permanent, or sealed 

off' (p. 44). Like the "stuff' of garage sales, "few people simply remain in their 
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places these days" (p. 45). Contrast this to the more elevated and static but classic 

art museum image--if it's moving, it isn't cultural. 

Other postmodern images of culture include "porous arrays" of "intersections 

where distinct processes crisscross from within and beyond its borders" (Rosaldo, 

1989, pp. 20-21), and "borderlands" which lead ethnographers to study "zones of 

difference within and between cultures" (Rosaldo, 1989, p. 28). Along with the 

"borderlands" metaphor for culture, Clifford (1983) writes that interpretations of 

culture are negotiated (p. 273). He sees inscibers of culture as "intervening in an 

interconnected world--caught between cultures, implicated in others" (p. 11). 

Borderlands suggest gaps rather than whole pictures that can be "filled in." The 

political implications of studying "the gaps" are in exposing why the gaps were there 

in the first place (Mcintosh, 1983, Clifford (1986). 

Rosaldo (1989) offers a powerful critique of the classic norms of culture, 

extending the scope and arena of culture to all the 

forms through which people make sense of their lives ... all human 
conduct is culturally mediated" (p. 26). Unlike the image of an art 
museum, new images encompass those of the art museum and more. 
Garage sales suggest that "culture encompasses the everyday and the 
esoteric, the mundane and the elevated, the ridiculous and the 
sublime. Neither high nor low, culture is all-pervasive .... Cultures 
are learned, not genetically encoded" (p. 26). Rosaldo (1989) 
responds to the issues of power, politics, and historical contexts that 
shape cultures everywhere. 
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In postmodern ethnography the processes of writing are both more crucial 

and more problematical to understanding culture. Gone is the image of 

ethnographer immersed in another culture, salvaging it for prosperity--replaced by 

the image of "writer." The primacy of sight--thus the purity of observation--is 

challenged. Once cultures are not "prefigured visually--as objects, theatres, texts--it 

becomes possible to think of cultural poetics that is an interplay of voices, of 

positioned utterances" (Clifford, 1986, p. 12). The process of filtering what we see 

through the eyes of another becomes part of the story. Rosaldo (1989) reminds us 

that "social analysis must now grapple with the realization that its objects of 

analysis are also analyzing subjects who critically interrogate ethnographers--their 

writings, their ethics, and their politics" (p. 21). They talk back, forcing dialogue. 

Finally, with the focus moving from "complex wholes" to "borderlands" or 

"gaps" with their differential and relativistic functions, Clifford (1983) urges theories 

of culture and contemporary ethnographies (influenced by cultural critics like Said) 

to "oblige readers" to confront issues "personally, theoretically, and politically." The 

unrest, the polyglot of voices, the ambivalencies may be "characteristic of an 

increasingly general global experience." Indeed, any belief in culture at all may 

need to be deliberate, "essentially an idealistic choice" in the "continuing ability of 

groups to make a difference" (p. 275). 
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Classic metaphors of participant-obseIVer, data collecting, and cultural 

description have given way to co-workers, dialogues, processes, writing and revising, 

and cultural critique. As Clifford (1986) himself says, "ethnography is an emergent 

interdisciplinary phenomenon" (p. 3), Problems of how to deal with differences are 

at the heart of anthropology as well as at the forefront of debates over common 

and multi cultures and literacies in American society. 

American Society: Myths of the Macroculture 

The concept of a national or common culture in the United States is 

problematical enough that critics do not agree on how to define it, if it exists, and 

if so, what its exclusionary and inclusionary features are. There are some 

recognized boundaries between who believes in a "common culture" and who does 

not, but the consequences of striving toward or resisting a "common culture" are 

complex and contested. Finally, macroculture or common culture implies 

microcultures. Important to the discussion of macroculture and cultural literacy, 

then, is "What should (or might) the relationship of those "others" be to each other 

and to the macroculture?" Like earlier discussions about culture, the central issue 

is difference. How do we envision it? Live with it? Represent it? Tolerate it? 

Teach it? 
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Contested Boundaries of a Common Culture. Borrowing from classical 

theory of culture as a "complex whole," a macroculture would be the behaviors and 

values learned and shared by most members of the society (Hernandez, 1989, 

p. 20). The dominant culture might be called the hegemonic culture or 

macroculture (not to be confused with the majority of members of society). But 

even that is elusive. Bullivant (1989) calls the macroculture the "wider public 

domain" (p. 35). Christine Bennett (1986) calls this group the "macroculture" for 

lack of a better or universally acceptable term (p. 11). In the United States, she 

explains that labels such as Anglo-Saxon, Anglo-European, White Anglo-Saxon 

Protestant, Euro-American, Western European are not totally accurate (p. 11). 

She argues that because most of our political, social, and economic institutions 

derived from English and Western European traditions, perhaps a more accurate 

depiction is "Anglo-Western European" (p. 12). This term does not reflect the 

mediating experiences of immigrants in the Americas but it does signify the 

"intense Americanization and/or exclusionary experiences faced by Eastern and 

Southern Europeans as well as by immigrants and would-be immigrants from the 

Eastern and Southern Hemispheres" (p. 12). 

There are many "faces" of culture, such as visible and invisible, real and 

ideal, and insider or outsider viewpoints. Hernandez (1989) explains that ideal 
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culture is what people "say they believe or how they think they should believe" and 

is often transmitted through written and oral traditions (literature), jokes, proverbs, 

myths, sayings. This may contrast with real culture--how folks really behave in 

specific situations. Insider (ernic) views refer to how members of a group see their 

own culture, what they believe is significant, their literary and historical heritage, 

etc., while outsider (etic) views refer to how they approach different cultures, a 

"comparative perspective grounded in familiar knowledge, attitudes, and 

perceptions." Finally, visible/invisible features of culture refer to values, attitudes, 

fears, assumptions, and religious beliefs that are "common" to the culture compared 

to the overt and visible, like clothing, housing, speech, tools, and concrete 

behaviors (pp. 20-21). 

Values, those invisible features of culture, are sometimes called a "world 

view," referring to value orientations both about what is believed about one's own 

culture and thus what is projected onto other cultures (Bennett, 1986, pp. 12-16, 

Bullivant, 1989, pp. 36-37). These are what Honigman (1967) calls "broad-gauge 

propositions concerning what people feel positively about" and they influence "both 

the means and ends of striving" (p. 78). These include value judgements about the 

following orientations: human-supernatural, human-nature, human-habitat, human

relationship, human-activity, human-time (Bullivant, 1989, p. 36). In the concept of 
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a "common" or macro culture, there would be dominant and coherent value 

orientations. 

Chester Finn (1989) expresses the idea of a "common culture:" "Americans--

all of us, no matter our gender, color, accent, or the birth place of our great-

grandparents--share a set of common institutions, principles, and ways of relating to 

one another within the framework of a liberal democracy. This political culture in 

which we live is rooted in the 'Western tradition' ... " (p. 16). E.D. Hirsch (1987) 

concedes that the "larger national culture" must be "extremely capacious and 

somewhat vague" (p. 98). He tries to identify its commonalities as including the 

English language, national legal codes, a civil religion which underlies our civil 

ethos (which treasures patriotism and loyalty as high ideals, fosters belief that the 

conduct of the nation is guided by a vaguely defined God), traditional rites and 

ceremonies such as flag-raisings, national holidays, national anthem, a morality of 

tolerance and benevolence, adherence to the Golden Rule, communal cooperation, 

altruism and self-help, equality, freedom, truth telling, and respect for the national 

law. These "vague principles" in turn help America foster myths about itself such 

as its 

practicality, ingenuity, inventiveness, and independent-mindedness, 
connection with frontier, its beneficence in the world, right to disagree 
with traditional values but nonetheless acquiesce in the dominant civil 



ethos to the point of accepting imprisonment as the ultimate means of 
expressing dissent. (pp. 98-99) 

47 

The controversy over values stems from differences in where one seeks the origins 

of truth. 

In Philosophy, the search for the origins of truth is called "foundational" 

knowledge. Bizzell (1990) explains that a person's entire world view depends on 

"true knowledge" which underpins an individual's philosophical orientation. 

Foundationalists, for example, believe in a basis for absolute knowledge. What is 

true or foundational exists "independent of human beings on a plane beyond the 

material and temporary. Humans do not make truth, they discover it. The human 

who possesses true knowledge can use it to guide decisions on what is good, 

whether for personal morality or political ethics" (p. 664). Anti-foundationalists are 

influenced by Richard Rorty, says Bizzell, herself an anti-foundationalist. In this 

position, truth is not transcendent. Indeed, it is made by humans rather than 

discovered by humans. Anti-foundationalists believe that knowledge is the "product 

of cultural activity, shaped by ideology and constituted, not merely conveyed, by 

rhetoric. In short, there is no foundational knowledge, no knowledge that is 

necessary or self-evident. Whatever we believe, we believe only because we have 

been persuaded" (p. 664). Bizzell's offers no alternative to replace the void once it 



is declared that "truth cannot be found." She remains optimistic that if "no 

unimpeachable authority and transcendent truth exist, this does not mean that no 

respectable authority and no usable truth exist" (p. 665). 
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Tne idea of a "common culture" may be as old as "We, the people" in the 

United States Constitution. Minnich (1992) explains that the framers of the 

Constitution followed the "Greco-Euro-Anglo male tradition" and created a 

"singular, apparently general (if not universal) abstraction--the people" (p. 189). 

This "faulty" reasoning resulted in privileging "similarity of a particular kind" (p. 

189). In this case, it was a particular group of men. When boundaries are thus 

drawn, some groups fall inside and some outside, and it becomes difficult to "see 

clearly, and hence to undo" (p. 190). Authentic communication between diverse 

members of humankind is impossible when a group of males became "men" who 

became "Man." Soon plurality and thinking about difference becomes difficult, 

especially for those humans who are not male/men/Mankind (Minnich, 1992, 

p. 190). Also, the "All men are created equal" part of the Constitution represents 

the ideal but not the real part of the dominant culture (Minnich, 1992, p. 190). 

Other critics of the "common culture" include Barbara Herrnstein Smith 

(1992a) and Stanley Fish (1992). B. Smith (1992a) believes that if there is a 

"national culture" then it is not "self-evident." Because of the "numerous 



communities" every citizen belongs to, each with different beliefs and practices, 

there is "no single comprehensive macroculture in which any or all of the others 

are "minority" cultures, and no culture that ... "transcends" any or all other 

cultures" (p. 77). Arguing against the classical notion that multiplicities fragment 

the organic whole) she says that can only happen by 

contrast to some presumed prior condition of cultural unity and 
uniformity--a condition that could obtain only among the members of 
a relatively isolated, demographically homogeneous and stable 
community, and has never obtained in this nation at any time in its 
history. (p. 77) 

Like Gertrude Stein's acerbic comment upon visiting Los Angeles for the 

first time, "there is no there there," Fish (1992) maintains there is no common in 

"common culture." First of all, all arguments of "common culture" or "common 

curriculum" assume that common is uncontroversial, therefore not worthy of 
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explanation. "Common" becomes the product, though, of education which Fish sees 

as anything but dialogic. Arguing that "our children--'all of them'" don't enter 

school with shared perspectives; they are "brought to the perspectives common to 

some of us by a process in which the perspectives they may have shared, had in 

common, with others of us are either expunged or marginalized" (p. 245). Second, 

at issue here is who defines common (or refuses to define it). If there is, indeed, a 

macro culture, then there would be no debate over "common culture" or "common 
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heritage" or "common curriculum," etc. Fish (1992) claims that proponents of the 

"common culture" theory do not argue for it because that "would be to 

acknowledge that it is arguable, a matter of dispute, and as such incapable of 

serving as the self-evident baseline in relation to which supposedly uncommon 

views are identified and stigmatized" (p. 245). Common is a "contested category; its 

content will vary with the varying perspectives· of those who assert it" (pp. 246-247). 

Consensus and Dissensus Amon&: the Many. Ezra Pound felt good poetry 

"depends on a constant and a variable" (qtd. in R.T. Smith, 1989, p. 17). Applying 

this to culture, R.T. Smith (1989) argues that we need a "common reservoir" or 

culture to supply the constant (p. 17). Problems arise, however, in how the 

relationship between the constant and the variables is perceived. In attaining a 

global perspective, Hanvey (1979) observes degrees of resistance or acceptance of 

individuals and groups to "others." Concepts about "others" begin with young 

children and develop in sophistication (and rigidity) as the child grows. Piaget 

(1928) was one of the first to study a child's concept of the world and of concepts 

related to "foreign." He found that as a child moves from the egocentric Stage 1 to 

the sociocentric Stage 2, the focus moves from oneself as center of the world to 

one's own group as center of attention. By the reciprocal Stage 3, a child realizes 
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that her or his own group is foreign in other countries and that foreigners are not 

foreign at home. 

Cross-cultural awareness involves an evolution from ethnocentrism to 

assimilation to acculturation to pluralism, recognizing that one's own culture may 

adhere to arbitrary behavior not universally shared. All of this development can 

occur on an intellectual level only, of course. To know something cognitively is not 

necessarily to believe it. 'Hanvey (1979) argues that the highest level of cross

cultural awareness is immersion or living the culture. This moves from the 

objective "knowing about" to a subjective "knowing" (Hanvey, 1979, Hernandez, 

1989). As the terminology evolves, so do the prefixes: from sub- to micro- to 

multi- to inter- and cross- and trans-cultures. At the cross- and transcultural end of 

the continuum, Krupat (1989) explains that texts convey culture "from that culture's 

own view" and move from general explanations to "particularized authenticity." He 

suggests this posture calls for "other-than-Western-scientific ways of encountering 

the world" (pp. 10-11). The implications for how we talk about others--those 

different from us--might suggest movement away from verbs such as describe and 

interpret toward evoke (Tyler, 1986). 

Macroculture implies microcultures (variously called subcultures, subgroups, 

others or Other, the many). These might be based on race, gender, ethnicity, social 
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class, religion (Bullivant, 1989, p. 34). The key difference with race and gender is 

that it is not an option; it is based on phenotypical characteristics. Ethnic groups, 

on the other hand, have as their most distinctive feature "their feeling of 

identification as a traditionally distinct group" (Theodorson and Theodorson, 1970, 

p. 135). In theory, ethnicity and all other groups except race and gender are 

choices. For example, members of an ethnic group can "shed their cultural 

customs, abandon their language, and even change religion" (Bullivant, 1989, p. 35). 

It is this "theory" that informs policies such as assimilation and amalgamation. 

In a pluralist society, there are multi-groups existing in one society. Cultural 

pluralism is a concept that began in the early twentieth century with Horace 

Kallen's (1934) argument that members of ethnic groups had a democratic right to 

their heritage (pp. 65-67). It never really "caught on" until the civil rights 

movement in the United States in the 1960s and 1970s when "Black is beautiful" 

and "Power to the people" transferred to all minority groups and women (Gay, 

1983, pp. 560-561). C. Bennett (1986) defines cultural pluralism as 

A process characterized by mutual appreciation and respect between 
two or more ethnic groups. In a culturally pluralistic society, 
members of different groups are permitted to retain many of their 
cultural ways, as long as they conform to those practices deemed 
necessary for the survival of the society as a whole. (p. 37) 



In reiterating the belief that difference is okay as long as the common culture is 

not threatened, Hirsch (1987) sees the dominant model of American pluralism as 

the "hyphenated American." He insists that Americans can identify with the first 

side of the hyphen and hold strong loyalties to the values of that "subgroup" but 

they must acquiesce to the second side of the American hyphen (p. 35). 

There are a variety of positions relative to the notion of cultural pluralism. 
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At the extremes are particularism, a form of ethnocentrism in which commonalities 

are resisted as neither desirable nor possible (Ravitch, 1990, p. 340), and 

assimilation, a "theory of conformity to the majority" (Appleton, 1983, p. 29). 

Assimilation is a "one-way process" (C. Bennett, 1986, p. 36) and is based on the 

assumption that regardless of race or ethnicity, one can and over time, one will 

assimilate (Hernandez, 1983, p. 29). Critics of such "forced assimilation," like 

Rosaldo (1989), argue that acculturation might as well be called "deculturation" 

since it is associated with the "cultural stripping away" of the immigrants, thus 

enabling them to "become American citizens--transparent, just like you and me, 

'people without culture'" (p. 209). He views the middle class in the United States 

as the "culturally invisible mainstream" whose job it is to enforce the cultural value 

that social mobility means cultural loss (p. 209). One can't have both. Rosaldo 

(1989) sees race relations in North America as a blend of "assimilationist efforts, 
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raw prejudice, and cultural containment that revolves around a concerted effort to 

keep each culture pure and in its place" (p. 212). 

Appleton (1983) also notes that assimilation must be cultural and structural 

for it to occur in its fullest sense. At the cultural level, individuals may adopt the 

behaviors, values, and lifestyles of the dominant culture, but structural assimilation 

is contingent on acceptance by the dominant group or the individual will never fully 

participate in the political and economic institutions of mainstream society. 

Finally, Minnich (1992) sees the consequences of taking a part for the whole 

in such a way that "everyone else must be forced into similarity with it, or 

considered similar but lesser, or locked utterly outside it as the Other" as creating 

dissensus. A sort of chain reaction is then set off. First comes an "invidious 

monism" in which authentic conversation becomes impossible followed by "divisive 

dualism" which turns conversations into "crossed monologues" and ultimately, no 

conversation occurs at all (p. 194). 

Less extreme than particularism or assimilation is the 

amalgamation or the melting pot theory, which argues that a new and unique 

culture will emerge from an amalgam of cultures in contact with each other, 

exhibiting the best of features of each component culture (Applebee, 1983, C. 

Bennett, 1986, p. 33). What has tended to happen in American society is a 
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"cultural blending of more superficial elements" while more substantial elements 

have not "amalgamated" (Hernandez, 1989, p. 33). Thus the melting pot metaphor 

has been nudged aside in favor of more pluralistic ones such as tapestry, quilt, 

stained-glass, mosaic--even E.D. Hirsch's (1983) "stew pot, where our national 

ingredients kept their individual characteristics and contributed to the flavor and 

vitality of the whole" (p. 160). 

Perhaps "overlap" is an apter description of how different groups coexist in a 

pluralist society. Each individual does not belong to "one discrete community" 

(Rosaldo, 1989, p. 194). For example, Hernandez (1989) illustrates the principle of 

overlap in this way. Imagine two women, both middle-class, Catholic, Italian

American, 30 years old, and living in New York. One might identify herself mostly 

as Italian-American and Catholic and the other as female. One identifies with her 

ethnic and religious subculture and the other identifies most strongly with her 

gender subculture. Both in Hernandez's scheme, are part of a macroculture--a 

"culture common to a larger society"--which their various subgroup identifications 

are not generally a part of (p. 22). 

Two particularly interesting responses to the ideal of "conversations among 

many" or a true multiculturalism not based on forced acculturation nor on 

dichotomizing or essentializing comes from feminist theorists. One is based on 
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psychology and cognitive theories and the other is based on the position of women 

relative to the macroculture (any word or group can be substituted for "women"). 

Looking first at the psychological approach, its main premise is that cognitive styles 

or "ways of knowing" differ for women, specifically their intellectual and mental 

habits in responding to situations. Carol Gilligan (1982) looked at how women 

responded to moral dilemmas and Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule (1986) 

incorporated much of Gilligan's theory in conducting in-depth interviews with 135 

women from different educational and socio-economic levels, asking them to 

describe themselves, discuss what being a women meant to them, what their 

important relationships were, and about education. Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, 

Tarule created a taxonomy moving from "silence" where women felt "deaf and 

dumb" to higher levels where subjective (personal, private) ways of knowing 

merged with objective (information "out there") ways of knowing. These , 

developmental psychologists based their work on William Perry's (1970) 

epistemological scheme in which levels of intellectual and emotional maturity were 

studied using Harvard males. Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule seek to 

show where women differ significantly from men. Perry's first level is basic 

dualism where students see the world in terms of the digital: on/off, us/them, 

either/or, good/bad. Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule's corresponding 
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scheme is received knowledge where dichotomies are also sharp (p. 46). Students 

can memorize information and repeat it but not alter or elaborate on it. Nor can 

students tolerate ambiguity in this stage. Females differ from males at this level, 

though, in viewing the world of authority as alien and outside themselves, 

"Authority-right-they" versus the "Authority-right-we" of males in Perry's study. 

In subjective knowledge, knowing is perceived as personal, private, and 

subjectively known or intuited. From here women move to procedural knowledge 

whereby the methods and procedures within disciplines for "obtaining and 

communicating knowledge" predominate (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 

1986, p. 15). At this level women can stand back and hear the voice of reason, 

check their responses with others, criticize a system. However, they can only 

operate, reason, criticize the system while operating within it--using its terms, its 

standards. Finally, constructed knowledge is a stage where women can balance 

subjective feelings (emotions) with reason, consider context, view authorities as 

"we," and create their own knowledge (p. 15). The inner and outer voices, 

subjective and objective, are integrated. As Thelma McCormack (1989) explains, 

"procedural knowledge is where we have been; constructed knowledge is where we 

are going" (p. 23). The implications for creating a "conversation among many" is in 

understanding different ways of knowing and using other's modes of cognition to 
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forge a new way of knowing; in this case, it means a unique blend of subjective and 

objective knowing, passionate about formal knowledge and analytic about one's 

personal life (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, Tarule, 1986, p. 141). 

The corollary is in changing the social structure that keeps some people on 

the margins. For example, in the research institution, the bureaucratic structure 

favors procedural knowledge rather than constructed knowledge where subjectivism 

is recognized and integrated with other ways of knowing (McCormack, 1989, p. 24). 

Standpoint epistemology is one theory that begins with the idea that less powerful 

members of society have "double vision." That is, they have a more complete view 

of social reality because of their "disadvantaged" position. In order to survive, 

"subordinate persons stay attuned to dominant classes' perspectives as well as their 

own" (Neilsen, 1990, p. 10). The idea is that a member of the dominant class has 

only a "partial and perverse" view because as long as she or he is dominant, it's in 

his or her interest to maintain his or her own dominance even if his or her view of 

the world is incomplete (pp. 10-11). So why bother becoming familiar with 

"others'" ways of knowing? 

One way of converting this "double vision" into one of power is offered by 

Alcoff (1988). Called "positionality," this is a rhetorically-based concept whereby 

no individual or group in a pluralistic society participates in the "conversation of 
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society" from anyone material position, such as gender. Bizzell (1990) calls this a 

move toward a positive stance that on the one hand resists the present status quo 

while obtaining better conditions and not clinging to a foundationalist kind of 

world view (p. 673). For example, in Alcoffs argument, a woman is not defined 

just by biological characteristics or tendencies nor is "woman" a construct of 

interpretations unrelated to a context. Alcoff (1988) explains: 

When the concept "woman" is defined not by a particular set of 
attributes but by a particular position, the internal characteristics of 
the person thus identified are not denoted so much as the external 
context within which that person is situated. The external situation 
determines the person's relative position, just as the position of pawn 
on a chessboard is considered safe or dangerous, powerful or weak, 
according to its relation to the other chess pieces .... Seen in this 
way, being a "woman" is to take up a position within a moving 
historical context, and to be able to choose what we make of this 
position and how we alter this context .... (p. 433) 

Differences--how to live with them--are at the core of the consensus and 

dissensus between "one" and "many." Minnich (1992) says, "we are capable of 

apprehending, even at times perhaps comprehending, difference but not of 

overcoming its most fundamental expression as aIteritas, as otherness----those of us 

who were not part of earlier culture-constituting conversations and so in some ways 

... benefit from ... the breaking up of homogeneous communities, also know 

what it means to run into limits 'beyond which there appears to be nothing but 
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battle without hope of unity'" (p. 188). She seeks to question the terms of 

universality without giving up on its possibility (p. 192). "No one, and no group, 

owns our very complex, multicolored, multilayered cultures" (p. 198). In an 

idealistic pose, she sees all human beings as having common uniqueness--different 

from sameness as defined by a few. We have the ability to "differentiate ourselves, 

to actualize our special capacity to become unique in interaction with each other" 

(p. 196). 

Cultural Literacy. The debate about cultural literacy is perhaps the most 

public and heated controversy about a "common culture" in United States 

education today. Allan Bloom (1987) and E.D. Hirsch (1983, 1987) have 

succeeded in making education a high priority and their books have sold over two 

million copies (Simonson and Walker, 1988, p. ix). The arena for this dispute 

includes politicians, the popular press, and the professors. William Bennett (1987), 

while Secretary of Education under President Reagan, called curriculum changes at 

Stanford University the death of the classics--a cause promptly taken up by 

Newsweek (1988) in an article titled "Say Goodnight Socrates: Stanford University 

and the Decline of the West." Chair of the National Endowment for the 

Humanities (NEH), Lynn Cheney (1989), has criticized multiculturalism, prompting 

critics of "monoculturalism" to fear that NEH will not fund projects from the 
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"fringes" of American culture. In higher education, some see this as a battle 

between neoconservatives and postmodernists (Kennedy, 1992, p. 23), others as 

"strange mixtures of American populist sentiment and French critical theorizing" 

(Howe, 1991, p. 42), still others as a battle between the academy and the public, 

specifically the intellectuals and the powers--those in positions of influence 

(Franklin, 1992, pp. 213-214). Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (1992a) suggests Bloom and 

Bennett are to education what Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger were to 

Vietnam, what George Wallace and Orville Faubus were do the civil rights 

movement--the "'feel good' target ... we all love to hate" (p. 95). Like Bob Dylan, 

everyone seems to recognize that the "times they are a-changin.'" The question is 

whether this is good or bad. Are we on a train veering wildly out of control, or is 

this change inevitable, necessary, and unstoppable? 

Cultural literacy, as defined by E.D. Hirsch (1983), is that "tacit knowledge" 

that is part of the "assumed knowledge represented by ... experiential realities" 

that in turn "plays a significant role in making meaning" (p. 165). This is the 

background knowledge individuals need in order to maintain a literate democracy, 

to read a newspaper, to know the values of the cultures and to know its traditions. 

Culture and cultural literacy are synonymous terms in Hirsch's view, and he sees 

the increasing heterogeneity of American society as contributing to the loss of an 
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"acculturative curriculum" thus resulting in fragmentation and loss of coherence as 

a culture (1983, pp. 165-167). To Hirsch (1983), the big question is political: do we 

want a "broadly literate culture that unites our cultural fragments enough to allow 

us to write to one another and read what our fellow citizens have written?" (p. 

167). 

At the risk of adding more labels as fuel to the fire, let me suggest that 

there are roughly three positions on cultural literacy and its explicit assumptions of 

a common culture. First is the belief that there is or should be 1! national culture 

and the most obvious way to assure its stability is through school curriculum--its 

formative element--specifically in the humanities and history. This position holds 

that there is an abiding core of values in literary texts, for example, which 

transcend history and politics, gender, race, and ethnicity. Proponents of a 

common cultural literacy hold a great love and respect for the past and wish to 

preserve its values (Hirsch, 1983, 1987, Bloom, 1987, W. Bennett, 1988, Cheney, 

1989, Finn, 1989). 

A second position argues that there may be or should be some 

commonalities in United States culture, but they believe that the features of such a 

culture and its ensuing canons of texts and methods are negotiable. Accused of 

cultural relativism (by those holding the previous position), they believe that 
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cultures like canons are always emergent, rooted in subjective histories and politics; 

that cultural literacy is particular more than national; that multiplicities will not 

result in fragmentation or chaos; that different groups can retain separateness while 

mixing in the mainstream; that cultural values, thus literary values, are human 

constructs not transcendent truths (Simonson and Walker, 1988, Graff, 1989, 1992a, 

Krupat, 1989, RT. Smith, 1989, Craige, 1989, Bizzell, 1990, Howe, 1991, Pratt, 

1990, Lanham, 1992). 

A third position is composed of what I'll call "intransigents." These theorists 

believe there is not nor has there ever been a national or common culture. They 

believe that acquiring common information, attitudes, and values is meaningless, 

undesirable, and unachievable. They believe we do not need sameness. They 

charge that arguments about values put forth by Hirsch, Bennett, Bloom, Cheney, 

Finn are based on foundationalism (that is, that values are atemporal and eternal). 

It is not that the critics in this position don't also share many of the beliefs of the 

second position and vice versa; rather, it is their intransigence in admitting to any 

commonalities or to the benefits of such that distinguishes them--that and their 

apparent lack of any overture toward resolving the standoff (Barbara Smith, 1992a, 

1992b, Fish, 1992). 
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This following discussion is organized in a point-counterpoint format. First 

let me elaborate on the views of the strongest proponents of a common or national 

cultural literacy. They blame present social and political crises in education on a 

spiritual malaise stemming from students' lack of understanding of the past which 

means they have no vision of the future which means they live in an impoverished 

present (Bloom, 1987). The reasons are fairly simple. Universities are not 

teaching the knowledge of the past, particularly the Great Books which embody the 

values and truths of Western civilization. Indeed, universities are confused, 

drowning in postmodern critical theories of interpretation like deconstruction and 

linguistic theories on the arbitrariness of signs (Bloom, 1987, Hirsch, 1987, W. 

Bennett, 1988). Bloom (1987) wants to take the top students who populate the 

"twenty or thirty best universities" and concentrate on teaching them the classics 

since they are the students "most likely to take advantage of a liberal education 

and to have the greatest moral and intellectual effect on the nation" (p. 22). 

William Bennett (1987) feels that Western civilization is under attack from outside 

(implying Japan) and inside (implying academe) the West and therefore the 

universities must become the "bearers, the transmitters, of Western Civilization." 

They must teach its traditions and values because they represent the best of our 

culture--triumph of mind over ignorance, irrationality, and intimidation. Lynn 
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Cheney (1989) wants a return to a core curricula since higher education is so 

confused about what to teach and how to train teachers. Finally, Chester Finn 

(1989) believes that the Western tradition must be taught because there is a 

"preponderance" of first-rate works of literature there. It is an accident of history 

that most of these are authored by white males but they also happened to be the 

only folks on the "planet with the learning, the leisure, and the resources to create 

literature" (p. 18). He charges curriculum planners with inclusion and exclusion of 

texts based on mediocrity in the interests of present diversity (p. 18). 

Responses have been vociferous denials to these attacks on education. 

Graff and Cain (1989) cite Modern Language Association surveys that show that 

the classics are still the "bread-and-butter requirements" of English departments, as 

they have been for the past half century, though some minority literature and 

popular culture have appeared to supplement rather than replace the classics (p. 

7). Applebee (1990) documents the same thing in the high schools, where the 

classics are even more dominant (p. 119). Furthermore, revision of curricula is 

ongoing and always has been flexible (Graff & Cain, 1989, p. 7, Kennedy, 1992). 

Barbara Smith (1992b) also documents that more women and minority authors are 

being taught, but challenges Finn's reasoning, citing that "these developments ... do 

not reflect or require blithe disregard for appropriate standards" (p. 6). She replies 
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that teaching literature "does not mean--and never did or could mean--simply 

assigning and celebrating classic texts" any more than it involves teaching films or 

popular fiction side by side with Homer and Shakespeare (p. 7). Hogan (1992) 

agrees and calls Finn's position "bibliopolitics" (p. 188) and says that any 

assumptions that "Other" literatures (like Third World literature) are weak is a 

"racist" position. Only under "racist and ethnocentric assumptions" could one 

"believe aesthetic criteria need to be dropped in order that ethical considerations 

may operate freely" (p. 187). Giroux (1992) charges Bloom with elitism in focusing 

on the top students in the top universities, thus reinforcing what many women, 

blacks and working-class students already thought anyway: higher education is not 

for them (p. 124). Finally, Lindenberger (1989) believes that Bennett's resistance 

to globally-oriented course contents in college courses masks a fear that America 

no longer exercises control over the world's 

economy and a belief that multicultural literatures means "politically caving in" to a 

more egalitarian world view. 

I will discuss E. D. Hirsch separately since he coined the phrase cultural 

literacy and his work has been the primary impetus for the movement toward a 

national cultural literacy. The heart of E.D. Hirsch's (1983, 1987) argument grows 

out of schema theory, or what Hirsch calls the "skill as knowledge and knowledge 
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as skill" controversy (1987, p. 60). Schema theory explains how people's existing 

knowledge affects comprehension. Wilson and Anderson (1986) explain that "a 

schema is an abstract structure of knowledge" (p. 33). Concepts that constitute a 

schema provide slots which are instantiated with specific information. Readers 

can then comprehend messages by activating or constructing a "schema that gives a 

good account of the objects and events described--slots instantiated by inference" 

(Wilson and Anderson, 1986, p. 33). In literature, for example, a reader would 

need some prior knowledge about the events in the real or imaginary world in 

which a story is situated to make meaning and the reader would need some 

knowledge of conventions of form--like poetic forms, narratives, dramatic 

conventions (Wilson and Anderson, 1986, p. 39). 

Hirsch's (1987) explanation of schema theory is that humans' abilities to 

exercise skills are dependent on possessing specific schemata (background 

information, in short) which are numerous and detailed enough to handle the tasks 

they perform (p. 60). He sees reading as one person reconstituting meaning that a 

hidden but real author intends to another person. Extratextual meaning exists 

prior to the text itself (the explanation) and the whole endeavor is about realities 

of which author and reader can have independent experiences. This means that a 

reader's opinions about adequacy, propriety, and significance are logically 
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subsequent to understanding the author's intended (and theoretically determinable) 

meaning (pp. 33-69). He proposes a list of items culturally literate Americans need 

to know to participate fully in and to preserve our "common national culture." In 

theory, these items will be instantiated by reading (the great books of the Western 

tradition) to fill in schema slots in readers' minds. 

Hirsch has been criticized for "drawing a more specific or a different 

significance from others scholars' work than they themselves might choose" (Scott, 

1988, p. 334), particularly with regard to schema theory. Hirsch seems to narrow 

the psycholinguistic concept of schema when he identifies it with "cultural 

information" rather than with "scripts or structural/generic expectations" as most 

English teachers do (Scott, 1988, p. 336). Furthermore, he ignores the reader's 

interests and motivation for knowing a subject as a factor in comprehension (Scott, 

1988, Scholes, 1988, Barbara Smith, 1992b). His theory of cuIturalliteracy is often 

called pre-linguistic. He does not recognize that most English teachers today have 

an "epistemic idea of meaning as highly-individualized" and that teachers' goals for 

student readers include self-discovery and self-fulfillment. Thus inculcating a 

particular way of reading texts would be "determinative or coercive" and not in line 

with the view of full literacy as psychologically liberating (Scott, 1988, p. 338). 

Finally, he has been accused of narrowing the scope of space in which learning can 



take place because he "situates acts of interpretation ... by a quest for intended 

meanings" which results in "rote learning and referential knowledge" in which 

students retell received knowledge (Petrosky, 1991, pp. 3-4). 
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Hirsch (1987) argues that the list is only descriptive, not prescriptive--a mere 

start toward documenting what every American should know. He claims to have 

consulted one hundred people who reached 90 percent agreement on the list. Its 

eclecticism in including such terms as the BeatIes, A roIling stone gathers no moss, 

realpolitick, Verdi, Bronze Age, tectonic places, and Ty Cobb is noteworthy. But 

as others have argued, it is also noticeably male-biased (he includes terms like 

penis envy, macho, and vasectomy but not mastectomy, gynecology, or even 

Georgia O'Keeffe) and Anglocentric (Simonson & Walker, 1988, p. xi). 

Critics of his "descriptive not prescriptive" claims counter that this is an 

"insidious" and "conscious" choice to not see the assumptions behind his assertions 

to write an Anglocentric menu, curriculum, and canon (R.T. Smith, 1989, p. 27); 

that his intentional vagueness over who the one hundred consultants (who reached 

90 percent agreement) were suggests many segments of society were not involved 

(Barbara Smith, 1992a, p. 88); that teaching cultural literacy vis-a-vis lists will only 

teach "functional cultural literacy" (Barbara Smith, 1992a, P. 88); that the lists are a 

"facade" for not doing anything substantive about education, somewhere between 
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the ultimate "cultural communion wafer" (Lanham, 1992, p. 38) and a sort of 

"voodoo education" just like voodoo economics in which "great results [are] 

achieved in astonishingly easy fashion" (Scholes, 1988, p. 327); and finally, a "great 

culture scam" which obviates the need for creative teachers, motivated students, 

and ignores the curricular content gap (between what is covered and what is 

learned in any classroom) (Scholes, 1988, pp. 327-328). 

There are four other major arguments about cultural literacy. The first 

accuses Bloom, Hirsch, Bennett, Finn, Cheney of duplicating the "perennial (indeed 

classic) themes of apolcalyptic cultural criticism ... the recurrent images of a 

civilization in decline (the young corrupted, the masses stupefied, barbarians at the 

gates of the polis)" (Barbara Smith, 1992a, p. 75). The argument goes like this: 

these proponents of cultural literacy have succeeded in playing on the anxieties of 

the American people about education (Pratt, 1992), stressing "doom and gloom" 

and American's "lack or' everything from values to vision to knowledge (Simonson 

and Walker, 1988, p. ix). They seek a return to a "whole" community to replace 

the current "fragmented" one but unfortunately that means a simpler world where 

white men dominate and where we all study the classics in our "little school houses 

on the prairie" (Simonson and Walker, 1988, p. ix), what Gates (1992) calls the 

"antebellum aesthetic position" (p. 95). 
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Second, cultural literacy commits a fundamental error in seeing the Tower 

of Babel story through a conventional lens, believing that "multiplicity is 'bad' and 

leads to chaos, dissention and conflict--even revolution" (R.T. Smith, 1989, p. 27). 

Proponents of multiculturalism believe that the curse of Babel rescues us from the 

"perils of an illusion of unity" and allows an abundance of diversity, what Alan 

McPherson calls "maximum access to stories unfolding" (qtd. in R.T. Smith, 1989, p. 

27). Hirsch (1987) argues, though, that our children will not enter a narrow tribal 

culture nor a transcendent world culture but a national literate culture so we must 

first and foremost teach the ways of "one's own community" (p. 18). Others believe 

that a global and transnational culture is desirable and that it is possible to 

communicate on a global level without sharing a culture (Pratt, 1990, Barbara 

Smith, 1992a). 

Third, to the accusation from Bloom (1987) and Hirsch (1987) that 

traditional humanistic study is politically grounded and culturally relativistic, 

intellectuals respond that the humanistic paradigm has shifted from the 

spirit/matter dualism that "characterized the Western conception of reality for 

many centuries" to a new "holohumanism" (Craige, 1989, p. 30). Admitting that the 

"conservative backlash" has won the media battle at this point in time, Fish (1992) 

argues that this does not mean politics has triumphed over reason but rather that 



the oJ;"thodoxies of one generation have been challenged by the concerns of the 

next--a process he calls not change, but history (pp. 263-264). The "political 

correctness" movement is really just "political disappointment" or worse, "political 

envy" says Fish (1992, p. 264). 
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Finally, at the heart of the debate are different visions of the future, 

particularly about the role of democracy. In what must sound like a stunning 

charge to the likes of Bloom, Bennett, Hirsch, Cheney, and Finn, Henry A. Giroux 

(1992) suggests that the agenda these men have put forth for shaping public 

schooling and higher education is a "ruthlessly frank expression of doubt about the 

viability of democracy" and a loss of a utopian vision (p. 123). In effect, these men 

valorize a view of schooling that celebrates cultural uniformity, rigid authority, 

uncritical acceptance of curricula, and a return to passive learning, which Giroux 

(1992) argues is hardly the way to create the responsible and critical citizens so 

necessary to democracy (p. 123). Giroux (1992) believes that Hirsch's cultural 

literacy lists represent a vision of the future as a service economy, where writing 

memos or reading within specific contexts and communicating a national language 

composed of key words plays into the hands of the business community (p. 124). 

Lanham (1992) believes that you cannot teach citizenship in American democracy 

building on "Hirsch's collection of canonical facts, Bennett's collection of canonical 
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texts, or Bloom's collection of rancid pieties" (p. 51). Democracy, he says, is based 

on "essential bistable alternation between the contingent and the absolute" and the 

only true absolute in democracy is the "obligation to keep that oscillation going" (p. 

51). 

There are defenders of E.D. Hirsch in the academy as well as critics of the 

professors engaged in this war. Jeff Smith (1989) admits that the most significant 

thing about the cultural literacy debate is the outlook toward democracy, but he 

charges the "intellectuals" in this debate with forgetting that the U.S. was founded 

by people who believed in attention to "nature" and its "self evident truths." 

Humanists today suffer a "loss of faith in a 'nature of things'" motivated by 

contemporary literary theories such as deconstruction and focus on the 

nonreferentiality of language. This loss in the "objectivity of things" is at the root 

of the problem, says Smith (p. 21). Rorty (1992) also is concerned that the cultural 

left has overemphasized theory. They remind him of the "old-timey Marxists" in 

their "instinctive distrust of proposals for concrete, piecemeal reform and the 

conviction that it is very important to find the 'correct theoretical analysis' of a 

social phenomenon" (p. 238). Ultimately more theory can lead not to change but 

to more reiterations for the need for transformation. Franklin (1992) feels that 

many academics are using the public interest in the academy to grab the media's 



attention and attack those whose ideas they oppose, thus damaging the 

community's confidence in the academy, not to mention making "careful debate 

within it" an impossibility. She warns against tyranny, including "intellectual 

tyranny" (pp. 218-220). 
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Between the "West is best" dichotomy, the paradigm shift in the culture's 

way of seeing (Craige, 1989, p. 30), and the unwillingness of lovers of the past to 

"brush history against the grain" as Walter Benjamin suggested (Scholes, 1991, p. 

765-766), the battle continues over whether traditions are "simply given or fixed" or 

whether they should be "open to criticism and renegotiation" (Graff and Cain, 1989, 

p. 9). Bizzell (1990) and Eagleton (1983) believe rhetoric is a way toward a 

national discourse. Implied in a "national discourse" is the idea of shared 

knowledge. Bizzell wants teachers and students to work 

"collectively toward achieving consensus on a pluralistic grouping of ways to do 

academic discourse" (p. 663). She believes we need "some consensus" so we can 

share a discourse and get back to work. But this discourse must include diversity 

of participants and remain open to change. "Though we may wish to do away with 

an oppressive academic discourse ... we cannot do without any academic discourse at 

all" (Bizzell, 1990, p. 663). 
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It is said that Cicero moved peoples' minds, but Demosthenes made people 

march. There can be no doubt who plays the role of Demosthenes in this battle 

over cultural literacy and the determination of the curricula of the future, for if 

nothing else, E.D. Hirsch, William Bennett, Allan Bloom, Chester Finn, and Lynn 

Cheney have captured the public's attention on issues of education. The people 

are marching. Unfortunately, as Mary Louise Pratt (1990) argues, these men did 

not focus on educational enthusiasm to "make people march" but rather on levels 

of anxiety developing around the issue of national cultural identity. Now 

alternative visions of cultural and educational futures must be introduced into the 

national discussion. More hopeful views of cultural citizenship in a racially plural 

society "enmeshed in relentlessly globalizing relations" and questions of the viability 

of a "transnational national culture" must be asked and answered (Pratt, 1990, p. 

16). So the war over who will ultimately play the role of Cicero has only just 

begun, and no one is conceding an inch. 

Canons 

The etymology of the word canon stems from the Greek root kanon 

meaning measuring rod or rule and related to kanna meaning cane. Scholes (1991) 

points out that the word evolved metaphorically from a type of reed or cane which 

grew in straight or segmented sections and was probably used in measurement and 
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in making lines. Thus the first measuring ruler was probably cane. The Greek 

form of the word suggests "control, criticism, even taxation" (p. 760). However, the 

word canon as we use it--to mean body of texts--comes from the Latin of the 

Roman Catholic Church. In this context, canon is a rule or law. Extended to 

literary studies, this has come to mean any work written by a single author 

(Shakespeare canon, for example) as well as particular bodies of sacred texts 

(Scholes, 1991, Kennedy, 1992). But as Scholes (1991) is careful to remind us, the 

"roots of canonicity are in a flexible plant" (p. 761). 

Rhetoric and poetics merge in English studies today since reading and 

writing about literature form the organizing structures, or canons, for the 

disciplines. In other words, there are canons of texts just as their are canons of 

methods (informed by theories) for teaching, reading, and writing about those texts. 

Kennedy (1992) discusses the desire for a canon as a basic human instinct, perhaps 

related to self-preservation: 

[Canons are] the assertion of control over chaos, the marking out of 
one's turf. We each have a canon based on the limits of what we 
think we may control and what fulfills our own needs. Some of us 
can live without a clear definition of the limits, just as some of us can 
live without revealed religions. Most cannot, and we need to share 
our canon; thus we fall into sects with our own sacred books. The 
history of literature shows alternating periods of contracting and 
expanding the canon. (p. 229) 
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Canons of Texts 

In 1905, a Harvard historian said that choosing texts for the first year of a 

college course was the most difficult question confronting college teachers 

(Allardyce, 1982, p. 695). Almost a century later, this question remains "the most 

difficult" one. In the "Canons of Texts" I will discuss the canon controversy. 

Basically the present debate is over value--whether it is intrinsic or extrinsic to the 

text. This corresponds to classical and postmodern theories of culture as well. 

Hermeneutics of Faith3
• This concept of the canon derives from a belief 

that the canon is a "body of texts having the authority of perennial classics." These 

texts, "the great books" ... are, as they always have been and always will be, 

nothing less than the very best that has been thought and said" (Krupat, 1989, p. 

22). Implied in this "Great Books" concept of the canon is the reader's role: 

readers will gain timeless wisdom if they understand the content, they will 

experience something beautiful if they can grasp the form, and they will be better 

people--surely more human--by spending time with these timeless classics (Krupat, 

1989, p. 22). The traditional view of the canon stems from a faith that texts are 

transcendental and abstractly theoretical (Krupat, 1989, p. 24). The origins of the 

notions of timelessness, durability, transcendence (for reader from concrete and for 

texts over time) go back at least as far as Samuel Johnson who in his Preface to 



Shakespeare wrote that where productions of genius are concerned, "of which the 

excellence is not absolute and definite, but gradual and comparative ... no other 

test can be applied than length of duration and continuance of esteem" (qtd. in 

Tompkins, 1985, p. 3). Authors come and go and Johnson says once they perish, 

any effects of friendships or favors no longer create a favorable climate for the 

author to influence the public. Thus "unassisted by interest or passion, ... [they] 

have past through variations of taste and changes of manners, and, ... as they 

devolved from one generation to another, have received new honors at every 

transmission" (qtd. in Tompkins, 1985, p. 3). Tompkins (1985) goes on to show 

how the notions of transcendence as a criterion for literature becoming canonical 

reappear in aesthetic philosophies of Matthew Arnold, Percy Bysshe Shelley, and 

T.S. Eliot. 
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Considered by critics an "essentialist" view of the canon, this hermeneutics of 

faith believes canonical texts have some discernible, distinctive traits and unique 

functions to them (Krupat, 1989, p. 36). But Scholes (1991) argues that there is no 

intellectual core to the Great Books. The "cosmic canon" is a pretense based on 

the notions of transcendence and an unexaminable, unchallengeable Absolute" (p. 

763). He admits that imagination, art, and spirit gives some coherence to literary 

study, but then so do genre, chronology, etc. (p. 763). 
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Tracing the historical view of canons in literature, Scholes (1991) notes that 

the formal study of literature as an organized discipline is connected to the rise of 

science, a field that coalesces around carefully defined objects and methods of 

study. The key word that set literature apart from the objects of science was 

"imagination" which became stable and clear enough to support the field as a 

discipline. What has happened is that literature has "hovered between forms of 

canonicity proper to science and those proper to religion, sometimes regarding its 

objects of study as specimens, but more often giving them the status of quasi-

religious texts, not grounded in the Word of God exactly, but in the Imagination." 

He reminds us that Coleridge found Imagination analogous to God the Creator. 

Barbara Smith (1984) notes a similar development, what she calls the "fact-

value split." This arose over two conflicting intellectual and ideological traditions 

in English: "the positivist philological scholarship and humanist pedagogy" (p. 6). 

One sought its claims in the "rigor, objectivity, cognitive substantiality, and progress 

associated with science and the empirical disciplines" while trying at the same time 

to remain faithful to the 

essentially conservative and didactic mission of humanistic studies: to 
honor and preserve the culture's traditionally esteemed objects--in this 
case, its canonized texts--and to illuminate and transmit the 
traditional cultural values presumably embodied in them. (p. 6) 
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Treating texts as sacred objects or as quasi-religious thus worth preserving is 

"more conservationist than conservative" claims Kennedy (1992, p. 23). It is a view 

that holds cultures and sacred texts up as works of art--sometimes calls 

"monumentalism." It seeks to preserve monuments of another time as valuable in 

themselves rather than where specific truths can be found, and it resists the notion 

of comparable value in either popular culture or outside the "West" (Kennedy, 

1992, p. 23, Rosaldo, 1989, p. 44). 

As literature became a discipline with a curriculum and methods, canons 

become oriented to single languages and culture; this sorting of texts was done by a 

"quasi-priestly caste, gradually organized round their national literary canons into 

academic disciplines" (Scholes, 1991, p. 762). But even in the most religious sense 

of canonical, deep within the traditionalist camps, there were and are innumerable 

canons. Each literary theory, for example, has a canon of texts to which its 

interpretations best apply--Iogocentrist texts for deconstructionists, defamiliarized 

texts for Russian formalists, unified patterns of imagery for New Critics, epic and 

tragedy for classical criticism, novels, short stories, and lyric poetry for modern 

criticism (Kennedy, 1992, p. 229). 

The tradition of the Great Books runs very deep (Applebee, 1974). In the 

high school literary canon, the word "classics" was attached to English literature 

after the tradition of teaching Latin and Greek as part of a liberal arts education 
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(Applebee, 1989, pp. 2-3). Next, the College Entrance Examination Board (CEEB) 

created Uniform Lists in the tradition of belles lettres (which as Applebee (1974) 

points out has "never required scholastic attention to survive" (p. 35». 

Furthermore, it was believed that students needed a "steady exposure" to 

belletristic literature (Applebee, 1974, p. 38), a tradition that continues today as 

Applebee (1989) notes the contemporary literary canon has changed very little 

since the turn of the century (p. 4). 

lbe canon controversy comes down to where one believes values come from. 

The hermeneutics of faith position believes values reside in an atemporal or 

eternal realm--it can be platonic, theological, cognitive--and that there is "some 

abiding structure of morality" (Fish, 1989, p. 13). This assumes, then, that values 

can be "invoked" to guide us and correct us in our everyday lives. It is a 

foundationalist perspective that "history is an accident, a series of events always in 

danger of moving away from that abiding core of value of which we should be 

faithful" (Fish, 1989, p. 13). 

If the classics are truly belles lettres, or fine writing that is highly regarded, 

then Eagleton (1983) argues that we must "drop all pretense that literature is an 

'objective' category in the sense of 'being eternally given and immutable'" (p. 10). 

Fine writing connotes value and value judgements vary as people change their 

minds about what is valuable. Thus "literature, in the sense of a set of works of 
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assured unalterable value, distinguished by certain shared inherent properties, does 

not exist" (p. 11). Facts are surely "public and unimpeachable, but values are 

"private and gratuitous" (pp. 12-13). Eagleton's argument is a direct challenge to 

the hermeneutics of faith upon which the traditional canon rests. 

Hermeneutics of Suspicion. This position disbelieves in the traditional 

canon of "sacred" texts that endure based on transcendent faith in their intrinsic 

worth. In that sense, this is a negative position. But they also believe that canons 

are human constructs. They seek to reveal the aesthetic politics involved in 

creating value and creating canons. Thus these critics and historians work both 

against and for canons--challenging traditional notions of canonicity while 

incorporating neglected texts and points of view to the canons of literature. 

This concept of the canon seeks to make explicit the tacit assumptions 

behind "canon-as-sacred-texts." Instead, the "canon" is seen as "that body of texts 

which best performs in the sphere of culture the work of legitimating the prevailing 

social order: canonical texts are, as they always have been, the most useful for such 

a purpose" (Krupat, 1989, p. 22). In other words, it is a political stance, an 

ideology that understands that swallowing the content of the "Great Books" means 

accepting the world view of the socially dominant class (p. 23). Sympathetic 

contact with these texts tends mostly "to contribute to that ideological conditioning, 

the production of that consciousness, necessary to conform ... to one's ... class 
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position in society" (Krupat, 1989, pp. 23). Marxist, psychoanalytic, and 

anthropological thought influence this concept of canonicity (Krupat, 1989, p. 23). 

Adherents to this view of the canon see its texts as having no "inherent 

authority or value" but rather as constructs created by particular people for 

particular reasons at certain times. Value is seen as a transitive term, attached to 

the purposes and situations in which texts are produced and read (Eagleton, 1983, 

11, Krupat, 1989, p. 23). These texts do not appeal to humans longing for "truth, 

wisdom, beauty, order" but are thrust on humans in order to "promote and sustain 

by cultural means perspectives and values that are not necessarily consistent with 

the fullest conceptions of human possibility" (Krupat, 1989, p. 23). This is not to 

say notions of greatness are impossible as much as it calls into question how 

"master texts" sustain their position (claiming it is not by greatness alone) (Krupat, 

1989, p. 23). Susan Aiken (1985) writes of the canon as "scripts of domination: 

"masters and masterworks, for the phallocentric critics, are effective enablers of 

mastery" (p. 9). Indeed, Robert von Hallberg (1983) says reference to canon 

formation is only addressed today with irony since it is seen as what other more 

powerful people made and which now must be "opened up, demystified, or 

eliminated altogether (p. iii). 

Challenges to the sacredness of the canon are fueled by the changes in 

American society. In an increasingly pluralistic society, there are many different 
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perspectives. "The sharpness of their divergence from each other" also provides 

numerous occasions for "collisions among them" (B. Smith, 1992b, p. 9). Traditions 

of a democratic culture are seen not as "simply given or fixed" but "open to 

criticism and renegotiation" (Graff and Cain, 1989, p. 9) and education is implored 

to take an "adversarial stance toward [the] very society that sustains it" (Howe, 

1991, p. 43). More people are asking who decided what is the best known and 

thought in the world? Why are there so few "masterpieces" by women and people 

of color? (Craige, 1989, p. 30). History becomes the "very crucible" in which 

things like values, goals, purposes, standards, and normals are all seen not as 

eternal but as "forged" by history (Smith, 1989, p. 13). At the same time, the old

time view that "aesthetic sensibility" somehow "assures ethical value" is questioned 

(Howe, 1991, p. 42). These critics want everyone to realize that the traditional 

literary and intellectual canon was based on "elitist ideologies, the values of 

Western imperialism, racism, sexism, etc., and the teaching of the humanities was 

marked by corresponding biases" and as such, is highly suspect (Howe, 1991, p. 47). 

"Canon-busting" (as Fish, 1989, calls it) occurs on many fronts. As R.T. 

Smith (1989) writes, "any canon's existence inevitably engenders a counter-canon, 

almost as a reflex action" (p. 26). The question of the canon is pervasive but 

"easier to suppress or deny than to unravel" (p. 27). Counter-canons say "'no' to 

the whole ossifying mentality of closure and sanctification, a mentality that would 
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turn the arts' house of many mansions into a warehouse as cold and uninhabited as 

the one in 'Raiders of the Lost Ark's' final frames" (p. 29). Two of the strongest 

challenges to the traditional canon come from feminists (but you can substitute 

"new historicists" such as African American or Native American critics for 

"feminists" and construct the same arguments) and historians. By questioning 

existing canons and examining how canons are formed, these challengers reveal the 

politics of aesthetics. 

Feminist criticism brushes the hermeneutics of faith against its grain. Fox

Genovese (1989) sees a "reinvigorated canon" reflecting feminist claims that human 

choices and changes occur as society changes (p. 34). Robinson (1986) calls the 

traditional canon a "gentlemen's agreement" and calls the "Great Books" the 

"foundation of Western humanistic tradition, where there are "no women" but 

"certain monumental female images" (pp. 572-573). She sees two directions for 

feminist criticism and the canon: emphasize alternative readings of tradition that 

reinterpret women's character, motivations, and actions and that identify and 

challenge sexist ideology; and work to gain admission to the canon for women 

writers (p. 574). Kolodny (1986) argues that literary history is a fiction, that we 

really don't even read texts but rather we read the paradigms in our heads, and 

that aesthetic value is never infallible, unchangeable, or universal (pp. 509). The 

canon, to her, is merely a "model by which to chart the continuities and 
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discontinuities" (p. 504). Kolodny (1986) and Robinson (1986) recognize the 

backlash feminists have received from criticizing classic texts like Shakespeare, 

Milton, Chaucer, but they argue that the intention is not to challenge the canon as 

canon but to posit new values (Robinson, 1986, p. 577), not to deny the pleasures 

of those texts but rather to emphasize that "aesthetic response is once more 

invested with epistemological, ethical, and moral concerns" (Kolodny, 1986, p. 509). 

Feminists seek to tell the truth of the culture, the whole culture. 

Revisionist historical critics have sought to show how works become 

canonical, thus debunking the notion of transcendence, durability, and universality 

as aesthetic values. Tompkins (1985) traced the complex circumstances that made 

Nathanial Hawthorne canonical while Harriet Beecher Stowe and Susan Warner 

fell by the wayside. If nothing else, her work shows the pervasiveness of the notion 

that literary reputation is ahistorical or transcendental rather than as she believes it 

to be--not natural or inevitable at all (p. 5). Her re-historicizing shows that 

literariness in American literature means not writing about transitory issues (like 

revolution, revival, abolition) because they are considered too limiting, too local, 

too rooted in time--too non-literary; and it also means not trying to mold public 

opinion because that's considered propaganda, not literature (p. 186). 

Tompkins (1985) also traces how anthologies are edited according to 

concerns of particular decades or periods by showing which texts remain constant 



87 

and which change and relating that to the social and political concerns of the 

period--this in spite of editors vehemently insisting that all choices are based on 

"literary excellence"--a term that may remain constant even if its meaning does not 

(p. 192). In fact, anthologies' indusionary (thus exclusionary) choices dictate what 

contents are appropriate for literature, who can be a hero or not, what heroic 

behavior is, and what activities matter. When these anthologized authors and texts 

represent a "very small, socially, culturally, geographically, sexually, and racially 

restricted elite" (p. 200), then culture becomes that which is "codified by a cultural 

elite." At issue in the canon struggle is "who has a right to be represented in the 

picture America draws of itself' (p. 201). 

Another new historicist, Barbara Smith (1984), has shown how value is 

contingent. Tracing how works become canonical, she argues that once canonicity is 

achieved, there are several reasons why it is secure from falling. First, if the value 

is seen as unquestionable, then alienating features (what would make other texts 

noncanonical) will be minimized. For example, philosophical naivete, too narrow a 

topic, or technically crude forms will be backgrounded or there will be a move to 

"save the text" by allegorizing it or transferring the focus to something different like 

formal or structural features. Thus we "make texts timeless by suppressing their 

temporality" which is betraying the text itself, to Smith (p. 32). Second, the very 

fact a text has endured means it will perform certain functions in a culture, thus 
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preserving its value. In other words, texts may perform different functions in 

different time periods. They may serve as witnesses to lost innocence or former 

glories, as reservoirs of images and archetypes repeatedly invoked and applied to 

new situations, and as examples of styles and genres influencing new works. This is 

the way canonical texts do more than endure--they shape and create the culture 

itself. Or as B. Smith (1984) says, "nothing endures like endurance" (pp. 32-33). 

This stance of "disbelief' rather than "belief' makes the text "not an object of 

faith but a human resource" (Altieri, 1984, p. 42). Our choices with canons are to 

see value as "inescapably ideological" which would lead us to impose a single canon 

"favoring our own concerns" or we can take a more complex stance and emphasize 

the "liberal play of interest in society" (Altieri, 1984, p. 43). If we can no longer 

find "central stories that unify society but only stories defining the desires of 

distinctive segments within society" then me must have a canon that corresponds to 

that reality. Our challenge is in "parlay[ing] this fragmentation into articulate 

differences" (Altieri, 1984, p. 43). 

Embodied by this hermeneutics of disbeiief, defining literature itself 

becomes central to the debate. On one hand, Eagleton (1983) argues that there is 

no such thing as literature. It is not an objective, descriptive category nor is it 

some whimsical personal belief. Instead, it is constituted by "value-judgements" 

which are "historically variable" and have a close relation to "social ideologies" (p. 
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16). Krupat (1989), on the other hand, tries to define literature while allowing for 

differences. Literary texts provide "instances of and occasions for the integrated 

self. Literature is where the affective and rational coexist and complement each 

other in language, whose fancy and imagination press for freedom beyond bounds 

of a material constraint to which proper due is given" (p. 43). And historians such 

as Jane Tompkins (1985) and Barbara Smith (1984) show us in a fine expose of 

circular reasoning that literature is good writing whose features are what canonical 

authors write! 

Though both camps in the canon controversy are at times known for what 

Kennedy (1992) calls the "shrillness of their rhetoric" (p. 230), there have been 

some calm voices. Richard Rorty (1992) suggests the chief accomplishment of the 

"cultural left" will be the specific changes made to the canon, "those which will help 

students learn about what it has been like (and often still is like) to be female, or 

black, or gay" (p. 239). Mary Louise Pratt (1991) speaks of new "models of 

community" called "contact zones:" 

social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, 
often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power, such as 
colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived out in many 
parts of the world. (p. 34) 

In the "contact zones," there may be new literate arts and new perils of writing, 

some may not even be recognizable to us--like "autoethnography, transculturation, 
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critique, collaboration, bilingualism, mediation, parody, denunciation, imaginary 

dialogue, vernacular expression" (p. 37). So, too, the perils of writing in the contact 

zone include "miscomprehension, incomprehension, dead letters, unread 

masterpieces, absolute heterogeneity of meaning" (p. 37). The idealism of her 

vision is that if we defend a stable, centered sense of knowledge and reality, these 

forms will remain undecipherable to us. 

Canons of Methods 

Though canons of texts are certainly controversial, many say the real 

problem is not in what we teach but in what we mean by reading (Graff & Cain, 

1989, p. 7). Graff and Cain (1989) point out that "Long before any revisionists 

appeared on the scene, there were widespread complaints that literature courses 

taught students to analyze poems technically but not how to distinguish a good 

poem from a bad one" (p. 8). Thus issues of value are being revived, not debased. 

Whether you teach the canon of Great Books or 1! canon of global transculturalism, 

the question of how they are taught becomes central. Bloom (1987), for example, 

argues that all students need to do is read the classic texts and let them dictate 

what the questions and methods of approaching them should be, rather than 

forcing categories we make up onto our students' readings (Graff, 1992a, p. 64-65). 

But other critics suggest that we do not read texts tabula rasa; we have questions in 



mind that are not even formulated by the texts (Rorty qtd. in Graff, 1992a, p. 65, 

Kolodny, 1986). In other words, we read Plato after Freud and Marx, thus 

applying Plato to contexts and imposing categories on Plato that he himself could 

not have anticipated (Graff, 1992a, p. 65). 
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Pedagogy--or methods--is part of the production of knowledge. Giroux 

(1992) writes that it is a "deliberate and critical attempt to influence the ways in 

which knowledge and identities are produced within and among particular sets of 

social relations" (p. 125). Thus how we define a canonical work may be far less 

important than "challenging the overlap function and social uses the notion of the 

canon has served" (p. 127). What Giroux (1992) calls critical pedagogy is needed 

to reject history as a monologue and instead reconstitute it as dialogue (p. 132). 

Eagleton (1983) and Krupat (1989) argue, also, that one's choice of texts can only 

be determined by how one intends to work with them. 

Eagleton (1983) believes that modern literary theory can roughly be divided 

into three stages. First, the Romanticism of the nineteenth century was 

preoccupied with the author. Second, the New Critics were exclusively concerned 

with the text. And third, in recent years the attention has shifted to the reader (p. 

74). Eagleton writes that the "reader has always been the most underprivileged of 

this trio--strangely, since, without him or her there would be no literary texts at all" 



(p. 74). The following discussion will confine itself to the twentieth century, 

looking at the latter two stages of modern literary theory. 
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New Critical Theory. The term 'New Criticism" was coined by John Crowe 

Ransom in his 1941 book, The New Criticism (Abrams, 1988, p. 223). This 

theoretical school was a reaction to the "impressionistic and sentimental criticism 

that prevailed during the twentieth century" (Applebee, 1974, p. 162), particularly 

with the prevailing concern of scholars and critics of the 1920s to the 

overabundance of attention to biographical and psychological areas of authors' 

lives, social history, and literary history (Abrams, 1988, p. 223). It provided a 

technique for discussing modern poets who broke from the precepts of the 

Romantic and Victorian literatures. The new stress was on "how the poem means 

rather than what a poem means." Form and content were so inextricably 

intertwined that the first question (how) was believed to answer the second (what). 

Thus questions of history, biography, ethics were ignored in favor of structure 

(hence meaning) (Applebee, 1974, p. 162). Though sometimes associated with the 

positivism of the nineteenth century, New Criticism began with the idea of 

returning to aesthetic value, bridging what Barbara Smith (1984) has documented 

as the fact-value split (p. 8). Today it is often associated with text-centered, 

objective, contextIess discussions about literary texts (Barbara Smith, 1984, p. 8, 

Applebee, 1991, Langer, 1991). 
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The New Critics are a diverse group with many distinctions between their 

various theories. They range from I.A. Richards, T.S. Eliot, Allen Tate, and 

Cleanth Brooks, to Robert Penn Warren, F.R. Leavis, R.P. Blackmur, and William 

K. Wimsatt (Applebee, 1974, Abrams, 1988). The one thing they all share is an 

initial focus on the work itself. T.S. Eliot (1929) is considered the forefather since 

he was the first to argue for attention to be "turned back upon the poem itself' 

(qtd. in Applebee, 1974, p. 162). I.A. Richards, drawing on semantics and 

psychology, developed the methods for Eliot's concerns by tying "evolving critical 

theory into the broad stream of concern with semantics and language studies, a 

natural and fruitful union" (Applebee, 1974, p. 163). New Critics evolved their 

techniques during the 1920s and 1930s, reaching dominance by the late 1930s and 

1940s. By 1953, they completely dominated the younger professorate who 

eventually trained the graduate students and teachers (Applebee, 1974, p. 163). 

There are some distinctive points held in common by the New Critics. First, 

the poem was to be treated "primarily as poetry and not another thing" wrote Eliot 

(qtd. in Abrams, 1988, p. 223). Robert Penn Warren also emphasized "poem as 

object of study" eschewing paraphrasing, studying of biography, history, or didactic 

or inspirational interpretations (qtd. in Applebee, 1974, p. 163). He advocated 

treating the poem as concrete, inductive, an organic system of relationships, and 

never, never inhere one or more factors in isolation to represent the whole (qtd. in 
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Applebee, 1974, p. 163). Poems were independent, self-sufficient objects. New 

Critics warned readers away from affective fallacies--evaluating a poem by its 

emotional effects on the reader (Abrams, 1988, p. 4), and intentional fallacies-

interpreting literary works by reference to evidence outside the text itself to 

determine the intentions, designs and purposes of its author (Abrams, 1988, pp. 84-

85). 

Second, the methods of reading and teaching were explication or close 

reading--Iooking for the "detailed and subtle analysis of complex interrelations and 

ambiguities of components within works" (Abrams, 1988, p. 223). "Explication de 

texte" emerges from a belief that a "message is in the text that needs to be 

extracted by the reader who must follow certain procedures to arrive at meaning" 

(Langer, 1991, p. 3). Thus analytic procedures become the focus of instruction. In 

some cases, there is an "already agreed upon interpretation of works" and teachers 

rely on those interpretations for instruction so that students will be led to "invoke 

those interpretations. Instruction focuses on content--on the received interpretation 

itself (Langer, 1991, p. 3). 

Third, the principles of New Criticism were principally verbal. The idea is 

that literature is a special kind of language and its attributes are defined by 

systematic opposition to the language of science and of practical and logical 

discourse; key concepts deal with meanings and interactions of words, figures of 
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speech, symbols. Emphasis is on organic unity of structure and meaning (Abrams, 

1988, p. 223). 

Finally, distinctions between literary genres are not essential in New 

Criticism since the basic components of the work are conceived to be words, 

images, symbols rather than character, thought, and plot. Linguistic elements are 

organized around significant themes and serve the purpose of manifesting tension, 

irony, and paradox within a structure, a sort of "equilibrium of opposed forces" 

(Abrams, 1988, p. 223). 

Sometimes New Criticism is called Formalism because it "stresses analysis of 

the literary work as self-sufficient object, independent of references of the external 

world" much in the mode of the Russian Formalists--a literary theory that believed 

literary or poetic language was fundamentally opposed to ordinary language 

(Abrams, 1988, p. 236). They brought to bear the science of linguistics to study the 

peculiar quality of literary language. Meter and repetitions of sound (alliteration, 

rhyme) were the features of poetry often studied, not because they were 

adornments of language but because it was believed they reorganized language on 

the semantic, phonic, and syntactic levels (Abrams, 1988, p. 236). New Criticism 

didn't immediately apply linguistic theory to poetry, but it did focus on versification 

patterns of the linguistic medium, always looking for the interplay of ironic, 
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paradoxical, and metaphoric aspects of meanings of its language organized around 

a humanly important theme (p. 236). 

Eagleton (1983) explains how New Criticism was "properly unafraid to take 

the text apart" but it erred in his view in assuming you could judge literary 

greatness and centrality by "bringing a focused attentiveness to bear on poems or 

pieces of prose isolated from their cultural and historical contexts" (p. 43). Close 

reading or "detailed analytic interpretation" certainly provided a "valuable antidote 

to aestheticist chitchat" but it also inescapably suggested "attention to this rather 

than to something else: to the 'words on the page' rather than to the contexts 

which produced and surround them" (p. 44). For this reason, it is both limiting and 

focusing and perpetuates the illusion that any text can be adequately grasped in 

isolation (p. 44). He is especially critical of the stance it encourages in a reader of 

"contemplative acceptance" based on the forces of "coherence" and "integration" 

stressed in the poem. In other words, a reader induced into reading a poem this 

way--believing all the parts fold into a complex organic unity--adopts a 

corresponding ideological attitude to the world, shutting the poem off from reality, 

from context. 

The obsession on text not context "converted the poem into a fetish" (p. 49). 

It also corresponded to the rising need in American academic circles to make 

literature a respectable discipline--thus it could compete with the hard sciences on 
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respectable terms because it had clearly defined methods to organize itself with: it 

emphasized formal properties of literary discourse (Applebee, 1974, Eagleton, 

1983, Tompkins, 1985). 

Though Abrams (1988) says New Criticism as a mode had lost its force by 

the late 1950s, it continues to influence how literature is studied in higher 

education and especially in secondary education. For one thing, its pedagogy is a 

convenient way of coping with large populations of students (Eagleton, 1983, p. 50). 

In higher education, the continued emphasis on single works, on the variety and 

subtlety of the linguistic devices in the text, and even the super-close reading of 

deconstruction relies on the methods of New Criticism (Abrams, 1988, p. 224). 

Though it was waning by the 1950s in colleges, it did not assume control of 

high school programs until the 1960s when the Committee on English in 1959 was 

appointed by the CEEB to "propose standards of achievement" and to "suggest 

ways of meeting them." Committee members could not agree on what to read, but 

they certainly could agree on how to read. The methods of New Criticism were 

"fully and uncompromisingly adopted in the Commission's discussion" (Applebee, 

1974, p. 196). Of the thirteen suggested questions students should answer about 

literature, eleven were motivated by New Criticism and asked about form, rhetoric, 

and meaning, while only two were about value--personal response and excellence, 

to be exact (Applebee, 1974, p. 196). Thus issues of morality were segmented with 
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New Criticism. For example, students could read Catcher in the Rye and see that 

Holden visited a prostitute but it was moral not immoral because of the part it 

played in the total meaning of the work (Applebee, 1974, p. 206). 

New Criticism remains one of two methods of teaching literature dominant 

today in secondary education (Applebee, 1991, Langer, 1991). Applebee (1991) 

also notes that most high school literature anthologies in use between 1961 and 

1989 contain instructional apparatus which is "overwhelming text and content 

centered" with "little attention paid to the development of students' abilities to 

think on their own" (p. 53). There is some attention to reading processes and to 

context (historical and literary) but only as layers "ancillary to overall emphasis" (p. 

54). 

Sociocognitive views of learning--which see learning as socially based, and 

which see cognition (ways of thinking) as growing out of socially-based experiences

-are changing the processes of teaching literary understanding (Vygotsky, 1986, 

Langer, 1991). Knowledge today is visualized not as such a unified structure. As 

Graff (1992a) writes, it is no longer a "pyramid of building blocks, but a set of 

social practices, a conversation" (p. 72). Reform in the teaching of English in the 

last twenty years has focused primarily on the teaching of writing, despite the fact 

that 75 percent of the writing in English classes is about literature (Langer, 1991, p. 

1). There is a sort of schizophrenia at play in English pedagogy--process is stressed 



in writing instruction but text-based approaches focusing on "right" answers 

dominate the literature teaching (Applebee qtd. in Langer, 1991, p. 2). 
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Reader Response Theory. Interest in refocusing literary reading from 

objective goals to more aesthetic goals goes as far back as 1938 when Louise 

Rosenblatt published Literature as Exploration. Followed by The Reader. the 

Text. the Poem in 1978, Rosenblatt offered the notion of "efferent" and "aesthetic" 

psychological stances that readers assume when reading a text. She derives the 

term "efferent" from the Latin "effere" meaning "to carry away" and explains that 

this is what happens when you read a text primarily to extract information from it. 

"Aesthetic" reading, on the other hand, is concerned with literature as art, with the 

"lived through" experience of the text, with what happens "during the actual reading 

event." It is possible that different aesthetic transactions can occur with the same 

text and different readers--depending on the "nature, state of mind, or past 

experience of the reader." The main distinction, then, between aesthetic and 

nonaesthetic readings of texts has to do with what the reader does or does not do 

(pp. 24-28). 

To Rosenblatt, reading is an activity which occupies a continuum between 

aesthetic and efferent stances, depending on the psychological stance of the reader 

which often is contingent on the "socio-physical" setting (1978, p. 78). In other 

words, the reader's attitude rather than the text itself is the determining factor in 
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whether the reader has an "aesthetic" or "efferent" experience. Of course, an 

aesthetic stance is necessary to literary reading. In addition, what Rosenblatt calls 

the "nonverbal setting" or the classroom context (the aims and objectives of the 

lesson and the teacher) is important because it clues the student as to which stance 

to take (1978, p. 78). In fact it is the English teacher's responsibility to "keep alive 

this view of the literary work as personal evocation, the product of creative activity 

carried on by the reader under the guidance of the text" (1983, p. 280). 

Reader response theory considers meaning to reside in the reader (Bleich, 

1975, 1978, Fish, 1986) or in the transaction between reader and text (Iser, 1974, 

1978, Rosenblatt, 1978, 1983). In the former position, "any well-argued 

interpretation would be as good as any other" while in the latter, "accountability to 

the text does not determine one correct interpretation, but does set limits (Langer, 

1991, p. 3). Regardless of the two positions, the focus is on what happens to 

readers as their eyes follow a text on the page. Thus the focus shifts from standard 

critical analysis on features of a work to the temporal, evolving process of creating 

or producing a reading. The implication is there are multiple "correct" meanings 

possible in a text. The main difference between the above two positions is in the 

primary factors thought to shape a readers' responses and in the place where 

theorists draw the line between objective givens in a text and subjective responses 

of individual readers; in other words, how much does a text constrain a reader's 
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responses--if at all--so as to reject some readings as misreadings (Abrams, 1988, 

p.232). 

Reader response theory is perhaps the biggest challenge to the objective 

methods of New Criticism since its theorists move away from New Criticism's 

claims that the text is a "self-sufficient object, invested with publicly available 

meanings, whose features and structure are to be analyzed without 'external' 

reference to the responses of readers" (Abrams, 1988, p. 232). Rosenblatt (1983) 

asserts that "fundamentally, the process of understanding a work implies a re-

creation of it" (p. 113). She draws on the work of transactional psychology and on 

John Dewey. In 1958, Dewey wrote that a work of art is 

recreated every time it is esthetically experienced .... It is absurd to 
ask what an artist 'really' meant by his product: he himself would 
find different meanings in it at different days and hours and in 
different stages of his own development ... It is simply an 
impossibility that anyone today should experience the Parthenon as 
the devout Athenian contemporary citizen experienced it, ... any 
more than the religious statuary of the twelfth century can mean, 
esthetically, even to a good Catholic today just what it meant to the 
worshipers of the old periods. (pp. 108-109) 

Important here is the idea of "constructive thinking" and the belief that "reason 

should arise in a matrix of feeling" (Rosenblatt, 1983, pp. 226-227). 

Though reader response theorists differ on particular points, there are three 

general principles that distinguish this methodology: reading is believed to be 
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dynamic and interactive; meaning emerges from a transaction between readers and 

texts; responses to texts do not equal interpretations of texts. 

First, reader response methods believe reading is dynamic, an active process. 

In other words, a text itself exists as a set of "schemata" which are basically general 

directions for the reader to actualize. The reader begins with a set of "pre

understandings" which will be modified as she or he reads, thus making the 

hermeneutic circle (moving from part to whole and back to part) revolve 

(Eagleton, 1983, p. 77). Reading is seen much as writing is viewed today: as a 

discursive process rather than a linear one, a cumulative affair of making 

assumptions, revising beliefs, making more and more inferences, reading backwards 

and forwards simultaneously, increasing the complexity and recognizing new 

possibilities while negating others, seeing complex layers of meanings (Rosenblatt, 

1978, Iser, 1978, Fish, 1986, Eagleton, 1983, pp 77-78). 

In the process, a reader "evokes" a poem, according to Rosenblatt (1978, pp. 

48-70). Eagleton (1983) calls this theory a "liberal humanist ideology," based in the 

belief that "in reading we should be flexible and open-minded, prepared to put our 

beliefs into question and allow them to be transformed" (p. 79). Thus, though we 

may modify the text, it simultaneously modifies us. 

Another important tenet of reader response theory is the emphasis on the 

transaction between readers and texts. Iser (1974) compares the activity of reading 
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to what happens when two people look at the sky at night. Each may be looking at 

the same collection of stars but one may see a plough and the other a dipper (p. 

282). What is evoked depends on how individual readers select and organize the 

elements (from the sky, from a text, etc.) of the text to arrive at their own 

response. Rosenblatt (1978) distinguishes between a "poem" and a "text." Her use 

of the "transactional" terminology comes from John Dewey and Arthur F. Bentley 

and represents a conscious choice over "interaction." To Rosenblatt, "interact" 

suggests a positivist, objective stance in which items are separate and self

contained. But "'transaction' designates ... an ongoing process in which the 

elements or factors are ... aspects of a total situation, each conditioned by and 

conditioning the other." (p. 17). A poem, then, exists somewhere between the text 

and the reader and will be different for every reader every time. The reader 

interprets or acts on the text while the text produces a response or acts on the 

reader (p. 16). 

Bleich (1975, 1978) and Fish (1986) differ on this transactional point from 

Iser and Rosenblatt. Both deny any possibility that meaning is "immanent" in the 

language of the text--a belief Fish actually calls an objectivist illusion (Eagleton, 

1983, p. 86). Iser (1974, 1978) and Rosenblatt, (1978, 1983), on the other hand, 

would agree that different readers can interpret texts in different ways and there is 

no one correct interpretation. But they believe the reader has some responsibility 
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to the text; Iser, particularly, insists that readers render the text consistent. 

Eagleton (1983) says this makes Iser's theory "fundamentally functionalist: the parts 

must be made to adapt coherently to the whole" (p. 81). Furthermore, Eagleton 

(1983) sees Gestalt psychology as so pervasive in modem critical theory (the notion 

that discrete perceptions must be integrated into intelligible wholes) that theorists 

have lost their ability to see it for what it is--just another "doctrinal predilection" (p. 

81). After all, who says literature must be constructed of wholes? In the 

transactional camp of reader response theory then, openness of the text is highly 

qualified and even "gradually eliminated, as the reader comes to construct a 

working hypothesis which can account for and render mutually coherent the 

greatest number of the work's elements" (Eagleton, 1983, p. 81). Essentially what 

happens is that "textual indeterminancies" become "normalizedi
• and the reader 

ends up fighting the text (Eagleton, 1983, p. 81). 

Finally, reader response theorists do not conflate response with 

interpretation--they are not necessarily the same thing. Fish (1986) explains that 

meaning is not solipsistic either. While a reader may proceed with confidence in a 

set of beliefs, those beliefs are "not individual-specific or idiosyncratic but 

communal and conventional" (pp. 532-533). Though Fish realizes that different 

interpretations could break the text into thousands of competing readings, he 

"appeals to certain 'interpretive strategies' which readers have in common and 
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which will govern their personal response" (Eagleton, 1983, p. 86). Thus these 

"interpretive communities" share strategies of reading and there can be agreement 

among readers only within specific contexts of reading. Meanings emerge within 

situations, and "within those situations, the normative meaning of an utterance will 

always be obvious or at least accessible, although within another situation that 

same utterance, no longer the same, will have another normative meaning that will 

be no less obvious and accessible" (Fish, 1986, p. 526). 

Rosenblatt seems to agree with Fish's interpretive communities as 

moderating meaning, but she is more in line with Iser in that she makes a point 

that interpretation is not chaotic or "anything goes" responses. Class or group 

discussion and analysis bring the student beyond his or her first reading: each "may 

learn ... about others' experiences with the text; ... may come to see that his own 

was confused or impoverished; (the student) may then be stimulated to attempt to 

call forth from the text a better poem. But this he must do himself' (1978, p. 45). 

In sum, the key shift in theories of reading literature in the last sixty years is 

a move from efferent stances (reader is subservient to text and its public meanings) 

to aesthetic stances (reader actively transacts with the text to create meaning and 

an aesthetic experience) (Anderson & Rubano, 1991, pp. 9-10). In most classrooms 

where reader response methods are used, they are combined with text-centered 

approaches to literature (New Criticism and Formalism methods), an interesting 
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juxtaposition (Applebee, 1990, p. 119). Applebee (1990) reports that teachers do 

not see text versus student-centered goals as "strongly divergent alternative 

approaches" but rather different emphases which complement each other and are 

used at different times for different purposes. In other words, reader response 

methods may be used as motivational techniques and as lead-ins to more formal, 

text-centered methods (p. 119). 

Notes 

1. I wish to give credit to Renato Rosaldo for the images of "art museum" as 
classical culture and "garage sale" as postcolonial culture, as expressed in Culture 
and Truth: The Remaking of Social Analysis, 1989, Boston: Beacon Press. 

2. Clifford is referring in particular to Jacques Derrida's (1970) "Structure, Sign, 
and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences" in The Languages of Criticism 
and the Sciences of Man, ed. R. Macksey and E. Donato, pp. 246-272. Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press; Roland Barthes' (1977) Image Music Text. New 
York: Hill and Wang; and Edward Said's (1975) Beginnings: Intention and Method. 
New York: Basic Books, and (1978) ''The Problem of Textuality: Two Exemplary 
Positions" in Critical Inquiry, Summer: 706-725. 

3. "Hermeneutics of faith" is a term Arnold Krupat gives to the traditional concept 
of a canon (see his ''The Concept of the Canon" in The Voice in the Martin: Native 
American Literature and the Canon, 1989, Berkeley: University of California Press, 
pp. 22-56). The phrase "hermeneutics of suspicion" is based on Paul Ricoer's 
concept of the canon and has been called this by others as well, as reported in 
Krupat's abovementioned book (p. 23). 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS: WHAT, WHO, AND HOW 

What: Combining Surveys and Ethnography 

Kantor, Kirby, and Goetz (1981), in their overview of ethnographic studies 

in English, point out that few ethnographic studies have been done in the areas of 

reading and literature, and that "relational" literature studies need to be done 

whereby the larger cultural and political issues affecting responses to literature 

are examined (p. 302). In 1987, the Center for the Learning and Teaching of 

Literature was established with funds from the United States Department of 

Education, the Office of Educational Research and Improvement, and the 

National Endowment of the Arts. Its mission was to "improve the teaching of 

content knowledge and critical-thinking strategies that contribute to literary 

understanding, especially at the middle and high school levels" (Applebee, 1990, 

title page). Its research falls into three areas: surveys of current practices in the 

teaching of literature, studies of alternative approaches, and studies of assessment 

of literature achievement. They have issued over forty-nine reports thus far, and 

though some address canons of texts and methods in secondary schools, many of 

those are survey research and statistical analyses (filled with tables and lists of 

texts and methods). There are no ethnographic studies of AP students' and their 

"cultural literacy" or tolerance for multicultural literatures, nor are there any 
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studies contrasting writing and reading about literature between high school and 

college students. 

The research design of this study is influenced by and combines methods 

from ethnography and feminist research. Kantor, Kirby, and Goetz (1981) argue 

that "ethnography is a multimodal enterprise" which often combines participant 

observation, informant interviewing supplemented by standardized surveys, as well 

as demographic collection (p. 303). Joyce Nielsen (1990) adds that feminist 

research is also multimethodological. In this study, I look at former AP students' 

responses to multicultural literatures in a college course in which Native 

American and Mexican American literatures are offered in dialogue with 

traditional literatures. The various methodologies used include survey analysis 

and ethnographic research including display and interpretation from interviews, 

observations, collections of syllabi and reading lists, and formal and informal 

writings of students. 

This section is divided into two sections. First is a discussion of the 

"Dilemmas of Postmodern Ethnography" in which the difficulties of creating a true 

dialogic manuscript, of deciding on an attitude and narrative stance toward the 

participants, of reconciling personal biases, and of balancing objective and 

subjective epistemologies are examined. Second, the "Holistic Design of the 

Study" is laid out. 
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Dilemmas of Postmodern Ethno2J'aphy 

Dialogue versus monologue. Some of the characteristics of modernist texts-

-ethnographic texts, culture as texts, even curriculum and classrooms as texts--are 

the "reciprocity of perspectives between insider(s) and outsider(s) entailed in any 

ethnographic research situation" (Marcus & Fischer, 1986, p. 67). Dialogue is, 

indeed, the "fashionable metaphor" for modernist concerns (Marcus & Fischer, 

1986, p. 68). In other words, the experiences represented in an ethnography must 

give textual space to the voices of informants. But dialogue is problematical, as 

Tyler (1982) points out. 

Those who would make ... dialogue the focus of ethnography are in 
a sense correct, for dialogue is the source of the text, but dialogue 
rendered as text, which must be the consequence, is no longer 
dialogue, but a text masquerading as a dialogue, a mere monologue 
about a dialogue since the informant's appearances in the dialogue 
are at best mediated through the ethnographer's dominant authorial 
role. (qtd. in Marcus & Cushman, 1982, p. 44) 

Clifford (1983) also points to plural authorship as a kind of "utopia" with many 

obstacles, one of which is the reality that most "multiple-author" experiments have 

ended in the ethnographer "taking back" the position of editor-in-chief at the end. 

Another major obstacle is the privileged position single authorship has held in 

Western culture, a position hardened to change (p. 51). Recognizing the 

problems of writing a pure dialogic text, I nonetheless resisted "portraying 

abstract, ahistorical 'others'" (Clifford, 1983, p. 23) by taking Clifford's own advice 

and "quot[ing] regularly and at length from informants" (p. 50). Marcus & 
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Cushman (1982) call this the doctrine of "dispersed authority" which replaces the 

monologic, coherent presentation of others with a "mix of multiple negotiated 

realities" (p. 44). A dispersed authority text is a cooperative text where there is a 

"display and interaction among perspectives" (Marcus & Fischer, 1986, p. 71). In 

this view, the ethnographer must redefine herself not as that "monolithic scientist

observer" but as a "multifaceted entity who participates, observes, and writes from 

multiple, constantly shifting positions" (Pratt, 1986, p. 39). 

This suggests a kind of messy, unsystematic text--a sort of "keeping one's 

options open." Speaking from a "moving position" right there in the thick of 

things, interacting with the informants, is the epitome of a subjective experience. 

Changing to the more objective position of sitting before a computer typing out 

"field" notes, synthesizing comments on students' writing, transcribing audiotapes, 

forging that into a coherent text is at best, a difficult shift, says Pratt (1986, p. 32). 

The problem comes in trying to write a single text with such duality. My 

resolution of the problem was to write a "narrative ethnography" much like 

Barbara Tedlock (1991) describes, one in which my own responses and 

interpretations are presented together with the students' and teachers' responses 

and interpretations but within a single narrative (p. 69). 

Narrative stance. Along the lines of this dual vision is the problem of how 

to show contrasts. As Clifford (1983) pointed out in commenting on Edward 

Said's cultural critique of the Occidental and the Oriental, the problem becomes 
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how to talk about difference, about others, without slipping into an "us-them" 

dichotomy. Is it possible? How do we avoid an essentializing stance whereby one 

generalizes about a large group of people based on a few concrete experiences 

among a small sample of people? How do we "democratize knowledge" as B. 

Tedlock would !jay (1991, p. 80)? One possible solution is to leave the didactic 

"us-them" for the more self-reflective "me-them." After all, who can deny that 

there is a notable difference between the researcher and the culture being 

studied, a definite imbalance of power? As Marcus and Cushman (1982) suggest, 

the "me-them" stance "invites readers to empathize with the revealed experience 

of the ethnographer, and in so doing to prepare themselves for discussions of 

cultural practices which while appearing radically different, will also seem 

authentic as well as plausible" (p. 50). In other words, the reader is able to 

witness how differences are confronted and interpreted by the ethnographer. 

Thus participant observation also becomes "observation of participation" (B. 

Tedlock, 1991). 

Personal bias. Another characteristic of modernist ethnographic texts is 

their self-consciousness, particularly about the epistemological concerns upon 

which they are constructed. B. Tedlock (1991) explains that in "ordinary 

'reflectiveness,' one is conscious of oneself as an Other, but in 'reflexivity,' one is 

conscious of being self-conscious of oneself as an Other" (p. 8Sn). Thus 

contemporary ethnographies make problematical the construction of descriptions 
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and interpretations and writing practices. It's one thing to reflect on 

understanding and another to understand (Marcus & Cushman, 1982, pp. 25-26). 

Whether an ethnographer can pull this off may depend on the skill of the writing, 

the choice of narrative structure, and the willingness of the reader to tolerate 

some ambiguity and to adopt different stances relative to the text. As you can 

see, modern ethnography seems to have shifted emphasis from the ethnos to the 

graphia, stressing the process of writing (B. Tedlock, 1991, p. 79). The 

painstaking attempt to explain myself, my methods, narrative stance, textual 

organization, and the epistemologies I work under are all symptomatic of the 

postmodern ethnography. So is my attempt to admit to my prejudgments. 

In a dialectical process, that is, one characterized by "discontinuities, 

oppositions, contradictions, tensions, and dilemmas" (Nielsen, 1990, p. 25), whose 

viewpoint should dominate? Won't my prejudices affect what I "choose" to see 

and write about? Hans-Georg Gadamer in Philosophical Hermeneutics (1976) 

suggests that one's prejudgments make one more open-minded than close-minded 

because one has to put one's prejudgments at risk through exposure and 

encounter with others' prejudgments (qtd. in Nielsen, 1990, p. 28). Gadamer 

believes prejudice to be the ontological condition of all humans in the world. 

Prejudice, then, can become a means to an end--truth. Ethnographers must try 

and go "back and forth between the old and new theories, paradigms, cultures, or 

worldviews to create a new synthesis" (Nielsen, 1990, p. 28), using their 
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prejudgments as building blocks toward new knowledge. Meaning, like culture, 

should be intersubjective, negotiated, and collective more than individual (Nielsen, 

1990, p. 28). 

In that sense, I admit to not bracketing, denying, nor trying to transcend 

my "prejudgments." They will form part of the dialogue. Let me put my cards on 

the table. In my twenty some years as parent and teacher, I have listened to the 

increasingly impassioned and sometimes desperate concern from teenagers about 

"survival." (I'm talking about nuclear power, the environment, war, and now 

AIDS.). My concern in this study grows out of the question of survival. If we do 

survive, what do we need to know to live relatively peacefully and happily 

together (raising questions of problems of relationships between genders, races, 

classes, etc.)? I am interested in theory and praxis. I developed a multicultural 

curriculum with an ideology I believe in: to open up the horizons of students to 

multiple aesthetic and imaginative experiences and perhaps influence students to 

understand what life is like from different perspectives and thus grow more 

tolerant of others. I was "obtrusive" as a teacher, much like Shirley Brice Heath 

(1983) was in her famous study of students and teachers in the Piedmont 

Carolinas. I tried to be "unobtrusive" at times, also, especially when observing 

teachers and students. My role, like Heath's (1983), shifted from "ethnographer 

learning, or coming to know" to "ethnographer doing" (p. 13). Just as my 

curriculum is not neutral, I doubt my rhetoric is innocent either. Berlin (1988) 
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reminds us that rhetoric is always "serving ideological claims." Its intrinsic power 

and attachment to ideologies determine who can act and what can be 

accomplished (pp. 477-479). So I admit to these sentiments. They will become a 

recurring "contending narrative" in this study. 

Epistemologies Informing the Research. The goal of fieldwork is to "figure 

out from what the native says and does" as Clifford Geertz writes (qtd. in Van 

Maanen, 1988, p. 17). There has been what Van Maanen (1988) calls a 

"phenomenological war whoop" in which no universal or correct way of seeing the 

world prevails and where the power of observation alone is no longer sacred. So 

how do we know what we know? If positivism and the scientific method are 

fading in prestige, what are the epistemologies that inform research? How do we 

write about relativism, where everything we know is contextual? If we believe in 

pluralism, does that mean there are no grounds for choosing between competing 

explanations and theories? Are all contradictions equally good or valid? The 

more one reads the caveats of postmodern ethnography, the more one becomes 

paralyzed by seemingly irreconcilable problems. There is a lot of experimenting 

going on "out there." There is no definitive model for ethnographic research any 

more. The best advice might be Tyler's (1986) when he says to let the form grow 

out of the content. Here is what I did. 

First, I wanted to resist the positivist, objective monologue. I work and 

live, after all, in the postempirical period whereby the scientific method is no 
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longer the final word on truth and knowledge, a world where foundationalism 

(that belief in a basis for absolute knowledge) is, for me, passe. Yet empirical 

evidence helps one guard against personal bias even if it doesn't guarantee much. 

Van Maanen (1988) writes that an ethnography "should be empirical enough to be 

credible and analytical enough to be interesting. Too little or too much of either 

is presumably deadly" (p. 29). I did develop surveys (see Appendix A) and 

extrapolate data from them not in order to understand how students felt in 

Advanced Placement (AP) English but rather to gather factual information 

quickly from a large population--data like titles and quantity of texts read, 

quantity and types of writing practiced, teaching techniques employed, evaluation 

methods used, amount of revision done. To augment these surveys, I worked with 

eight students, teachers, and schools: visiting and observing classrooms, 

interviewing teachers and students, collecting syllabi. This data supports other 

research available about AP English and the AP English examination (APE). My 

purpose with the surveys was to quickly "back into the past" of these students and 

record the dominant teaching methods and texts used. l 

Second, working within the hermeneutic tradition, I interpreted human 

action. This is a challenge to positivism but it admittedly still works within the 

scientific method (Nielsen, 1990, pp. 7-9). My research strategies take a 

phenomenological approach in trying to interpret events in light of the meanings 

the participants make of those events (McCutcheon, 1981, p. 5). This data is not 
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considered "objective." The interpretation comes from a dialogue. The students 

are quoted frequently, they collaborated on and critiqued the course, and offered 

advice for the future. The hermeneutics of the text are also dialogic in that the 

"experiences of the culture being studied are used to reflect on one's own culture, 

and to reshape some concept of reality in our own culture" (Marcus & Fischer, 

1986, p. 69). In other words, the experiences of these students will reflect on 

teachers and theorists in education and hopefully, we will "reshape" some of our 

ideas about theory and pedagogy. Finally, in representing differences, Clifford 

(1983) suggests we resist the "temptation to translate all meaningful experience 

into interpretation" (p. 35). That's good advice and I tried to take it. 

Third, I also incorporated critical theory in making this a "cultural critique." 

Critical theory has a different purpose from hermeneutics. As Nielson (1990) 

argues, critical theory challenges positivism, but it is more than a negative 

position. It is the "positive act of detecting and unmasking, or exposing, existing 

forms of beliefs that restrict or limit human freedom" (p. 9). Jurgen Haberman in 

Knowledge and Human Interest (1970) differentiates between these different 

methodologies in this way: positivism seeks to predict and control, hermeneutics 

seeks to understand, and critical theory seeks to emancipate or reveal aspects of 

society which seek to maintain the status quo and limit different groups' access to 

the means of gaining knowledge (qtd. in Nielsen, p. 9). 
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To summarize thus far, my study employs multiple methodologies, writes a 

cooperative story in which multiple perspectives are offered in a single narrative, 

adopts a "me-them" narrative stance, admits the ideological position of the 

researcher, and makes explicit the epistemologies informing the study. 

Holistic Design of Study 

This research was conducted between August, 1991 and April, 1992. The 

guiding philosophy is taken from Clifford's (1983) suggestion that we take a 

holistic vision of ethnographic research as "ongoing negotiation" (p. 44). Realizing 

I can probably never completely escape reductionist dichotomizing and 

essentializing, I tried, as Clifford (1983) urges, to form "complex concrete images 

of one another," "relationships of knowledge," and look at the issues of power that 

connect them (p. 23). In short, the holistic vision looks at processes rather than 

essences. 

Concentric circles. In designing the holistic structure of the study, I 

borrowed from Janet Emig's (1971) famous case study research, The Composing 

Processes of Twelfth Graders, in setting up a concentric circle design? 

Outer Circle. In this configuration, the largest, outer circle is composed of 

AP English students scoring 4s or 5s on the Advanced Placement English 

Examination (APE). There are 106 of these students, or 84 percent of the AP 

students scoring 4s or 5s on the APE who matriculated to this university and 
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enrolled in the first-year composition course designed for them. This large group 

participated only by completing surveys (Appendix A) distributed during the first 

week of school by their teachers. I enlisted the support of the faculty teaching 

this course in distributing the surveys. The students were told that completing the 

surveys was optional, and they were asked to return them by the following class if 

they so desired. My colleagues were extremely supportive and in return, I offered 

to share the results of the surveys with them (which I did). This material is used, 

then, to describe the AP English course, APE, and along with other research, the 

AP English student as a discourse community. Realizing that survey data is "self

reported" and as such, somewhat suspect, I nonetheless was able to make some 

generalizations about the canons of texts and methods that set this discourse 

community apart. I realize that generalizing to the universal is a positivist 

practice. I limit myself to a brief summary of the texts and methods of the AP 

course based on the evidence (survey data), holding off on certitude and closure 

about the students (whose attitudes emerge during the larger, ethnographic 

portion of this study). 

Inner Circle. Moving from the outermost circle to the innermost circle, the 

heart of this study is Anna and her teacher, Megan Kelly. I wrote a detailed case 

study of Anna before, during, and after this course. The themes and issues of 

cultural literacy, tolerance for cultural difference, the politics of aesthetics, the 

contrasts between AP English and a course in multicultural literatures begin with 
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Anna. I actually spent only slightly more time with Anna than the other students 

in this study because I collected and photocopied the writing of all twenty-nine of 

my students and interviewed fourteen of them before choosing eight to work with 

(Anna is one of those eight). 

Middle Circle. The middle circle of the design, the connection between 

Anna and all the AP students enrolled in composition, are the seven other 

students in my course (and their teachers). Here the echos of Anna and of the 

larger group are heard. Here, too, is where the dialectics are loudest--the 

oppositions, discontinuities, contradictions, tensions, dilemmas. In this circle, I do 

not generalize to the larger population (as I do with the surveys). Instead, I look 

for patterns formed by generalizing within this particular study, what McCutcheon 

(1981) argues is the more phenomenological and critical stance (p. 8). Students 

elaborated on AP English, responded in writing and orally to the multicultural 

literatures in this course, and were interviewed. They consented to allow me to 

contact their former AP English teachers, and I then arranged interviews and 

classroom observations with those AP teachers. I collected syllabi from AP 

English to corroborate or challenge the survey data, as well. 

Criteria for Choosin2 Students. In this study, there are three females and 

five males. There are several reasons for this gender-imbalance. In the process 

of explaining and justifying a study with more males than females, my own criteria 

for choosing students will become explicit. First, there were slightly more males 
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than females enrolled in my sections (15 males, 14 females). Second, it was my 

decision to use only in-state students since I would be visiting their high schools 

and talking with their teachers. Two of the females were out-of-state students (or 

had taken AP English out-of-state). Third, one of the remaining in-state females 

did not take AP English. She participated in the International Baccalaureate 

Program and the university accepted those test scores in place of an APE score. 

Fourth, I wanted to use eighteen year old students, fresh out of high school. One 

of the females was seven years older than the other students and her AP English 

experience was "fading" in her memory. Fifth, I wanted geographical and 

demographic distribution among the eight high schools in the study. Two of the 

females attended the same high school and had the same AP English teacher as 

two of the females chosen in the study. And sixth, I wanted a couple of students 

who had taken the Language and Composition APE and the majority who had 

taken the Literature and Composition APE (since 89.6 percent at this university 

took the Literature and Composition APE). There were only two males and no 

females out of my twenty-nine students who had taken the Language and 

Composition APE, so those two males were included in the study. 

I gathered data on fourteen of my twenty-nine students, cutting this down 

to eight students at the end of the semester. Ultimately, I chose students based 

on the above-mentioned factors in addition to these considerations: racial 

balance (five of my twenty-nine students were non-white and two of the eight 
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students in this study are non-white, a higher percentage than in the whole group), 

personal rapport (their willingness and comfort level in talking with me and in 

allowing me to visit their former high schools), ability and interest to engage 

intellectually with the content of the course (writing regularly in their journals, for 

example), and a representative range of resistance and acceptance to cultural 

differences. I wanted to show a continuum of responses. I could easily have 

chosen only the students who "loved me" or "agreed with the content" or only the 

students who struggled with all aspects of college writing, thinking, reading, etc. 

(thus showing that AP or the APE "ain't what it's cracked up to be"). But I didn't 

do that. The one way in which this study is not representative, though, is that 

only the better students are represented. The students who did poorly tended to 

be so overwhelmed (by college and the course) that they could hardly make time 

for intensive interviews let alone write much in their journals in response to the 

literature. This would have left me with little data to work with. [In retrospect, 

that's another whole study, and perhaps an equally interesting one. Why do some 

AP students do so poorly? Yet I found almost no studies or articles about AP 

students, courses, examinations, that were not highly flattering. In this particular 

group, five women out of the fourteen in my class barely got by with C's while no 

males had this problem. The entire issue of gender and an androcentric canon 

and what happens to those women's responses to literature is an equally rich area 

for future research.] 
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Data Gathering. The main data includes writing, interviews, and 

observations. I collected materials such as photocopies of all writing done during 

this course. The specific assignments or prompts for the writing follow later in 

this chapter. I also used observation notes, a sort of diary kept during the course. 

I read and reread the writings, using highlighter pens to set off any comments 

responding to the course or texts. Specifically, I sorted and resorted much like 

Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule's (1986) process already described in 

Chapter 1. 

I also used transcripts of one audiotaped interview (lasting from one to 

three hours depending on the student's talkativeness), and one non-audiotaped 

interview after the semester concluded. I had the same few questions mapped out 

about AP English that I wanted to use to establish the interview with each 

student: how big was your class, did you like it, what did you read, what did you 

write, how often did you write, did you use critics, were texts ever paired, how did 

you revise, did you work in groups, how did you prepare for the APE, do you 

remember the APE, have any opinions about the APE, etc. These were "bland" 

questions which served to get the student talking about AP English, a technique 

that put the students at ease. Not one student did not want to talk (some for 

hours) about high school and AP English. Once they "got going," I pretty much 

followed their lead. Eventually all my questions got answered (I just kept the list 

on my desk and periodically glanced at it to see if all the areas were getting 
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covered). Next the conversation turned toward their midterm examination in 

which they defined literature. I had the midterm at my desk, and together we 

went over it and they elaborated on where they got their ideas about literature, 

why they chose the texts they did to illustrate their theory; often we just talked 

about what they liked to read and write about. The interviews did not begin until 

eight weeks into the course, and the students had all previously had private 

conferences with me about their writing, so I feel the interviews were relaxed, 

more "conversational" than "formal dialogues." After the semester ended, I 

interviewed each student one more time. This time we talked about more 

personal background information--their families, high school activities and grade 

point averages, their college activities and grade point averages, college majors, 

future plans, their reading and writing habits outside of school. I would have to 

say these were all "open-ended" conversations. There was no definite pattern that 

anyone interview took, though much of the same kinds of information emerged in 

each interview. 

Finally, I used my observations and notes. When the semester ended, I 

obtained permission from these eight students to contact their former AP English 

teachers. I then wrote letters to these eight former AP English teachers, 

explained my study and asked if they would talk with me about their AP English 

course and how they prepared students for the APE. The responses were positive 

and I scheduled visits to seven of the eight schools between January and April, 
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1992. Two of the eight teachers were no longer teaching AP English. One of 

those was still teaching English and I was able to visit her school and interview 

her. The other AP English teacher had left the school and the city where she had 

been teaching and was attending graduate school at a nearby university. I 

conducted a telephone interview with her along with establishing a 

correspondence. I interviewed each AP English teacher one time, spending 

anywhere from two to eight hours with each (depending on how much time they 

were willing to give me). I collected their syllabi, observed them teach, 

interviewed them, and in many cases, began a correspondence with them that 

continues today. I also began each interview with a checklist of information I 

wanted: teaching experience, continuing education, philosophy of teaching 

literature, class size, organization of AP course, how they prepared for the APE, 

syllabus, types of writing assignments, thoughts on peer/group work, revision, 

opinions on the value of AP. Some of the interviews were rather "stiff' and 

followed this "efficient" formula. Others became true conversations in which a 

wealth of information came streaming out. 

Interpretive Frameworks: The Narratives. The textual organization weaves 

the perspectives from the three circles into interpretive frameworks based on 

before this course (AP English and the APE), during the multicultural literatures 

unit (following the chronology of the curriculum), after the multicultural literature 

course (students' own and perhaps "new" poetics of literature). 
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In the before section, the surveys on AP English are combined with the 

ethnographic data (observations, interviews, syllabi from the eight teachers and 

the students). Chapter 4, the case study of Anna, is all-inclusive and contains the 

before, during, and after narratives. The other seven students' before narratives 

are presented in Chapter 5. 

The during section depends on what Marcus and Cushman (1981) call 

"following actors or groups through a temporal process" (p. 40). I begin with a 

puzzle: how will these students trained in one set of canons (of methods and 

texts) tolerate a different set of canons (of methods and texts)? All of this "data" 

is backgrounded in the canon controversy and cultural literacy brouhaha. Having 

already described AP course, exam, and student in Chapter 5, I move through a 

series of experiences in the multicultural literature course intended to confound, 

to challenge, to rupture previously held beliefs, always reflecting back to the 

original problem or puzzle. Eventually, I reconsider the puzzle--curriculum design 

of AP English along with alternative design of this course--which is illuminated by 

contextualizing it through all this "thick description," dialogue, critique. This is a 

form of storytelling which allows for digression. Chapter 6 presents the seven 

other students' responses to multicultural literature. The particular subsections or 

"interpretive frameworks" follow the chronology of the course; that is, the major 

reading or writing assignments which are fully explained later in this chapter. 



Finally, the after "interpretive framework" is a synthesis of students' 

experiences with allliteratures--before (AP English) and after (multicultural 

literature course )--in which they forge their own poetics of literature. This was 

their final word of advice to "us/me/them" and is presented in Chapter 7. 

Who: Advanced Placement English and Students 
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In this section, I trace the "History of Advanced Placement" by looking at 

the conflicts of the past one hundred years over curriculum in secondary 

education. Next I examine the "Contemporary Advanced Placement Program" 

followed by an explanation of the "Advanced Placement Examination in English." 

Finally, I generalize about ''The Students" who enter college with Advanced 

Placement English credit and form the discourse community this study is 

concerned with. 

History of Advanced Placement 

The history of the teaching of English in secondary schools is one of 

pendulum swings. Advanced Placement English was part of a "reaction" to the 

excesses of progressive education in the 1950s. Its sustained and remarkable 

popularity today is another reaction--this time to the "basic skills" movement. In 

essence, the tensions in the last one hundred years, from 1898 to 1992, have been 

between "text- and content-centered" versus "student-centered" classrooms. Let 

me place AP English in an historical perspective. 
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In 1898, the Report of the Committee of Ten recommended a traditional 

humanistic curriculum in secondary English courses; essentially, it was a report 

that recommended a core curriculum stressing humanistic subjects (Applebee, 

1974, Hirsch, 1987, pp. 118-119). The Committee of Ten's report produced two 

responses in opposition. John Dewey (1899 in The School and Society) expressed 

his view of education as a way of reform, of creating a "progressive society" with 

no parallel in the classics curriculum of colleges (Applebee, 1974, p. 48). Dewey 

"reject[ ed] ... the traditional body of literature and history as the sole purveyors 

of culture," and argued that democracy had to teach all people to live together, 

not just a cultural elite (Applebee, 1974, p. 48). The "progressive tradition" came 

to be known by social goals, group work, and a democratizing of the classroom" 

(Applebee, 1974, p. 63). 

Dewey influenced the second response to the Committee of Ten. In 1918 

the Cardinal Principles of Secondary Education rejected the earlier report's focus 

on subject matter, recommending new objectives for education: health, command 

of fundamental processes, worthy home membership, vocation, citizen, worthy use 

of leisure, and ethical character (Applebee, 1974, pp. 64-65, Hirsch, 1987, p. 118). 

A long way from the recommended objectives of 1893, the latter's 

recommendations sought to individualize the curriculum, choosing a wide variety 

of materials to satisfy the diversity of the students (qtd. in Applebee, 1974, p. 66). 

Literary studies, in this view, were to achieve three ends: cultural, vocational, and 



128 

social and ethical (Applebee, 1974, p. 66). Today, E.D. Hirsch (1987) blames the 

fragmentation of the national culture in the United States on these two reports: 

the former emphasis on content lost its prestige and the latter emphasis on 

individualization and social adjustment won the day in American education. He 

particularly holds John Dewey responsible (along with European romantic writers 

like Rousseau and Wordsworth) for reorienting the schools to practical social 

goals rather than emphasis on academic rigor--the kind one gets by reading the 

literary texts of the common culture (Le., the Great Books) (Hirsch, 1987, pp. 116-

121). 

In the 1940s and 19505, the philosophy and policies of progressive 

education (John Dewey's as expressed in the Cardinal Principles) were still in 

wide acceptance and practice in American education (Applebee, 1974, p. 140). 

Curricula focused on "life adjustment" and adolescent needs. This produced a 

countermovement which ended the influence of Dewey as a "basic reference point 

for educational thought" (Applebee, 1974, p. 174). The fear was that academic 

achievement had been de-emphasized long enough, and in the "new educational 

rhetoric," Dewey and his followers became the "villains" (Applebee, 1974, p. 174). 

In particular, it was felt the progressive education movement had focused too 

much on the student's relationship toward literature and on peripheral activities 

which removed all '''striving' and challenge." Thus the stage was set for New 

Critics and the move was from one extreme to another (Applebee, 1974, pp. 175-
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176). Some say Dewey was the "scapegoat" for what was perceived as a "lack of 

intellectual rigor, neglect of common culture, avoidance of questions of values, 

and control of the schools by an isolated and ingrown school of education" 

(Applebee, 1974, p. 187). But the major charge was anti-intellectualism and the 

"final blow was Sputnik. Launched in the fall of 1957, it became a symbol of the 

failure of the schools and a milestone marking the end of one era and the 

beginning of another" (Applebee, 1974, p. 188). 

Concern for the gifted and talented student was central to the reaction to 

Sputnik. Subject-by-subject ability grouping, advanced courses with specified 

prerequisites, special classes for gifted students were among the major 

"Recommendations for the Improvement of American High Schools" prepared by 

Harvard's James B. Conant in 1959 in response to the public perception of crisis 

in education (Applebee, 1974, p. 189). 

At this time, the Ford Fund for the Advancement of Education, established 

in 1951, supported two experiments for academically talented students: the first 

was early admissions to college, and the second was the advanced placement. 

Initiated in 1952, it was very popular in "Ivy League schools and their prep school 

feeders" which insured steady growth. By 1955, it was so well established that the 

College Entrance Examination Board (CEEB) took it over and in the following 

year, the exams were given by CEEB (Applebee, 1974, p. 190). By 1958, 355 



130 

schools participated in advanced placement with English the most popular subject 

(Applebee, 1974, p. 217n). 

The initial Advanced Placement program was only a series of examinations 

with no syllabus or prescribed course of study. As Applebee (1974) points out, 

though, the program could not help but influence and shape high school teaching. 

In particular, the exam itself showed the influences of the current educational 

rhetoric and philosophies. 

The emphases in its examination were those that characterized the 
next wave of reform. Textual analysis and literary criticism on the 
model of the New Critics was the most important aspect of the 
exam; very little attention was given to the philosophical or ethical 
dimensions of literature. (p. 190) 

This entire movement satisfied criticism from the United States Office of 

Education about the "neglected" students of superior ability. There were a 

number of reports by the National Council on the Teaching of English (NCTE) 

and the National Education Association (NEA) which recommended that teachers 

of academically talented students receive special status in their high schools (the 

idea is that brighter than average students need to be taught by brighter than 

average teachers), that academically talented students be encouraged to do more 

both in their classes and extracurricular activities (participate in student 

government, conduct book fairs, do more creative writing, etc.), and finally, that 

the model for academic work be the college curriculum--at least what high school 

programs thought went on in college classrooms. 



"Advanced work" was the single answer to the problem of what to 
offer the academically talented, and this meant intensive reading, 
the Great Books, and literary rather than personal focuses for the 
curriculum. Often the courses simply adopted one of the 
introductory college anthologies. (Applebee, 1974, p. 191) 

Jumping to the 1970s, there have been two sets of movements that have 
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reasserted the value of Advanced Placement (not that it needed help). First was 

the "basic skills" movement brought on by concern about students' abilities to 

compete in the job market. The basic skills or "back to basics" movement in turn 

produced a countermovement in the following decade, the 1980s: a call for the 

return to "excellence." This movement demanded more academically rigorous 

coursework and the preservation of "cultural literacy." Both of these movements, 

interestingly enough, have come from outside the professional education 

community--the former from the business community and the latter from national 

political leaders (Applebee, 1990, p. 2). Both have also played on the same kind 

of national educational anxieties that Sputnik--KAPUTNIK! did (as the 

newspapers called the "big build-up, the dramatic countdown, followed by the 

exploding cigar ... the image of the American space program") (Wolfe, 1980, p. 

59). In this current setting, AP is a reaction against skills' drills and for an 

intellectually rigorous content. One could also argue, based on E.D. Hirsch's 

agenda for a common cultural literacy and a stress on content, that AP English 

embodies that philosophy. Whether the AP English student represents such a 

"common cultural literacy" is one of the questions this study will explore. 



Contemporary Advanced Placement Program 

AP is described as a "cooperative educational endeavor of the College 

Board ... and its operational services are provided by Educational Testing 

Service" (CEEB, 1989a, p. 1). The AP Program provides a way for students to 

take college-level work while still in secondary school, to take an end-of-course 

examination, and if successful, to earn college credit (Willingham and Morris, 

1986, p. 1). The AP Program feels that describing and assessing the English 

Advanced Placement Examination (APE) is perhaps its most complex task 

because of the necessary balance between meeting diversity while preparing 

students for advanced study. The College Board (College Board is a registered 

trademark of CEEB) (1989a) explains: 

The Advanced Placement English Development Committee values, 
and would maintain, such diversity, but it also recognizes the need 
to emphasize the common skills in reading and writing that are 
necessary for advanced study in the field. The greatest challenge to 
the committee, then, is finding an appropriate balance between 
describing and prescribing either curriculum format and content or 
instructional approaches. (p. 1) 

The College Board (1989a) also goes to great pains to explain how "most 

American colleges" set up their English sequences. Indeed, they explain that a 
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"common sequence" is to begin with a semester of expository writing followed by a 

course in "introductory readings in American and British literature" (p. 1). The 

College Board offered only one course, Literature and Composition, until 1980 

when the Language and Composition course was developed (Elmore, 1987, p. 11). 
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Today, most students take only the Literature and Composition examination, 

partly because of the "advising" done by the College Board. They tell students 

that colleges assume "that students who can read and write well about literature 

can read and write well about other subjects" (CEEB, 1989a, pp. 2-3). They seem 

particularly concerned that students taking the Literature and Composition exam 

might not be exempted from a course stressing rhetoric and language. 

The two courses are described differently. The AP course" in English 

Language and Composition should "train students to become skilled readers of 

prose written in a variety of periods, disciplines, and rhetorical contexts" (CEEB, 

1989a, pp. 4-5). Students who choose this course should enjoy writing analytic or 

persuasive essays on nonliterary topics (p. 3). They go on to recommend the 

kinds of writing assignments (mostly expository, analytical, and argumentative 

essays) and insist that some should be 1,000 words in length and "go through at 

least one draft." The course can be organized by modes of discourse, historical 

overview of prose and its language, or by topic, period, or theme. They 

recommend stressing an "awareness of different stylistic effects created by 

different syntactical choices and by different levels of diction" (CEEB, 1989a, 

p. 5). Recommended texts include those by critics, diarists, essayists and fiction 

writers, political writers, biographers and history writers, and journalists (See 

Appendix B). 
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The Literature and Composition AP course engages students in the "careful 

reading of literary works." It is through this "careful reading" that students come 

to understand "the writer's craft," develop critical standards for the "independent 

appreciation of any literary work," and "increase their sensitivity to literature as a 

shared experience" (CEEB, 1989a, p. 36). These goals are achieved by focusing 

on "individual work[s]" especially on language, characters, action, and themes. 

They are encouraged to learn to use "the modes of discourse" (p. 36). Students 

choosing the Literature and Composition course should "enjoy studying British 

and American literature of various periods and genres and us[e] this wide reading 

knowledge in discussions of literary topics" (p. 3). It is hoped that studying in this 

course will make students more aware of "connotation, metaphor, irony, syntax, 

and tone" (p. 36). Writing assignments are supposed to focus on the critical 

analysis of literature and include some expository and argumentative essays. 

There can even be some personal narrative or creating of stories, poems, or plays. 

The recommended works should be studied "intensively" and represent various 

genres and periods. The course should especially concentrate on "works of 

recognized literary merit, worthy of scrutiny because their richness of thought and 

language challenges the reader" (emphasis mine, p. 36). Works of translation can 

be taught, but the course should stress the texts "originally written in English" 

(p.37). Recommended texts are divided into poetry, drama, prose fiction (novel 

and short story), and expository literature (see Appendix C). In sum, the College 
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Board makes recommendations about the AP English curriculum, how students 

should be chosen, who should teach the AP course, what the learning objectives 

should be. They do suggest that the organization of the individual courses and 

teaching methods and strategies be left to the teacher's discretion (Elmore, 1987, 

p. 11). However, as Applebee (1974) pointed out earlier, the powerful effect of 

the APE often dictates methods and strategies more than a "teacher's discretion" 

might ordinarily do. 

Advanced Placement Examination in En2lish 

The APE is a three hour, annual exam--basically it is "credit-by-testing." 

There are sixty minutes for multiple-choice questions followed by 120 minutes for 

essay questions. The essay portion accounts for 60 percent of the grade, the 

multiple-choice section for 40 percent. The multiple-choice questions present a 

passage followed by fifteen or more questions about the passage. There is, of 

course, only one correct answer to each question. This portion of the exam is 

machine graded. The essay portion of the exam is scored "under standardized 

procedures by college and Advanced Placement English teachers" (CEEB, 1989a, 

p. 8). The College Board states that "although the skills tested in the examination 

remain essentially the same from year to year, each year's examination is 

composed of new questions" (p. 8). The following discussion will focus only on 
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the Literature and Composition APE since most of the students in this study took 

that exam, and since the main focus of this study is on literature. 

A sample multiple-choice set of questions might involve a soliloquy from 

Shakespeare's Richard III, followed by "skills questions." Directions will tell the 

students that they do not need to have read this play, nor do they need to be 

familiar with any other elements of the play, to answer the questions. The 

questions ask about content (what do the first thirteen lines describe, etc.), about 

specific words (like which are most likely to be puns), about contrasting images. 

There are questions in which a line is quoted and students have to identify 

whether it is an example of simile, onomatopoeia, personification, apostrophe, or 

antithesis, for example. There are questions in which the tone of particular 

phrases must be identified, questions about the motivation of the speaker, about 

imagery, about choosing the best paraphrases of a phrase in the soliloquy (CEEB, 

1991, pp. 53-57). Basically, all the sample multiple-choice questions follow these 

guidelines: a passage followed by fifteen skills questions. 

The essay portion usually involves three questions. One is most likely a 

comparison-contrast essay giving students two poems or prose passages and asking 

for a "well-organized essay in which you discuss ... similarities and differences" and 

"consider both theme and style" (CEEB, 1991, p. 62). A second question might 

offer a single passage and ask students to describe the attitude of the speaker and 

analyze the techniques the speaker uses to define main character. Other points 
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frequently mentioned are diction, stylistic devices, devices of sound, images, and 

allusions. There is one "open question" where students can choose a work from a 

list or choose "another of comparable literary quality." They will be given 

directions asking them to compare two scenes, or discuss conflict in the work and 

explain how the conflict contributes to the meaning of the work. Sometimes the 

directions are extremely specific--like choose a novel or play with a conflict 

between parent and son or daughter. Other times they might be told to choose a 

work that produces in the reader a "healthy confusion of pleasure and 

disquietude" and explain the sources of such (CEEB, 1989a, p. 74, 1991, p. 60). 

The grading of the essay portion of the APE is complex. Owen (1985) 

reports that the "free response" portion of the exam requires "human arbiters" who 

must "pass judgment on as many as 1,000 papers apiece during their six days" of 

grading (p. 27). The ETS and the College Board consider grading these exams an 

"invigorating intellectual experience" (Owen, 1985, p. 27). But former graders 

complain of hilarious antics to "ward off brain-death" like collecting "idiotic lines 

from student compositions" or racing to the rest rooms to play video games or 

worse, writing an essay in the blank exam book of a demoralized student who 

never wrote a word (Owen, 1985, pp. 27-28). Vopat (1981) also worries that the 

grading is "unprofessional" since by days four, five, and six, one hardly cares what 

one is reading. Those are the "grades recorded by people tired and beat" (p. 289). 

Other problems (besides brain-dead readers) include incredible pressure to hurry. 
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Indeed, grader Jim Vopat reported that the air conditioning was turned on high 

because cold readers read faster (qtd. in Owen, 1985, p. 28). 

Vopat (1981) claims that the rubric for grading the APE is complex and 

problematical. First of all, the highest scores are awarded to students who 

"present," "describe," and "relate" which he claims encourages "mechanistic" writing 

(p. 287). Next, the middle scores (which combined with a high multiple-choice 

score can result in awarding of college credit) use terms for their rubric such as 

allowing students to choose incidents or characters that are "slightly unusual" or 

"strange in context" or "strikingly implausible" or even to support an argument 

with "few details" or making "weak connections" (pp. 286-287). Vopat argues that 

such diluted arguments, such leeway for the distortion of ideas, such tolerance for 

providing no details are hardly grounds to declare someone qualified for college 

English exemption. Yet the actual numbers of scores of 1 through 5 are 

predetermined "regardless of individual scores to individual questions" at a cut-off 

session held by the chief graders prior to the large grading session (p. 287). This 

is done by continuous recalibration of the grading sessions as statistics are kept 

constantly of the scores awarded on each level. If necessary, the standards of the 

exam are changed rather than declaring that the students didn't do so well (pp. 

287-288). 

Another concern is that one essay question allows the student to choose a 

work of "recognized literary merit." Though there is a list of suggested texts, the 
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student does not need to choose from that list. In reality, according to Vopat 

(1981), no distinctions are made in what the student chooses to write on. Thus 

Hamlet receives equal merit with a Tolkein "classic" such as The Hobbit (p. 289). 

Vopat (1981) claims the most alarming statistic about the APE is the 

absolute, unchanging failure rate of slightly over 3 percent which has been 

consistently maintained (p. 291). He wonders if ninety-seven out of one hundred 

students taking the APE really are that competent to be "free" of college English 

year after year after year (p. 291). Finally, the exams are scored by AP teachers. 

In effect, they are passing judgment on themselves. In what Vopat (1981) charges 

as rather "self-serving," these teachers don't just judge their own students' 

performances, they judge their own. And they return to their schools with the 

rubrics and sample exams as experts in how to pass the APE, going on to conduct 

seminars for other AP teachers and to better coach their own students to pass the 

APE. Vopat (1981) suggests that the same corporation which sets up the AP 

program should not also be validating its educational worth, suggesting that ETS

CEEB is perhaps "already the largest credit-giving institution of higher learning in 

the country" (p. 291). Vopat (1981) concludes that he can no longer be a grader 

in a program which exempts students who would benefit from freshman English, 

not to mention working as a college professor to essentially put himself out of a 

job. He urges colleges to reconsider their AP policies and to be prepared for the 

"corporate barrage from the ETS and the CEEB which will follow" (p. 292). 
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The Students 

In 1956, 2,199 students took the APE; in 1977, 98,898 took the APE 

(Vopat, 1981, pp. 284-285). The most recent statistics available report that in 

1989, 21,397 schools offered AP courses. This is 40 percent of the secondary 

schools in the United States. There were 314,686 AP candidates and 463,664 AP 

exams given. In addition, 2,256 colleges received 373,960 AP exam scores. Of 

those students, 63 percent remained in-state and 37 percent went out-of-state 

(CEEB, 1989b). 

Willingham and Morris (1986) report in a longitudinal study of advanced 

placement students in college (in which 1,115 AP and 3,669 non-AP students were 

studied for four years) that AP students tend to come from more advantaged 

homes and from secondary schools that emphasize college preparation. They are 

more likely to have scored over 600 on the SAT, twice as likely to have won 

academic honors in secondary schools. They also have a significantly lower 

college dropout rate (15 percent vs. 26 percent) though only 3 percent graduated 

ahead of schedule. More were likely to graduate with a double major, though. 

By June of their senior year, 17 percent had been admitted to doctoral-level 

programs compared to 9 percent of the non-AP students. They had higher grades, 

were more active in extracurricular affairs, received more honors in college than 

their non-AP peers. They were also more likely to take college coursework in the 

area of their AP coursework.3 
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At the University of Arizona in the Fall of 1991, 175 students had their 

APE scores sent to the university; 135 students with scores of 4 or 5 on the APE 

enrolled in nine sections of first-year composition. Surveys were distributed to 

126 of those students and 106 were completed and returned, an 84 percent 

participation. The following facts are based on those 106 students. 

89.6 percent took the Literature and Composition 
examination 

78 percent were in-state students 
75 percent came from AP classes with between 

sixteen and thirty students 

Details about AP English taken from the 106 surveys, such as teaching techniques 

and evaluation methods used, quantity of texts taught within each genre (novels, 

plays, short stories, poems, essays), names of major texts read in each genre, 

quantity, types, and length of writing assignments, revision practices, and 

audiences for writing, will be discussed in Chapter 5. In addition, results from 

interviews with the eight students in this study will augment the survey data in 

Chapter 4 (on Anna) and Chapter 5 (on the seven other students). 

Faigley (1985) defines a discourse community as a group that has a 

consensus about "what is worth communicating, how it may be communicated, 

what other members of the community are likely to know and believe to be true 

about certain subjects, how other members can be persuaded, and so on" (p. 23). 

They agree on what Bartholomae (1986) calls "commonplaces" or controlling ideas 
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of our textbooks; that is, "culturally or institutionally authorized concept[s] or 

statement[s] that carr[y] with [them their] own necessary elaboration[s]" (p. 7). A 

"successful" student, to Bartholomae (1986), is one who appropriates or is 

appropriated by the specialized discourse of the curriculum (p. 9). I believe that 

AP English students represent a discourse community of "successful" students and 

my study seeks the "commonplaces" students use in this experience to construct 

their worlds and to provide points of references to other cultural experiences. 

These commonplaces are a set of "prearticulated" explanations to help organize 

and interpret experiences (Bartholomae, 1986, pp. 7-8). I am curious if these AP 

students are those ideal "culturally literate" students Hirsch, Bloom, Bennett, Finn, 

and Cheney aspire to have "some" United States students become. 

How: Multicultural Curricula 

This section will synthesize the discussions of culture and curricula in 

"Intersections of Theory: Culture Informing Curricula." Here theorists in critical 

pedagogies of today and the future will foreground the introduction of the specific 

curriculum used in this study. Then in "Putting It All Together: Forms of 

Storytelling," the specific organization, texts, and methods (classroom activities, 

writing assignments, etc.) used in this multicultural first-year composition course 

will be detailed. 



Intersections of Theory: Culture Informing Curricula 

The National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (1986) 

defines multicultural education as a perspective that recognizes two things: 

a) the political, social, and economic realities that individuals 
experience in culturally diverse and complex human encounters; and 

b) the importance of culture, race, sexuality and gender, ethnicity, 
religion, socioeconomic status, and exceptionalities in the 
educational process. (qtd in Hernandez, 1989, p. 4) 

The primary goal, idealistically, of multicultur~l 
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education is cross-cultural awareness (Hernandez, 1989, p. 25). The problems, as 

Rosen (1982) points out, are that cultural experiences and literatures will be 

presented as superficial or academic knowledge about a culture. The more 

difficult objective of helping others "comprehend and appreciate the human 

capacity for creating cultures and the profound differences in perspective and 

experience that result" may not ever be understood nor accepted (Hanvey, 1979, 

qtd. in Hernandez, 1989, p. 25). 

Theories of culture inform theories of curriculum. Put differently, "the 

curriculum is a microcosm of the culture" (Graff & Cain, 1989, p. 7). In the "art 

museum" view, texts may be seen as sacrosanct and hermetically sealed, scope and 

sequence of curriculum may arrange texts hierarchically--Iiterature as a straight 

line from Homer through Shakespeare through Voltaire to the present (Rosaldo, 

1989, p. v). Written texts are privileged over oral forms, and a hierarchy of values 
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is implied (separate and unequal texts). In the "garage sale" philosophy, literary 

texts may "flow between unlikely places" (Rosaldo, 1989, pp. 43-44), emphasis is 

on forms that "shape and are shaped by human conduct" regardless of whether 

they are "blended from two or more cultures" (Rosaldo, 1989, p. 207), 

organization may revolve around seeking out the gaps and asking why they're 

there, dialogues are preferred between contending narratives, oral forms of 

knowing and imagining are admitted, and values coalesce around the belief that 

all cultures are separate and equal (Rosaldo, 1989, p. 44). The contrast is between 

enduring, traditional, and structural versus contingent, syncretic, historical. 

Curriculum in the garage sale view of culture is changing, developing, emergent. 

Freire (1985) believes that students must confront how their interpretations 

of knowledge (substitute "literature" for knowledge and you'll get the drift) are 

tied to particular knowledge bases, belief systems, and familiar linguistic features 

associated with those belief systems, a process he calls "conscienzation." For this 

reason, I organized a course of texts around a heterodox canon of literature, 

stressing not the goal of homogenizing human literary differences, but of making 

them mutually intelligible (Krupat, 1989, pp. 51-52). I began with the 

"prejudgment" that AP English was an orthodox curriculum--one closed to 

differences, offering a reading menu of traditional genres and authors (American 

and British mostly with a few women and minorities), a writing menu of 

traditional forms or modes in which the theory of what counts as knowledge and 



145 

how it should be taught is objective and factual rather than constructivist. In 

constructivist perspectives, notions of objectivity and factuality lose their 

preeminence. Knowledge is viewed as an "active construction" built by individuals 

in social contexts. Processes of thought are more important than receiving 

content (Applebee, 1990, p. 3). 

Orthodoxies can be seen as adversaries to heterodoxies (doctrines not in 

accordance with established or accepted doctrines). Curriculum integration, while 

gaining in popularity, is still an unorthodox way of teaching and of designing 

curriculum. Essentially, it integrates voices of others (multi-cultures) into a 

segregated curriculum dominated by a single cultural perspective. Thus the fixed 

authority based in standard reading lists with the teachers as delivery system (or 

the APE, for that matter) in a one-way transfer of information and skills to 

students is broken up (Shor, 1987). Dialogue becomes not just that "fashionable 

new metaphor" but the moral and aesthetic commitment Bahktin believed it to be 

(Krupat, 1989, p. 136). 

McIntosh (1983) offers a model for dialogic curriculum design in which the 

"ghettoization" of the other, the "marginal literatures," does not appear as a 

monologue off somewhere by itself, marginal voices talking to each other. She 

calls this an "inclusive" rather than "exclusive" design. The continuum goes like 

this (substitute any group for women in this taxonomy): phase one, womenless 

curriculum (no women are taught); phase two, a few famous "others" are taught; 
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phase three, more women are taught but only as problems for the 

scholar/society/the world of the powerful; phase four, more women are included 

but also their ways of thinking and seeing are sought; phase five, the subject is 

redefined and reconstructed to include women collectively based on a global 

image of self and society rather than on Western-only ways of knowing (winning

losing, privileging of rational, objective thought, etc.). Phase four is moving 

toward "inclusive" curricula but only phase five is truly inclusive--of different 

voices and texts and especially of different ways of knowing about the world. 

Thus in phase five, other texts are not seen as something to dissect or correct, but 

as "organically connected to one's sele' (p. 19). To McIntosh (1983), a "genuinely 

inclusive curriculum, based on global imagery of self and society, would reflect 

and reinforce the common human abilities and inclinations to cultivate the soil of 

the valleys and to collaborate for survival" (p. 21). 

Putting It All Tocether: Forms of Storytelling 

Building on the theories of Clifford, Rosaldo, Bakhtin, Said, Krupat, Freire, 

and McIntosh, I developed a cross-cultural curriculum organized around the 

theme "Forms of Storytelling.'t4 There is no human culture in mythic, ancient, or 

present times that does not tell stories. Storytelling lends itself to the study of 

craft--how language assists or interferes with meaning, the technique. It is a form 

of personal validation--we all have stories about ourselves and we use stories in 
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our lives to interpret our experiences to each other. Storytelling involves different 

mediums--primarily oral texts, transcripts of oral performances, translations, 

primarily written texts, photography, dance, cinematography. Stories assume 

different forms--songs, personal poems, narrative poems, gossip, oral histories, 

autobiographies, diaries, letters, short stories, novels, drama. Stories are about 

various contents. The oral tradition of storytelling allows us to study performance 

dynamics--the interaction of tale, teller, telling, and audience. Thus the audience 

can "hear the hermeneutics of the text" (D. Tedlock, 1981). 

The nuts and bolts of the course are as follows. Students were asked to 

keep a spontaneous, ungraded journal in response to anything read or discussed in 

the class. In addition, there were several short "Invention Response Papers" in 

which students compared or contrasted specific aesthetic experiences in response 

to a prompt given to the entire class. There were three lengthy essays, one prior 

to the ten-week multicultural literatures unit (which will not be discussed or 

analyzed in this study). There were also two in-class writing experiences, a 

midterm examination and a final examination. The following description of the 

course follows the "interpretive frameworks" set up in Chapters 4 and 6. 

1. The Canon Controversy. During the first three weeks of the course, 

students read Aristotle's Rhetoric, Booth's (1963) "The Rhetorical Stance," and 

Corder's (1985) "Argument as Emergence, Rhetoric as Love," They experienced 

classical and contemporary (Aristotelian and Rogerian) views of argument. They 
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then read two contending narratives or arguments on the canon controversy: W. 

Bennett's (1988) "Why the West?" alongside Pratt's (1990) "Humanities for the 

Future: Reflections on the Western Culture Debate at Stanford." Students wrote 

a spontaneous journal response to the Bennett and Pratt essays. Additionally, 

they wrote a graded "Invention Response" essay in which they applied some aspect 

of Aristotle, Booth, or Corder to a rhetorical analysis of the actual arguments put 

forth by Bennett and Pratt. I chose these particular "contending narratives" as an 

introduction to the later unit on multicultural literatures. As such, I discuss them 

during the multicultural literature unit. From here, students read about 

ethnography and become ethnographers of their own (and new) culture: the 

university. They were asked to volunteer somewhere, write a "thick description" 

of the experience, collaborate with their classmates on exploring different points 

of view about issues in that particular cultural context, and ultimately write an 

essay arguing or critiquing some aspect of that cultural experience. During these 

six weeks, I was getting to know the students and making decisions about the eight 

students chosen for this study. The primary focus of the study begins at the 

conclusion of this six weeks. Except for their responses to the canon controversy, 

I do not discuss their writings during this unit. 

2. Definitions of Literature. The midterm examination (see Appendix 

D) involved giving the students a packet of thirty texts. I chose texts I knew they 

were familiar with (based on the AP surveys) and I chose texts I assumed they 
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were unfamiliar with (that represented different cultures' aesthetic and imaginary 

experiences). None of the texts were identified by author, title, date. These were 

contextless excerpts, much like those given by I.A Richards to his students in 1929 

and like those given AP students on the APE--poems without external 

information. Students had one week to look at these and prepare for a midterm 

examination answering the question "What is literature? Are these examples of 

literature? Why or why not?" They had to use examples from this packet to 

support their arguments. They were explicitly asked not to discuss all these works, 

but rather discuss enough to support their arguments. Their essays were written 

during a seventy-five minute class period. 

3. Next I told students a Native American coyote tale and asked them 

to "just listen." When I was finished, I asked them to retell in writing what they 

had heard (see Sarris, 1990, for the full explication of the tale and the method). 

The coyote tale begins with framing devices about where and how the teller heard 

the story, and the rules for how it should be told. Then the coyote tale follows. 

After students "retold" what they heard, I gave them an actual transcript of what I 

had said. I asked them to compare their retelling with the original transcript and 

note significant similarities and differences. They were to draw a line across the 

page where their retelling ended and under the line, list any differences between 

the two stories. They then worked in groups comparing and summarizing what 

they had or had not heard, culminating in presenting those differences to the 



150 

class. Sarris (1990) points out that this exercise usually produces differences 

among the students over value, not over "what happened." Students tend to recall 

details but not see the "framing" of the story as intrinsic to the tale. When the 

framing devices are mentioned, they are incorporated into the narrative which 

begins with the antics of coyote (p. 171). So too, introductions and conclusions 

are seen as extraneous to the plot. Sarris reports that his students' retellings 

include "omission of contextual information" (p. 171) along with the information 

over the genesis of the story or the rules for the telling. He reports that students 

pay "assiduous attention to detail and plot" and ignore the role of verbs in 

carrying the theme. They instead focus on nouns. The purpose of this activity is 

to help students "see that cultural biases influence interpretive acts" (p. 171). 

Students are literally forced to see that how they read and interpret are contexted 

by culture and history. [This section is only discussed in Chapter 4 on Anna. At 

this time, I summarize what the other students did. There was no writing to 

collect and discuss in this activity. Instead, the activity is reported because its 

intention was to begin to "force" students to confront cultural differences.] 

4. Origin Myths and Tales Across Cultures. Next students read origin 

myths from different cultures, inferring the values of the culture from the myths. 

They read Genesis, Chapters 1-3, an excerpt from Hesiod's Theogony on Chaos 

and the beginning of the earth, an excerpt from Plato's Symposium on the origins 

of desire, a Bering Eskimo creation myth, and the Navajo emergence story 
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(Sandoval, 1983). Students began by writing in their journals their beliefs of how 

life began. Next they read the myths in this unit and were asked to respond in 

any way to any of the stories in an ungraded journal entry. In a class activity, they 

chose one of these five stories and worked in groups, inferring the values of the 

culture from the myth. They then made a group presentation, writing their 

findings on the board. As each group built on what came before, a sort of 

cumulative dialogue comparing and contrasting different cultural views about the 

sexes, nature, control, and power emerged. Students concluded this activity by 

writing again in their journals about the origins of life--revising their first entries, 

if so desired. 

5. Becoming Audiences: Storytelling in the Oral Tradition. Students 

now viewed three films in which storytellers from different cultures in the United 

States "performed." They were prepared for this viewing by a discussion on the 

dynamics of performance: focusing in the roles of the tale, teller, telling, and 

audience. As Dennis Tedlock (1981) says about the oral tradition, you can "hear" 

the hermeneutics of the text emerge in the performances as narration and 

interpretation and commentary are spoken. Students were advised to "listen" to 

those hermeneutics and then write a spontaneous, ungraded journal response to 

the films and a graded "Invention Response" essay comparing and contrasting the 

dynamics of the different storytellers. The films they saw were Swimming to 

Cambodia (Shafransky, 1987), Running on the Edge of the Rainbow (Evers, 
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1978), and Stories Everywhere (Adair, 1982). In the first film, Spaulding Gray 

gives a riveting performance of living in Cambodia while making the film, The 

Killing Fields. In the second film, Leslie Marmon Silko tells stories from her 

home in the pueblo of Laguna, New Mexico. She shuttles from jokes and gossip 

to coyote tales as told to her children or to adults. In the final film, storytellers 

from Appalachia tell tales and stories such as Brer Rabbit and "lack" tales 

popular in that region. 

6. Contemporary. Diverse. and Multicultural Stories. Students next 

read a packet of poems and essays demonstrating still more voices and forms of 

stories. These included essays about the land like Mary Austin's (1987) "The 

Land" side by side with D.H. Lawrence's (1923) ''The Spirit of Place." Poems 

varied from personal and evocative to narrative and elegiac and included 

Margaret Atwood's (1981) "Notes Toward a Poem That Can Never Be Written," 

Felipe Molina's (1980) Maso Bwikam Yaqui Deer Songs such as "Sewa Yotume" 

and "Growing Flower," "Huya Aniwa" and "Wilderness World," "Sewa Huli" and 

"Flower Badger," "Neo'okaim" and "Mockingbird," Pat Mora's (1985) "Bribe" and 

"Unrefined," and Gary Soto's (1985) "Black Hair." Students again responded 

spontaneously, comparing, contrasting, loving and hating--in their journals. 

7. Becoming Performers: Storytelling in Oral and Written Contexts. 

Students now read Momaday's (1969) The Way to Rainy Mountain followed by 

Momaday's (1970) "Man Made of Words," and Silko's (1979) "Language and 
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Literature from a Pueblo Indian Perspective." They again responded 

spontaneously in their journals. Class discussions involved students working in 

groups to discuss the form (tripartite voices of Momaday's The Way to Rainy 

Mountain) and content, looking for links between the voices. Silko provided them 

with a "spider web" model of thinking about narratives and Momaday provided 

them with a model for building an essay associatively rather than explicitly and 

linearly. The goal here was to see and think about aesthetic and imaginative 

experiences through a different lens. Students now wrote and performed their 

own tripartite essay (see Appendix E for this essay assignment). They wrote a 

prologue, three chapters, and an epilogue. Each chapter had three voices: a 

storytelling voice, a historical/factual voice, a personal, evocative voice. Students 

could choose any theme to unify the essay, and they could choose to retell stories 

from their own culture for the storytelling voice, or they could make up stories. 

They had fifteen minutes to give a complete performance. They could not read 

their essay nor could they perform all of it. They had to reshape it for an oral 

performance. I based much of the theory for this unit on Bauman's (1977) Verbal 

Art as Performance. Finally, each student compared and contrasted the oral 

performances with the scripts of two other students. They were to note significant 

differences between storytelling in a written versus an oral context. 

8. Conflicting Texts: Working with the Critics. Students now read 

Willa Cather's (1927) Death Comes for the Archbishop along with E.A. Mares' 
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(1989) I Returned and Saw Under the Sun. Mares' play challenges Cather's 

retelling of history, particularly how she portrayed the Mexican priest, Padre 

Martinez, in her novel. These are contending narratives in a most explicit way 

since the latter is a direct response to the former: Padre Martinez interrogates 

Willa Cather and Archbishop Lamy. Students also did library research, reading a 

variety of critics and critical perspectives on these texts--from new historical to 

feminist, from archetypal to psychological, from new critical to reader response 

criticism. There were numerous class discussions, spontaneous journal responses 

to the texts, and a documented, critical essay on both primary texts and on 

integrating critics (see Appendix E for this essay assignment). 

9. Re-visioning the Midterms: What is Literature. Students were now 

asked to revise their pre-tests on "What is Literature?" They had to use the same 

excerpts, reread what they wrote ten weeks earlier, and revise. 

10. Poetics for the Future. The final examination asked students for 

their poetics for the future (see Appendix F). Students were asked to synthesize 

their "life experiences" with literature--from AP English to private experiences to 

this class. They were to choose one of three rhetorical situations and write an in

class essay (two hours) on their own theory of literature. They could either write 

a letter to the graduating class of the year 2000 of their former high school urging 

students to read certain literary texts and discussing how these texts should be 

presented and written about. Or they could give a speech to the chair and 
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committee members of the Freshmen Curriculum Committee at this university 

urging adoption of their philosophy of literature and suggesting specific texts. 

Finally, they could choose to write to the College Board suggesting ways AP 

English and the APE should be organized or revised and why. The eight students 

in this study represent responses from each of these three rhetorical situations. 

Notes 

1. I relied on Art Applebee's ''Teaching High-Achieving Students: A Survey of 
the Winners of the 1977 NCfE Achievement Awards in Writing" in Research in 
the Teaching of English, 12, pp. 339-348, and more so on Norma Elmore's survey 
research in her dissertation, A Study of Advanced Placement English in Alabama 
Secondary Schools, Dissertations Abstract International, 49, 2169A, for the models 
on which I designed this survey instrument. 

2. I want to thank my dissertation director, Margaret Fleming, for suggesting this 
design (a la Janet Ernig). It enabled me to delve into particulars with one 
student, yet create comparisons and contrasts with other students. My original 
plan was to write four separate "case studies," but I soon felt overwhelmed by such 
detail. Before abandoning that plan, I also talked with Larry Evers who reminded 
me that as a reader of ethnographies, he found comparisons more interesting. 
Consequently, this design allows for "thick description" with one student, yet 
highlights significant similarities and differences with seven other students. 

3. It should be noted that this study was commissioned and conducted by the 
College Board. The researchers are not able to show an "AP effect" on success in 
college since other factors (affluent families, top secondary schools, etc.) suggest 
that AP students may be self-selected thus highly motivated students regardless of 
AP. Because the College Board contracted this study, they have more than an 
impartial interest in the results (which are very favorable toward the AP program 
.and students). 
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4. I want to thank and give credit to my friend and colleague, Valeria Martinez, 
who took an interest in this study and this course, who critiqued the course 
proposal, and who taught it the first time it was offered in Fall of 1989 along with 
myself. Though we taught different texts, the idea of organizing a multicultural 
curriculum around "Forms of Storytelling" came from Valeria. 



CHAPTER 4 

ANNA 
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Anna's chapter begins by looking at Anna's family, her community, high 

school, and present situation in college. Next is a discussion on Advanced 

Placement (AP) English from Anna's and her teacher, Megan Kelly's points of 

view, followed by their responses to the Advanced Placement English Examination 

(APE). Having backed into Anna's past, this chapter moves from "before" college 

to "during" Anna's first-year composition course, reporting on what she believes 

literature is and documenting her responses to the multicultural literatures unit. 

Then "after" this multicultural course, Anna makes recommendations to the AP 

English College Board about any changes she feels are called for based on her 

exposure to aesthetically different experiences. I conclude the chapter by 

responding to, interpreting, and critiquing Anna's and Ms. Kelly's perspectives. 

One year later, Anna read and responded to this chapter. This "Postscript" gives 

Anna the final word, turning the camera's lens from herself to the ethnographer 

and in the process, reminding us of the ethnical dilemmas of one person 

scrutinizing another so publicly. 

Context 

Anna is an l8-year-old college freshman attending a public university in a 

large city in the southwest. She grew up in the "foothills" section of this same city, 
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a neighborhood described by real estate agents as ranging from middle class to 

"prestigious"--full of expensive real estate, swimming pools, golf courses, and 

restaurants featuring "nouveau" southwestern cuisine. Mostly professional people 

live here, enjoying the beautiful views of the mountains and the city lights, the 

excellent schools. Anna lives at home and commutes to the university. 

Her family is ethnically diverse. Her father is a Lithuanian Jew and her 

mother is French-English Catholic. Her great-grandparents were born in Europe, 

making Anna a third generation American. Only English is spoken in her home 

"except when we light the menorah which is next to the Christmas tree," quips 

Anna. She is the oldest of two children (a brother is 13 years old). She was born 

in the east but has lived in this same community in the southwest for the past 13 

years. Her father has a bachelor's degree and works as an insurance claims 

adjuster. Her mother is an assistant manager of a bank; she attended a 

community college parttime for six years while working full time to earn an 

associate's degree. Both her parents have worked fulltime since she was born. 

The school district Anna lives in is one of the best in her community. Her 

family has moved once in the last 13 years, staying within the boundaries of this 

particular school district (a major consideration). In fact, they bought their 

current house so their children could attend this high school. There are only two 

high schools in the district, and Anna's is considered the better of the two. She 

graduated in the top 25 percent of her high school class. The only extra-curricular 
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activity she participated in was a special program for "gifted" students in which she 

tutored other students. She laughingly says "I mostly went out with my friends a 

lot." 

This school consistently boasts some of the highest test scores in the state 

on state-mandated achievement tests. In addition to its solid academic tradition, 

the school has a strong athletic program, winning city championships in some 

sports each year. Anna's high school has an ethnic breakdown of 83.7 percent 

white, 1.3 percent African-American, 13 percent Hispanic, .4 percent American 

Indian/Alaskan Native, and 1.6 percent Asian/Pacific Islander. This particular 

high school has a dropout rate below 4 percent. Between 60 to 70 percent of the 

students are in college preparatory classes (the school offers 12 Advanced 

Placement courses including two sections of Advanced Placement English). In 

addition, 53.1 percent matriculate to four year colleges and another 37.6 percent 

enroll in two year colleges. The school boasts a 64 percent participation in extra 

curricular activities (something Anna seems to have mostly avoided). 

Anna's family is somewhat of an exception in this school and this 

neighborhood. She seems to struggle to make ends meet, worries about her car 

insurance and gas money, and is hopeful she will earn some sort of scholarship or 

financial aid from the university in the future. Her family bought their first 

computer when Anna started college. She says "I finally convinced my Dad I 

simply could not go to college without one!" 
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Her early memories of reading and writing are positive. Her mother told 

her she could speak in sentences by the time she was one and a half years old, 

and she remembers knowing how to read by kindergarten. She speaks lovingly of 

her family, poking good-humored fun at her 13 year old brother. She says she 

enjoys talking with friends about the books she reads as well as sharing writing 

with them. However, she says that all reading and discussing of books is 

connected with English classes. She only talks with her friends while in the same 

courses and shares writing if they are doing the same assignments. 

In college, Anna has a 3.5 GPA. She is trying to get accepted to the 

university honors program in order to increase her chances of earning some 

scholarship monies. The only AP credits she had when she entered the university 

were in English (6 credits). She does not participate in any activities yet but is 

"thinking about joining Phrateres, a community service club, next year." 

Anna is a vivacious young woman, petite with huge brown eyes. She laughs 

a lot, waves her arms around while she talks, and has a bright-eyed eagerness for 

learning. In fact, I found her own characterization of herself as "mostly having a 

good time in high school" in sharp contrast to her college classroom behavior. 

She was very attentive, always prepared, never late or absent, and what I would 

characterize as a serious student. She loves literature and wants to major in 

English. She feels her passion for literature and her ability to write about 

literature was kindled by her AP English teacher, a flame now being fanned by 



her university comparative literature professor. Anna had a true "elephant's 

memory" about her experiences with literature. She also seems to have never 

thrown anything away since she could produce at a moment's notice old essays, 

syllabi, notebooks, as well as memories from places far and wide. In short, she 

was delightfully open in interviews, mature in her self-
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reflection, open to change and to criticism, and a true pleasure to work with both 

in and out of the classroom. 

Advanced Placement English! 

Anna's StoQ' 

Anna's AP English class only had 17 students in it. She was lucky. Her 

teacher had another section with 34 students in it. She says the main teaching 

techniques used were discussion, teacher or students reading aloud, individual 

presentations, journal writing, creative interpretations, and in-class writing. Less 

frequently they had lectures, independent study, answered questions about the 

reading, had individual conferences, writing workshops in class, or listened to 

records/tapes. Least frequently she listed silent reading, field trips, large group 

work, class presentations, and audio-visual aids such as 

television/filmstrips/projects/overhead projectors. 

I asked Anna to elaborate on what she meant by 'Journal writing" and 

"creative interpretations." She explained that journal writing meant a 
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"composition book" in which students practiced essays to prompts on the readings. 

For example, the teacher gave students an essay question on Antigone and 

students responded in their composition books for homework. Creative 

interpretations meant, to Anna, imitating the styles of particular writers. For 

example, students might be asked to copy three passages of three different authors 

and imitate the style of each author for a full page. They also copied model 

sentences and rewrote them in their own words. 

They were evaluated on practice AP exams, homework, notebooks, 

compositions, analyses of poetry or prose, objective tests over the literature, and 

in-class essay exams. She ranks as least used evaluative techniques both quizzes 

and special projects. 

This was a "classic" classics curriculum. Students read the great books, and 

then some. Texts included Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad, Crime and 

Punishment by Fyodor Dostoyevsky, and A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man 

by James Joyce. Poetry included poems by Sappho, Spenser, Shakespeare, Donne, 

Wordsworth, Blake, Hugo, Byron, and T.S. Eliot. The short stories they read 

included "A Rose for Emily" and "Barn Burning" by Faulkner, Plays included King 

Lear and The Tempest by Shakespeare, Antigone by Sophocles, The Misanthrope 

by Moliere, and Waiting for Godot by Beckett. The students also had an 

anthology called Adventures in Literature. Except for the Faulkner stories, texts 
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were never paired. The texts were presented in a chronological fashion, and ideas 

between time periods were often compared. 

Anna can't remember how many works of anyone genre that she read. 

But she does remember her favorite works: novels Heart of Darkness and Crime 

and Punishment, poems "A Lecture Upon the Shadow" and ''The Sea" and "Brevity 

of Life" (though she says "it is impossible to pick just one"), short stories "'A Rose 

for Emily' wins hands down," and plays The Misanthrope and Waiting for Godot 

Class discussions were usually about "theme, a lot of symbolism. A lot." 

Anna felt the discussions raised enough points of interest to enable her to have 

many of ideas to write about. Anna explains how her teacher 

would take about a week for each work and we would discuss 
something different each day and she'd try to get as much done as 
we could so we'd have a lot of options when we wrote our papers in 
terms of our choices. The discussions were definitely helpful. As I 
told you before, I would start out reading something and I would 
hate it because it was so difficult and I would try and read it for 
symbolism and I was trying so hard. I wouldn't pick up on anything 
else and she would say one sentence in class and everything would 
fall into place. So the discussions were very beneficial. 

Discussions were always in large groups about written texts 

everyone had read. Though many different themes and issues were raised, 

discussion seemed to lead toward a common interpretation of those different 

themes and issues, thus supporting Applebee's (1990) findings (p. 88). 

Then came the writing. Writing assignments can be broken down into out-

of-class and in-class writing. Out-of-class writing assignments were "as long as 
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necessary" to accomplish supporting your thesis, says Anna. There was one on 

each long text and one on the short stories. There were more frequent in-class 

writings (answering to a prompt about the literature). "On the average, my major 

papers were about eight or nine pages long. There were six of those the whole 

year." Additionally, the in-class essays included "objective questions given to her 

[the teacher] through the department and she would make up the essay questions. 

These took two days. There were countless numbers of them," explained Anna. 

For the in-class timed essays, Anna explained: "When we would write our papers 

she [the teacher] would encourage us to either memorize quotations or when we 

wrote we had to use very detailed paraphrases." Anna said she had "free rein" to 

discuss whatever she wanted in her "outside papers" as long as she "could support 

it with proof and use her own metaphors and similes." The teacher stressed "using 

our own imagery and creating something for the reader in our own words." 

Anna remembers writing about characters a lot, especially in Heart of 

Darkness and Crime and Punishment. Her way into character analysis was first 

through analyzing literary devices used by the author to reveal character. She 

branched out into existentialism in Waiting for Godot, using it to discuss 

characters. 

She reports that "all of my ideas for essays were based on class discussions 

and then on reading to find ideas to support mine." Anna elaborates: 



Things we would talk about in class I would apply in my paper. 
Some other things I did like I took the existentialist belief regarding 
life and chance and applied that to the two main characters in 
Waiting for Godot--they were really the two main halves of our 
consciousness. I would get my own ideas and think of exactly how I 
wanted to layout my paper and then look at critics for perfect proof 
or elaboration of my ideas. 

When asked how she knew about existentialism, she replied her teacher had 

explained it in a class discussion about Waiting for Godot. 

The teaching of writing and the teaching of literature were not 
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"independent components" in the curriculum of her AP English class, as Applebee 

(1990) contends is the case in most high schools (p. 101). In Anna's class, all 

writing was about literature. There was no separation. 

Audience was always and only the teacher. Anna wrote that revision was 

not required but strongly recommended. I always revise my essays 
as I write, a 'cut and paste' style. Things that I look for to revise 
are misspelling, passive voice, lack of detail or support words that 
can be cut out, and awkward sentence structure. I revise my writing 
because I am extremely picky and I want my work to sound as well 
as read well. 

Anna never revised for an audience other than herself nor turned her papers in 

early for comments from the teacher to help with revision. What she described 

was the ideal--what she did alone as her process of writing. 

Anna's AP English class was one of the few surveyed where students used 

outside critics (which the teacher had photocopied and kept in a box in the 

classroom so students did not have to use the library). Anna found that reading 
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critics was overwhelming so she developed a system of skimming for "key" words. 

She was quite proud of this time-saving device and shared it with her university 

composition class. She does not remember any criticism that was critical of issues 

regarding women, race relations, culture. 

I don't remember any outside issues being brought in. Discussion 
and writing was mostly focused on the work itself. But like I said, 
sometimes I didn't read the entire criticism .... We did read 
Sappho, though, and that usually isn't read at the high school level. 
Ms. Kelly was very much a feminist. 

When asked how she knew Sappho was not read at the high school level, she 

replied that her teacher told her that. 

Anna compared her AP English course to her earlier high school English 

classes. She felt AP English was different from earlier English classes. "Junior 

year we had lots of discussions but hardly any writing. This class [AP English] 

was where I got whipped into shape in my writing." Also, she said that "every 

single year we did at least one Shakespeare work so I think they were trying to 

give us a classical background with that." She remembers that junior year they 

only read American literature and they had a block class (two hours of English 

and two hours of American History on alternating days). "It was all American, 

Puritans up until "The Wasteland" (Puritans to Eliot) and strictly Americans." In 

sophomore year "some of the major things we did, we read Julius Caesar and 

Animal Farm which I love to this day." But Anna felt that for three years her 

English classes focused on 



giving us a background but they were so concerned with giving us 
this background that they never really led up to anything so I have 
all this background and it's not really getting me very far, well, up 
until last year anyhow. So I felt that a lot of it was prior to 1900. 
Most authors were European and American up to the 1930s or so. 

Her Teacher's StorY. 
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Ms. Kelly has been teaching for 6 years, 5 of them in AP English. Her first 

year she had 28 students in her AP English class, but she "chased them out" until 

it was 19 students. There are usually 30 to 40 students a year who take AP 

English in this high school, broken into two sections. For some reason, numbers 

are low this year: she has two sections of 14 students each. She feels this is ideal, 

though due to budget constraints, the school will not carry such small sections 

next year. Her experience typifies that of most AP English teachers in the total 

number of AP students she has. She has just been lucky to have them in two 

sections, cutting down on her overall number of students. 

She was recruited to teach AP English because "I'm the most intellectual 

teacher here." She earned a Bachelor of Arts Degree in 1983, with a major in 

English, graduating in the Honors English program. Regarding her literary theory 

background, "not much" she says. "I just collect criticism. I don't discriminate. 

Some of it is awful. We discuss the critics in class. I have a box on each 

writer/text. Some is good, some bad. I personally don't like reading it much." 

She has not had special training by the College Board and has never attended an 



AP workshop. In this aspect, Ms. Kelly is the exception: all the other AP 

teachers in this sample have attended AP workshops. 
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Though the AP teachers interviewed in this study varied in terms of 

continuing education and frequency of participation at special workshops provided 

by the College Board (on Advanced Placement courses), they did not vary in one 

significant way: not one of them had any knowledge of recent critical theory in 

literature. 

I observed Ms. Kelly's two AP classes. Students were discussing dreams in 

Crime and Punishment. The 14 students in each class sit in a circle, lending a 

friendly atmosphere to the group. In spite of that, about 4 students dominated 

the discussion and 4 students never opened their mouths. Discussion went from 

close reading of the text to discussion of parallel themes to how the excerpted 

readings connected with the rest of the novel (parts to whole). Almost all the 

discussion was generated by the teacher but she waited patiently, comfortable with 

silence, for students to think and then respond. She was very positive and gentle 

with them, saying things like "Yes, deeper" or "Keep going." She manifested a 

quiet intensity, often commenting like this "excellent insight" or "yes, yes" or 

"What? What did you say?" Several times she backed off the "expert's stance" and 

said she wondered why Dostoyevsky was doing what he was doing and had often 

thought about it and couldn't make up her mind. This encouraged several 
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students to then jump in with their ideas since the interpretations seemed open to 

discussion. 

The class was much like a graduate literature seminar with students 

reading from the book, discussing, and the teacher gently urging them on. They 

seemed to be both relaxed (several were eating their lunches) and "into" the 

discussion. It was a very intellectual approach to literature. Ms. Kelly told me 

she modeled the class on an honors English seminar she took in college. In sum, 

the focus during the discussions was on the text and on how it makes meaning. 

The text-oriented techniques used involved focusing exclusively on content, either 

line-by-line analysis or discussion of literary terms, always relating parts of the text 

to some overall theme. By the time the class period ended, there was consensus 

among the students about the meaning of the "horse" and "oasis" dreams and how 

they related to a theme of dreams vs. reality. 

Ms. Kelly's list of the works she teaches corresponded with Anna's. She 

organizes her course chronologically, "not in units of poetry, short stories, 

drama .... that's too narrow. I want it connected to life, to see the evolution of the 

human mind." She does not show films. Her belief is that they watch enough 

films and they need to read more. Only in her sophomore class does she reward 

them with the film Romeo and Juliet after they've finished reading the play. "In 

my classes, they read, write, and discuss with me. That leads you to thinking." 
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Her criteria for choosing texts? She chooses the "deepest, most meaningful 

works I know. Once I chose [Virginia Woolfs] To the Lighthouse because I 

wanted to understand it better. But for me, it's mainly a matter of depth. I'd 

choose The Brothers Karamazov over Crime and Punishment only the bookstore 

has the latter so it's free. We find out about life from our deepest thinkers. So I 

choose the deepest works I know." All this within the constraints of budget woes, 

bookstore surpluses, and departmental curriculum mandates. It is really not as 

free a choice as it could be. Nonetheless, Ms. Kelly teaches the way she was 

taught. And that is pretty much the same story in every AP English class I've 

been in. New Criticism and Formalism are alive and well. Perhaps the teachers 

do not know that is what they are doing, but their criteria for choosing texts (deep 

and complex texts) and their attention to close reading of the text and to issues of 

style and organic unity all point to a strong influence in the high school English 

classroom of New Criticism. This style of reading texts also points to the possible 

pervasive influence of the Advanced Placement Literature and Composition 

Examination which asks questions about form, style and content of complex, 

written texts, and always removed from a context. 

Ms. Kelly fit the pattern of "stressed AP" teacher. These educators 

repeatedly come across as dedicated but overworked. Teachers with 150 students, 

two to three different preparations, and literally thousands of pieces of student 

writing to read over the course of the year, tend to teach the same texts year after 
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year after year. So, too, Ms. Kelly doesn't change her syllabus much from year to 

year. "It depends on how tired I am," she says. "If I change books a lot, I would 

have not a life out of here. I hardly have a life anyway. I have two preps this 

year, some years I have three." 

Of all the teachers I interviewed, Ms. Kelly was the most eager to talk 

about literature--her love of it, her philosophy about literary study, her objectives 

in the classroom. When I asked her what the primary aim of literary study was, 

she looked shocked. It seemed so obvious to her, why not to me? Her answer 

was articulate, sensitive, and spoken with passion. 

We read literature to see the connection of the mind to the heart, to 
the soul of man. It has to do with the meaning of life. Why are we 
here anyway? Let's look at connections between Greeks, 18th 
century man, today. See that we're a living, evolving species. They 
[students] need to get that insight into life. They internalize that in 
here, they identify with the characters. 

When I asked her if the students have an emotional-intellectual gap in 

responding to literature, she quipped: 

Not in here they don't. I constantly try to go from the text to 
discussion to their lives--do you ever? sorts of questions. Have 
you ever felt that way? Do you know what it feels like to be 
misunderstood? 

This would definitely seem to bring a new dimension to the making of meaning of 

literary texts: the reader's point of view. But in reality, that perspective is only 

raised in some class discussions: students have no other forum for their personal 

responses to literature, no time for lengthy reflection, no writing assignments 



allowing for free responses to literature. Meaning is forged in a classroom 

discussion led by Ms. Kelly. Ms. Kelly describes herself as 

intellectual. They respond to that. My number one priority is not 
to be their friend. It's to teach them. There are no projects, 
activities, or stuff like that in here. They just read, write, and 
discuss. 

She feels that different students respond differently to literature and to her. 

Some aren't deep. Some blossom in here. One student from 
a very technical background and family has really blossomed in 
here. Some students love literature. But differences in their 
abilities to respond to literature are not always the teacher's fault. 
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Anna's experience with AP English mirrored that of most other students in 

this study: 1) it was a traditional teacher-centered approach to literature and to 

learning; 2) it was a more reading and writing intensive course than she had ever 

experienced before; 3) large group discussion dominated and led to a common 

view of a text while collaboration and interaction among students outside the 

presence of the teacher was rare; 4) texts were objectified and analyzed in terms 

of stylistic and linguistic elements and organic unity; 5) writing was always in the 

form of critical responses to the literature and frequently only in response to a 

directive from the teacher--stemming from the primary focus of the class 

discussion or from a prompt-to-write given to the entire group (though in the 

survey, Anna said she frequently did journal writing and creative interpretations, 

in both her and Ms. Kelly's interview, they clarified that journals were notebooks 
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responding to a given questions and creative interpretations were imitating 

authors' writing styles); 6) written and oral responses to texts were neither open

ended nor reader-based--they neither stressed making meaning through a 

transaction with the text nor recognized the possibility of multiple meanings in 

texts; 7) audience was always the teacher; 8) revision was voluntary, not in the 

presence of an audience, and involved primarily "editing;" 9) the classics prevailed 

with Shakespeare as the favorite author; 10) little contemporary literature was 

taught; 11) few women or minorities were represented in the curriculum; 12) 

contemporary texts were eschewed in favor of texts whose meanings and value 

had transcended time, suggesting an element of permanence to their literary 

value; and finally, 13) there was little change from year to year. 

Advanced Placement English Examination 

All of Ms. Kelly's students take the Literature and Composition 

Examination (rather than the Language and Composition Examination). "My 

major was literature and that's where I stick." She does not care if they take the 

exam or not and has never calculated a percentage on how her students do on the 

exam. Her stress on literature, though, mirrors the larger population, certainly at 

this university. 

Ms. Kelly does not feel that knowledge of the exam affects how she 

teaches. "Sometimes I give them passages from exams to write on--old samples. I 
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show them the 5s, 4s, 3s, (these are the range of scores on the AP exam) and we 

analyze and discuss them. We tear them apart so the students can see 

differences." Though she was quick to deny that the AP recommendations or 

exams affect her teaching, she also admitted that she talks about the AP exam all 

year long. Whenever the students write she comments that "if you write like this 

you're going to get a 2 on the AP exam" or "what kind of grade do you think 

you'll get with this paper without any details?" 

She augments her curriculum with two specialized texts to prepare students 

for the exam. The first is Multiple Choice Questions in Preparation for the 

Advanced Placement Literature and Composition Examination (Winanf 1990). 

She uses this for the multiple choice tests, particularly in teaching the poetry unit. 

How often she gives these exams depends on the ability and needs of the class. 

The other text she uses is Barron's How to Prepare for the Advanced 

Placement Examination: AP English (Nado 1992). 

She gives them this book at the beginning of the year and the students take the 

exams on each chapter in the book over the course of the year. She skips the 

chapter and exam on essays, though, because "I teach them that myself." The 

other chapters are on poetry, drama, and prose-fiction. This emphasis on fiction, 

poetry, and drama is again typical of the AP English course and exam. Almost no 

time is spent reading or writing nonfiction. Writing orbits solely around literature 

which means novels, drama, poetry, and short stories (Le., fiction). 
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Ms. Kelly usually begins preparing her students intensively for the AP 

English exam in March. For the last six to eight weeks of the semester, they go 

through old, sample exams and she talks about good and poor exams. One year, 

she gave sample exams every Friday all year. Now she just gives sample essay 

exams during the last month of the year. She believes that whether she tests them 

all year or for one month makes no difference: students perform the same on the 

AP exam. 

Anna remembers preparing for the exam by taking 
practice exams for two weeks everyday at my 
lunch hour. Ms. Kelly had an AP practice book 
and we could borrow the book and time ourselves 
and then she had the teacher's version so we 
could go back and find out the answer, what it 
is, why did I miss it, what are the instructors 
looking for when they grade it. Also, Ms. Kelly 
took fourth and fifth hours for herself and 
encouraged students to come in and run ideas by 
her .... 

When asked about revising the practice exams, Anna said 

all she [Ms. Kelly] was concerned with was the 
final draft. But she did encourage revision and 
she would look on it if you brought it in. Due to 
her other classes, she could not look at all of 
the paper. She left it up to you to take 
responsibility yourself and come to her for help 
in revising. I actually did not expect the meetings 
[referring to conferences in first year composition] 
that you had the first time in this class. 

The essay portion of the AP Literature and Composition Exam in 1990 

asked the students three questions. The first question gave students a poem by 
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Emily Dickinson and "we had to interpret it and discuss the imagery, I think. So I 

based my essay on Shelley's 'Veil of Familiarity' and how we rely on things that 

are close to us in our relationships and when someone dies, we reflect on them 

because we are trying to hold onto some tangible memory." 

The second question gave students excerpts from two writers and asked 

them to "contrast their uses of imagery, their variations in terms of diction, subject 

matter." Anna defines diction as "the way you use words in a sentence, your 

syntax, if you vary how you word things at all, like the length of your sentences, 

how you use punctuation." She does not remember the authors but thinks one 

was "Addison and I compared something to wine. Something about how 

something flows, it was very sweet, and the audience wants to read it because it is 

very sweet in their minds." 

The third question told students to discuss two different places and how 

they contrasted with one another in terms of imagery in a single text. A list of 

suggested texts followed, or students could choose a "comparable text" if they 

couldn't make a choice from the list. Anna said she "picked Heart of Darkness 

(from the list) and compared London to the jungle. I ran out of time. It was a 

big garbage. I was trying desperately to put some information down on the page. 

The essay part was hell but the objective was great." 
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Anna's Definition of Literature2 

In college composition, Anna defined literature in her midterm essay (in-

class writing) as "any form of writing that combines ideas, emotions, traditions, 

creativity, and opinions." She then set out to categorize every single excerpt as 

literature or not. She was the only student who tried to identify each of the thirty 

texts as "either-or." But first she elaborated on her definition of literature: 

Literature must contain ideas; it is ideas of the author that challenge 
the reader's own thoughts, expanding one's conceptions and 
knowledge. Emotion connects the audience with the ideas, creating 
personal and memorable situations. Incorporating traditions into 
writing gives the reader a sense of familiarity, something the 
audience can appreciate and understand. An author's presentation 
often lies in creativity; ways of describing things in a tangible or 
sensuous manner that appeals to the audience. Opinions may be 
expressed in obvious statements and tone, but may also be subtle, 
reflecting the author's personal philosophies, both styles challenge 
perceptions and relate the reader to the author as a person rather 
than just a voice. 

In spite of AP English and the APE, which seemingly objectify literature, Anna 

focused on emotional effects on the reader and on authorial intent in defining 

literature for herself. 

To her credit, she did not try and discuss 2.11 thirty excerpts during a 75 

minute in-class essay. She merely listed the "have's" and the "have nots" at the 

beginning of the two parts of her essay. The first part supported her definition of 

literature with a discussion of Heart of Darkness. Her second part was a contrast 

to literature, explicating what literature is not by discussing an excerpt on a 
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"comet" from a science textbook. She felt each of these texts was representative 

of her two categories. About Heart of Darkness, she writes 

Conrad's idea of a pervading darkness spreading through the hearts 
of all men creates a disturbing picture, forcing the reader to 
contemplate the true motives of men. ''The horror, the horror!" 
Kurtz's last gasp makes the heart pound as the audience is terrified 
by the implications of those few words. Marlow is compared to a 
meditating Buddha, a symbol of wisdom traditional to Eastern 
beliefs. The description of the whisper swelling menacingly into the 
air, the black bank of clouds, the somber Earth, and the immense 
darkness enhance the evil atmosphere Conrad creates. In all of 
these things lies Conrad's belief that men who see through this 
darkness are saved, but for those who let it fester and overcome 
them, eternal hell awaits. 

She caps this with "every criteria for literature is fulfilled, creating a powerful and 

impressionable effect." Consistent with her definition of literature, her analysis 

focuses on the emotional effect of Conrad's use of imagery and symbolism on her 

as a reader. 

With Anna, the notion that literature must have some kind of powerful 

effect on a reader is repeated throughout her writings during the course. She 

contrasts Heart of Darkness with a paragraph describing a comet, closing in on 

the idea that there is something in the text itself that signals her to adopt a 

certain stance: 

The only criteria this meets, and the only criteria met by selections 
in its "class," is that it conveys ideas. However, these ideas are 
bland facts. Unlike Conrad, whose ideas are interpretive, these 
ideas are pieces of straightforward information. No emotion or tone 
is used to tell the reader that the comet is "no more than 80 km 
(SOm) in diameter." There is nothing traditional like the Buddha 



used to explain why comets are called "dirty snowballs." Facts do 
not require creativity or imagination--they are calculations and 
observations, not metaphors and similes. Since opinions are the 
opposite of facts, the audience is not drawn to the speaker's 
thoughts and feelings, but is given impersonal statistics and records. 
Compared to Heart of Darkness, comets are nothing more than 
cold, untouchable, and unstimulating dirty snowballs. 
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Her argument and illustration about why a science description of a comet 

is not literature is consistent with her definition and taken by itself, sounds like 

she knows the difference between the imaginative capabilities of literature versus 

nonliterature. In other words, the language itself in Heart of Darkness and the 

comet paragraph signal to her whether to adopt an "efferent" or "aesthetic" stance 

(Rosenblatt 1978). But the problem comes in the other texts she grouped with 

the comet as nonliterature: letters from E.B. White to John Updike, poetry by 

Ogden Nash and Richard Armour (they had "no point"), and Papago poems/songs 

(a "little rhyme doesn't make literature"). She also puts obvious nonliterary texts 

in this category--programs, memos, horoscopes, cartoons, recipes, advertisements. 

The consistent criteria in her notes about why all of these disparate texts are not 

literature, though, come back to emotion and voice: they had none, in Anna's 

opinion. Some texts evoke feelings in her; some do not. 

So far, Anna demonstrates keen critical skills. By juxtaposing what is 

literature with what is not, she works toward the nature of the thing, the essence 

of literature (as if all definitions aren't rhetorical or as if there is a nature). She 

seems able to read a literary text and distinguish between "the-work-as-supposed-
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object" and the "work-as-experienced" (Rosenblatt 1978, p. 151). She can be 

moved by the text and she can step back and tell you why, explicating what to her 

are the components of literature (primarily stylistic devices). What she doesn't 

seem conscious of is why Conrad is art and E.B. White's letter is not; that is, she 

is not aware of how her intense study and familiarity with certain texts, forms, and 

authors have influenced her criteria and her perception. 

To Anna, literature has audience appeal. Audiences are generic and 

universal. 

What appeals to audiences are things sparked with life; imagery, 
tradition, emotions, and opinions give the reader the livliness [ sic] 
that captures one's attention. Mixed in with sensuous appeals are 
ideas that the author gives his audience to reflect on, to agree with, 
or to refute .... The audience doesn't want the bare bones, it 
wants the meat. And comets are about as skimpy as it can get. 
(emphasis mine) 

Anna places texts by authors as diverse as H.D. Thoreau, Antoine de Saint 

Exupery, Paula Gunn Allen, Felipe Molina, Shakespeare, Audre Lorde, Marcela 

Christine Lucero-Trujillo, John Keats, Richard Brautigan, the Bible, and of 

course, Joseph Conrad in her literature category. So far, so good. But when 

moving beyond sweeping generalities to discussing specifics, the waters get 

muddied. Anna's seemingly clear ability to recognize whether a text signals her to 

adopt an aesthetic or an efferent stance breaks down. She puts an excerpt from a 

nonfiction text on Scholastic Aptitude Tests, a "sappy" poem by Lois Wyse, rap 

musical lyrics, and a newspaper editorial in her literature group. She recognized 
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symbolism, emotion, creativity, imagination. But she backed herself into a corner 

with her definition that literature combines ideas and opinions. This forced her, 

reluctantly, to include rap music, an editorial, and a poem by Richard Brautigan 

(as noted above) which she found "bitter and distasteful." 

In talking with Anna after the midterm, she said she developed her 

definition of literature from thinking about the 

major works I read, especially during the last year, and I just tried to 
draw off of, well, really famous authors and so when I took a look 
at this [midterm] and saw some of the famous poems in there, it was 
hard for me to tell what was really literature. 

She felt she tried to "put too much of my definition on ... whoever read this, what 

would he think of this, like Dostoyevsky, or whoever." She then went on to "draw 

off what my English teachers have stressed." 

Does it have imagery? Does it reflect personal opinions? Is it 
creative? Imaginative? So I think I just tried to draw off what we 
discussed when we discussed literature. 

She felt a little embarrassed that she excluded Ogden Nash. 

I know for a fact that one of Ogden Nash's poems I said was not 
literature. So now I think in terms of my own mind and what I was 
trying to do through other authors and their eyes, I think that what 
we consider literature has a lot to do with who wrote it and just 
knowing the names. If I had known that poem was by Ogden Nash, 
I probably would have said it was literature. 

She began to reflect on how she reads literature and how she makes 

meaning. She realized that often she just reads something because the teacher 

said to, or the teacher said this is literature. She sits at home at night and can't 
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figure out what she's reading. She explains that "I noticed I pick up on a lot more 

in English class or if we're discussing something and if I read it the night before, 

they're just words. But suddenly I'm sitting in my desk, in my chair, in English 

class, and everything takes on a completely different meaning." In Anna, there 

seems to be a dawning perception that reading is a social act and in particular, 

that the framework and criteria for identifying literature and for understanding it 

have been "given" to her. This is "received knowledge" imparted in formal 

schooling and as such, has surely affected her notions of aesthetic value. 

I asked her how she was able to include Brautigan's "I Feel Horrible. She 

Doesn't" even though she thought it was the "weirdest poem I ever read." Her AP 

class helped her out in this case since she was able to rise above possible strange 

or offensive content, remembering a class on extreme poems, 

you know, real contemporary stuff, like one poem was just the letter 
W. And this reminded me of that. One of those wacky poems. 

(This seems to contradict her earlier statements about not reading contemporary 

literature in high school English. Anna clarified that the only contemporary 

(modern) literature they read were a few poems in the poetry unit.) 

Rap music also bothered Anna. She included it "reluctantly" and was 

uncomfortable about calling it literature or poetry. "It can teeter either way," she 

admits. It certainly has "detailed images, it's created, and it's an expression of an 
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opinion." But when she compares rap music to her beloved Heart of Darkness, 

"there's no comparison." 

She included a newspaper editorial as literature because "I'm big on 

opinions." When asked how she could put that in the same category as Heart of 

Darkness, she said, "See? that's where I got confused. I think there's literature 

and non-literature, and a kind of fuzzy area." 

She says she avoided discussing the Yaqui Deer Songs as an example of 

anything (though she placed them in her literature category) because the images 

were too bland. 

I think a lot of us are used to graphic, depressing imagery by now. I 
mean, after reading "The Wasteland" by T.S. Eliot, I had nothing 
left to say. I just kind of sat there and thought I was going to be 
struck down by lightning or something. And those Yaqui songs are 
so nice. There's nothing really exciting about it and it's not 
threatening. 

Anna went on to recall another "different culture" she had experienced in 

an earlier literature class: Japanese haiku. Her response was similar to her 

reading of the Yaqui Deer Songs: 

this is nice, some story about birds twittering among the flowers, 
yeah, okay, but there's nothing threatening here, you know, there's 
nothing intimidating me to read this. But if you read Sinners in the 
Hands of an Angry God, you wet your pants. So reading Yaqui 
Deer Songs, you're just, well, you know, this is nice, umhmm. 

I asked Anna about personal taste as a criterion for literature. She felt a need to 

be objective. 



It was really difficult for me. I was trying very hard to be objective. I 
think that's why I went into so much detail on my criteria and I 
tended to babble on about that because I was trying to justify why 
some of these did cross over into literature. I guess I should have 
discussed a novel and a poem. I excluded the poems. 

Anna also excluded all letters. When she discovered the letter to John 

Updike (signed Andy White) was really by E.B. White, she began to reconsider 
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whether it was literature or not, deciding they were "borderline" but "tipped over 

into the not literature side." 

I have to have time to really think about it, there's two great writers 
writing to each other, and I didn't include them. I think that goes 
back to what we were talking about earlier with the names. It 
affects my judgement and it shouldn't. I'm trying to be more 
objective. 

Anna also did what many students did: excluded anything that seemed to 

be "children's literature." Perhaps she was influenced by her intense experiences 

with "literature as defined by AP English" in which only the "deepest texts" and 

the most "complex" are studied. At any rate, she categorized the Native American 

poetry (at least the Yaqui and Papago songs), the Ogden Nash poem, the Richard 

Armour poem, and The Little Prince as "children's literature or songs." I 

mentioned that in religious ceremonies, if we took songs out of context, out of the 

rituals and the culture, they would seem like nothing to some people. Anna 

responded that "it affects you personally because you know the implications of 

what's being said." Ironically, she included the short Brautigan poem (as short as 

Nash, Armour, and the Yaqui and Papago poems) because the imagery was "so 
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vivid. I don't like bland writing." I asked her "Could that be cultural? I mean, 

could you have been educated to that view?" She replied "I never really thought 

about it closely. But obviously that does affect my taste." 

In sum, Anna started out strong and confident on her midterm essay. She 

made a lot of sense when focusing on literature she knew well-- like Heart of 

Darkness. Outside the orbit of texts formally sanctioned as literature by some 

authority, Anna floundered. She could not really articulate what literature was in 

a way that was inclusive of all the texts she grouped as literature, nor could she 

apply her own criteria to unfamiliar texts. She played it safe. When she tried to 

justify her theory applied to texts not assigned a value by someone else, she 

wavered. 

I also thought she demonstrated remarkable maturity in her ability to 

accept uncertainty. In talking through her midterm decisions after the fact, she 

showed she was thinking about her decisions rather than stubbornly clinging to old 

ideas. She was barely beginning to sever the relationship with "literature as 

defined in AP English" and figure out some basic truths for herself. She was 

starting to synthesize ideas. 



186 

Multicultural Literatures Unit 

Before Anna could even respond "freely" to anything, she had to air her 

concerns about the writing without a teacher giving a specific prompt or focus for 

the writing. She loved to map out ideas for essays, making lists and drawing 

arrows between ideas. Her first entry, though, showed considerable anxiety about 

"what she'd heard about college composition." 

I have some concerns regarding our essays. In my AP class last year, 
my writing style improved greatly, especially second semester. 
However, I wrote for my teacher and for myself--the two of us and 
perhaps a friend who would critique my writing being my only 
audience. 

Anna went on to share the rumors she'd heard about "acceptance of your style" 

depending on the whims of your professor and asked me to "scribble down a few 

things that you look for in an essay that I may have more of a clue as to what you 

are looking for." This is all as preliminary to the very first "invention response 

paper." She also told me what Ms. Kelly stressed: "metaphors and similes, 

imagery, and active voice. Because I really learned to write last year, these things 

are inherent in my style." 

The Canon Controversy 

Anna prefaced her discussion of the Pratt (1990) and W. Bennett (1988) 

essays by first discussing culture. She wonders if we should even be "discussing 

the heritage of those who had a sense of pride and accomplishment" rather than 
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asking "ourselves where those things have gone." She thinks our attitude is too 

casual "towards our language, our appearance, and out attitude toward violence" 

and she is tired of critics "thinking in terms of the past, and not about the 

present." She repeats her earlier lament about courses like American History or 

even Western Civilization, saying that 

we have never discussed anything further than World War II. 
Maybe I have these opinions because I'm frustrated that I really 
don't know much past 1945. I would love to be in a class that 
discussed the social issues from Vietnam to the present. I know 
about my heritage, but I don't know how we came about to have 
disheveled fashions, pathetic grammar, and a craving for mindless 
violence. 

After reading the essays on the canon controversy, Anna quickly chose 

sides. In with Mary Louise Pratt, out with William Bennett. She wrote in her 

journal: 

I think Pratt is right on the money. Reading these essays helped me 
to focus my ideas. Western Civilization is not something to be 
scrapped and done away with entirely, but it is definitely not to be 
put front and center on the curriculum. 

She then wrote a more formal rhetorical analysis of the two essays (her invention 

response paper), chiding Bennett for criticizing the new multicultural course at 

Stanford while at the same time using Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr. as 

examples of "great contributors to Western civilization to disguise his narrow-

minded opinions with a mask of tolerance." Calling Bennett's citations of Gandhi 

and King as "ironic and paradoxical," she goes on to identify Bennett's tone as 
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"fear." But it is the personal stories Pratt tells about racial incidents on the 

Stanford campus and how those might be caused by cultural insensitivity that 

makes Anna feel "disturbed" and "sickened." She doesn't believe the problem is 

"ignorance" but rather "intolerance." She accepts wholeheartedly that if teaching 

multicultural approaches can reduce such racial violence, then we must do it. In 

her journal, she explains: 

I believe in educating people about their country's origins, its strong 
and weak points. But as a person gets older, they [sic]become more 
set in their opinions and prejudices. Teach the younger students 
about the Puritans and start introducing international ideas in high 
school, even junior high. The earlier a person begins studying other 
cultures and traditions, the more of a chance they [sic] have of 
developing tolerance and acceptance . . .. The key is to start young. 
Waiting until college is too late. 

Retelling Coyote 

The next focus on multicultural literature came when I told the students a 

Native American coyote tale and asked them to retell what they had heard in 

writing (Sarris, 1990). Anna, like almost all the students in the class, had no 

problem with the plot. She paid careful attention to the details in the story and 

could say "what happened" with little disagreement between the transcript of the 

oral telling (original text) and what her classmates said happened. The 

differences among all the students came over value. Most students felt the tale 

was "silly" and "children's literature." Anna expressed amusement with the entire 

exercise, while remaining quite pleased at her memory's abilty to recall almost 
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every detail of the story. She did, however, exclude the introduction and 

conclusion as extraneous to the plot. She did not see "framing" a story as intrinsic 

to the tale. Considering her dearth of experiences with oral literatures, this is 

neither surprising nor unusual. All in all, Anna behaved like a "good sport" 

humoring the teacher in this somewhat baffling excercise in retelling "children's" 

stories. 

Creation Stories 

Before reading the creation stories, Anna wrote in her journal about her 

own ideas about how creation began. 

I don't have any specific opinion about Creation. My mother is 
Catholic and my father is Jewish, so I don't have much of a religious 
background. My ideas tend to change with whatever I'm reading at 
the time. When we studied Milton's Paradise Lost, I enjoyed the 
ideas behind the religious concept of Creation--it explained a lot of 
things we see even today and is alluded to in many works. However, 
in History we studied the concepts of Darwinism and other scientific 
theories regarding the origins of man. Unfortunately, some of these 
ideas sound good too! So, I consider myself pretty objective in this 
area. 

After reading the various creation stories, Anna did not elect to write about any 

of these stories again in her journal. She did, however, participate in the class 

activity and discussion comparing and contrasting cultural values inferred from the 

origin myths. When the "Greek myths group" was discussing Plato's Symposium, 

several males in the class became offended by Plato's homosexual bent. Anna 

laughed about this and moved quickly to some incisive comments about the 
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possible roles of women in Greek culture that would explain Plato's valorization 

of men at the expense of women who "weren't even good enough for sex!" It was 

all very amusing to Anna. 

The Oral Tradition 

Next Anna and her classmates watched three films on "oral storytellers" 

and discussed the oral tradition. Comparing Leslie Marmon Silko's style in 

Running on the Edge of the Rainbow (Evers 1978) to a collection of southern 

storytellers in Stories Everywhere (Adair 1982) to Spaulding Gray's Swimming to 

Cambodia (Shafransky 1987), her preferences for "vivid language" again surfaced. 

By now, though, she is commenting on this directly: "Culture inherently influences 

stories, storytellers, and audiences." 

With Silko, Anna commented on how the context of the Laguna Pueblo 

stories were integrated into the story so that the "oral history" could be passed 

along. She recognizes that an "oral'inheritance'" means "introducing background 

information regarding the source, characters, setting ... as a means to preserve 

history." She also noticed how Silko "stepped out" of the story frequently, letting 

her audience create their own images while the camera focused on scenery. [My 

thought was the opposite: the photography encouraged the reader to focus on 

those precise images rather than create fresh ones.] 



191 

In Stories EvetyWhere (Adair 1982), Anna noted the use of repetition in 

the "Uncle Remus" stories and realized that was a result of the oral medium. She 

thought that Native Americans tell stories about the land because they were so 

"bound to" it and so, too, the African-Americans "also lived off of [sic] what the 

earth provided, and so used animals and other natural features as sources for 

stories such as Uncle Remus." She commented on the difference in the 

photography of the two films: "Unlike Running on the Edge of the Rainbow, the 

storyteller [in Stories EvetyWhere] is heard and seen, creating a stronger 

connection between the storyteller and the audience." Anna enjoyed watching the 

facial and physical gestures of the tellers and like several students who viewed 

these films, felt strangely neglected or left out of Running on the Edge of the 

Rainbow. She was an outsider--and uncomfortable with that role. 

It was when Anna discussed Spaulding Gray that she got excited and 

became a spokesperson for "Americans:" 

The intense material of his story embodies the grit that appeals to 
Americans. Many forms of modern storytelling attract a very raw 
and passionate aspect of human nature--the desire to evoke violent, 
gut-churning emotions. Some storytellers prefer harsh and shocking 
material because it attracts a larger audience, an audience that has 
been programmed to accept graphic violence in the movies, 
horrifying imagery in books, and brutality on television. 

She felt Gray was the most powerful of the three storytellers because his images 

stuck more in her mind. She was moved by the "ceiling fan that whirled above his 

head as he began to talk faster, telling the audience of how he got stoned on the 
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beach, and as he vomited it turned into a mask of sand, repeating over and over 

again." 

Simply put, he was also the most "memorable of all the storytellers." The 

others "did not affect me emotionally and physically as Gray did." Thus far, 

Anna's taste is reminiscent of her schooling in heavy doses of Anglocentric male-

authored "classics" all of which merge to influence her notions of aesthetic value. 

Later, she read M. Scott Momaday's The Way to Rainy Mountain (1969) 

and struggled. 

When I first read Way to Rainy Mountain, it was difficult to 
understand some of the connections between the myths, the 
historical excerpts, and the reflective paragraphs. I think it's 
because the material is not something familiar or personal to me, 
and so I don't understand the significance of the myths and their 
influences. 

She reread the text after the class discussed the connections between the voices, 

and then wrote in her journal "now although I don't understand where Native 

Americans got their stories from, I know I can definitely appreciate them more 

than before." 

As students prepared to "perform" an essay, showing an understanding of 

the different language demands between written and oral mediums for 

storytelling, Anna became increasingly burdened with stage fright. All her ideas 

seemed childish to her and she wanted to write about "something with a little 

significance!" She said her "problem wasn't the writing but the performance" 
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because she has "no acting skills." I wrote back to her in her journal: "Relax and 

be yourself! Not all of us are performers--tell your story sincerely and the class 

will be with you." But my advice was to no avail. 

Students were to design an essay in a nonlinear, nonchronological fashion-

like the spider's web Leslie Marmon Silko (1979) writes of in describing a Laguna 

Pueblo poetics (p. 54). They were also to produce a written text meant to be 

performed, and were encouraged to make changes between that written text and 

the verbal performance. Anna tried to link concepts of evil, immortality, and 

imagination from different cultures, telling stories of Adam and Eve, Zeus and 

Athena, Vishnu and Rahu, along with her personal reflections. The essay failed 

in many respects. Her attempts to think associatively left huge gaps between 

herself and her audience. The class and myself were confused and could not see 

the connections. One of her peer responders wrote "the audience is not actively 

involved in the storytelling ... nor does there seem to be a central theme to the 

paper. Each chapter focuses on a separate theme ... The audience will be hand

fed the story ... no active thinking required." Anna panicked when it came time 

for her performance and resorted to the role of off-stage director, urging some 

high school friends from last year's AP English class to come into the class and 

"act" out parts of her essay for her. 

Anna wrote clearly when she could control the form and go from A to B to 

C. When she had to weave a different pattern, she seemed unable to make 
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connections. There were no transitions nor links between each story, between the 

different themes. Each separate part of her essay was strong, but it read and 

played like a cacaphony of voices rather than a multi-voiced yet unified text. 

Furthermore, she seemed unmotivated to "try something new" both in reading and 

writing. She was obviously frustrated and unsure of "what I wanted." 

Critics and Conflicts 

In the final unit, students read and compared Willa Cather's Death Comes 

for the Archbishop (1927) and E.A. Mares I Returned and Saw Under the Sun 

(1989). Mares' text is a direct challenge to Cather's portrayal of the Mexican 

priests, particularly Padre Martinez, during the 1800s in Santa Fe, New Mexico. 

Realizing the importance of context, Anna was able to explore the historical 

perspectives of both authors. She avoided taking a stand, though. 

Anna's thesis was to carefully expose the literary devices Cather used to 

portray Latour as a hero and Martinez as a villain. In her explication de texte, 

she examined literary devices, a technique honed in the school of New Criticism 

(aka AP English), focusing primarily on schemes and tropes, getting to character 

and theme secondarily. In other words, literary devices serve to reveal character, 

plot, and theme. She arrives at a cultural standstill with both texts, writing 

Each novel is seen through a different lens, one focusing on the 
French culture, the other on the New Mexican perspective. But 
both authors attack someone's reputation, whether it is Cather's 



derogatory descriptions of Martinez, or Mares' assault on Cather 
and Lamy in defense of his uncle. 

She sees culture as a barrier preventing both writers from seeing the 
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other's point of view. She searches for common ground, showing how similar both 

characters really were. Finally, she writes 

it is ironic to consider how narrow the gap in Cather's unbridgeable 
cultural chasm might have been. 

She feels the ultimate decision as to whom to believe lies with the reader, and 

appreciates both writers' perspectives thus giving readers the "opportunity to 

choose their own interpretation of these four famed and controversial individuals." 

Anna writes her way into a cultural awareness of ambiguity and shows a 

commitment to exploring the contexts from which both writers wrote. But that 

was not the primary focus nor purpose of her essay. This was Anna's best essay in 

terms of maturity of thought, well-developed ideas, and ability to work with critics. 

The contrast between the last essay and this essay was remarkable. 

One More Time: What is Literature? 

At the end of the course, Anna revised her midterm essay on "What 

Literature Is." One of the more distressing parts of her revision was the 

definition. This time she quoted Webster's: "The class of writings in which 

imaginative expression, aesthetic form, universality of ideas, and permanence are 

characteristic features." She then based her revised essay on someone else's 
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definition, playing it really safe this time. After ten weeks of experiencing diverse, 

multicultural literatures, she had more questions than answers about literature. 

One significant change, though, is her dawning awareness of cultural differences. 

She has begun to develop "negative capability." 

She discussed more excerpts this time. She elaborated on Keats' poetry, 

the "imagery of Cortez with his 'eagle eyes' staring at the Pacific is a beautiful 

example of imaginative expression," along with Heart of Darkness, 

. A favorite among students for its straight-forward style and strong 
imagery. The black bank of clouds, the tranquil waterway, and the 
somber overcast sky create a dark and ominous atmosphere. 

She qualifies this by suggesting that using images such as these establish a sense 

of evil that "many, if not all, cultures could understand." 

She also shows a slight awareness of cultural differences and how that 

might affect aesthetic value. For example, she wrote that "the 'Star Spangled 

Banner' may not mean as much to the Yaqui culture, just as the Yaqui Deer 

Songs do not have the same meaning in American culture." (Apparently, Yaquis 

are so foreign to her that she does not include them in American culture at all.) 

She did mention that the Papago songs "exemplify literature because the lyrics are 

often a mirror of a culture." She also felt letters to Santa Claus are culturebound 

since what is traditional in one society may not be in another. Her ideas may 

seem to be only "surface rhetoric" because Anna continues to get emotional and 
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passionate about the classics she is most familiar with. Nonetheless, Anna began 

to realize that aesthetic value is relative. She says 

Literature does not have to be universal; it can be esoteric, directly 
associated with a single culture. 

Thus diverse texts can all be called literature if they "reflect something about the 

people and the thoughts of a culture." She recognizes she has more questions 

than answers at this point, arguing that literature is "something that is extremely 

difficult to define." She wants some kind of a definition to "gauge one's defense 

against" and as such argues for certain criteria to be constant: "literature in any 

form must represent some aspect of a culture, whether it is social, political, or 

economical." Finally, works like Walden and Hamlet have "permanence 

surrounding them" and that allows them to inform society for more than a "brief 

period of time." 

Anna's Recommendations to the 
Advanced Placement College Board 

In her final examination, Anna chose to write about AP English. Anna 

assumes that her high school AP English class was somehow different or better 

than most others. Consequently, she reiterated what her teacher had done and 

recommended it to the rest of the country. 

First, she felt that reading "major works" of literature and writing 

"interpretations outside of class" is a key since it develops students "analytical 
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skills necessary for college." Besides, as she has quickly learned at this university, 

"a documented paper typifies the style of writing which seems to be the mostly 

commonly assigned by professors." 

Anna goes on to list the "classics" students should read, paralleling exactly 

her AP course: King Lear, Heart of Darkness, Crime and Punishment, A Portrait 

of the Artist as a Young Man, and Waiting for Godot, along with short stories 

"Barn Burning" and "A Rose for Emily." She wanted students to read a "minimum 

of three criticisms," read the works outside of class, and write a paper on each 

work. (I was reminded of how Ms. Kelly learned to teach literature--she was 

influenced by what her teachers did. So the circle goes unbroken. Anna will do 

as Ms. Kelly did who does as her university professors did.) 

Second, she stressed giving multiple choice exams in class and following 

them a second day with an in-class, timed writing. Her teacher "continuously 

emphasized that sharpening our timed-writing skills would help us tremendously 

on the AP Exam." (This is in sharp contrast to her teacher's emphatic report that 

she does not stress the exam at all in class, nor does she give multiple choice tests 

with any frequency.) Anna also wants students to write in journals weekly where 

they time themselves with these writings. She feels that "it was this constant 

writing that my peers and 1 feel prepared us for not only the AP exam, but for the 

109H class that a majority of us tested into." 
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Third, Anna discussed how to select the texts. She wanted the power to lie 

entirely with the teachers, not the administration. In this state, high school books 

are provided for students by state law. Students go to the bookstores and get the 

necessary books, turning them in at the end of the year. Bookstores keep 

"recyling" what they have in stock. Apparently at Anna's high school, the book 

store only provided King Lear and Crime and Punishment and the anthology, 

Adventures in Literature. The teacher had to "sneak" the other texts into the 

classroom! Anna feels that "the administration did not fully understand the work 

involved in an AP English course." She felt "very strongly that students need to 

be exposed to a wide variety of works" and felt that the anthology did help, 

though other restrictions certainly hurt. She does not elaborate on "wide variety 

of works." 

Anna's final exam was a poignant tribute to her high school English 

teacher. She gives credit for "much of my success in college to her class and to 

her own talent to teach. Because of her capability as an instructor and her 

compassion as an individual, my peers and I strongly urge that you discuss the 

structure of the AP course with her." 

Finally, Anna comments on the AP exam. She feels that since there were 

no surprises (her AP English class prepared her for "everything" on the test), her 

AP English class was a success. She felt nothing was wrong with the multiple 

choice questions since they required "the level of interpretive thinking" necessary 
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in college. She analyzed the exam in terms of preparedness: no trick questions, 

no surprises all added up to a great exam, in her opinion. 

I do not feel that anything should be changed about the AP exam. 
There were not any trick questions or shocking requests; it was 
straight-forward and self-explanatory. All of the work, the effort 
that Ms. Kelly made us put into the AP class ~ prepared us for 
that exam. Never did I feel I could have learned more or that I 
lacked the knowledge necessary to achieve a high score on the 
exam. 

She concludes with "on behalf of my peers and myself, I thank you for considering 

our suggestions and I sincerely hope that the AP course continues to expand and 

gain national attention." 

Responding, Interpreting, Critiquing 

To Anna's Teacher 

Her story differed quite a bit from Anna's version of AP English. Ms. 

Kelly had a sophistication and a wariness about admitting the AP exam had any 

influence whatsoever in her classroom. In fact, she repeatedly denies that she 

pays any attention to the exam in her teaching. Yet the highly specialized 

language and way of looking at literature that is necessary for students to score 

high points on the AP English exam, and the fact that most of her students who 

do take the exam receive those high scores, suggests otherwise. Whether she 

"knows better" than to admit her curriculum is affected by testing methods or not, 

the evidence suggests that she does teach to the test. 
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Teaching to the test, though, dovetails nicely with her own philosophy 

about what literature is, what texts should be read, and what questions one should 

ask of literature. Indeed, the AP English Literature and Composition Exam is a 

perfect model of an objectivist approach to literature. In order to succeed on this 

exam, students must ignore context and personal, subjective responses. They must 

see literature as only written texts, as fIxed, freestanding objects made up of words 

on a page. The author's life and times are simply not important. In fact, too 

much attention to context or personal response could result in a failing grade on 

the AP Exam. These are the "stuff' of literature, and answers that go too far 

afield do not fare well. 

Though personal responses to literature are not allowed on the APE and 

though Ms. Kelly does not provide writing assignments which allow for free reader 

responses to the literature, she nonetheless tries to relate the literature to the 

students' lives during class discussions. While personal or "aesthetic" responses 

are not pursued in depth in discussions nor pursued at all in writing, she does 

engender a love of literature. Anna is proof of that, for Anna loves "some" 

literature and recognizes her teacher's role in awakening that passion in her. 

Texts are also autotelic. They are unified by form and have formal 

strategies (schemes and tropes) which elevate them to a religious character. In 

other words, the authority lies with the text to reveal its meaning, not with the 

reader. Texts in Ms. Kelly's AP English class are "readerly" rather than "writerly" 
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texts (Barthes, 1974, p. 4). That is, the parameters of meaning--what questions 

are asked of the literature and what kinds of responses are allowed--raise the text 

to a level above the reader. Possible interpretations are limited by the sanctity of 

the text itself, thus making these texts "readerly." Barthes' "writerly" texts, on the 

other hand, allow for readers to actively "rewrite" the texts as they read. But the 

distinctions are clear: "we call any readerly text a classic text" (Barthes, 1974, 

p.4). 

Ms. Kelly stresses relationships of parts to the whole in the discussions of 

literature that go on in her classroom. She naturally prefers complex, deep texts 

since most of the class discussions center only on the written word on each page. 

The influence of New Criticism here is apparent. She emphasizes showing formal 

unity by looking at how parts contribute to a central unifying theme. This is what 

counts as "knowing" literature. And how she teaches literature stems directly from 

how she was taught literature. She has not had any exposure to recent critical 

theory. She stresses an "intellectual" approach to literature, though her personal 

love of literature does emerge. Students know she cares about them, and they 

respond to her personally as well as to the literature. 

Students also have tremendous confidence in what she tells them. She has 

a strong influence on her students. She runs a "tight ship," in which she controls 

every aspect of the course: choosing the texts, making the assignments, designing 

and giving examinations, and even playing the role of "sole audience" for students' 
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writings. Anna expresses comfort with this type of classroom and valorizes it in 

her post-test. Anna also wrote in her journal: 

I have always been influenced by my English teachers as far as what 
literature is, especially in high school. I trust their knowledge of the 
works and their opinions regarding how literature is appreciated in 
this country. 

To Anna 

Several themes emerge with Anna. First, her initial experience with 

intensive reading and writing (about anything) came during her AP English class 

senior year, specifically involving reading and writing about literature using a very 

specialized vocabulary. This had a profound influence on her, even pushing her 

to choose English as a college major. She considers literature an "honorific" 

category, writing in her journal that "certain individuals in the 'upper class' are 

perceived to have the ability to read and write about literature." She truly loves 

"some" literature and is proud to be an insider--one of those people she says have 

read "the classics and can speak and write intelligently about them." In this sense, 

she has certainly absorbed and believes she is part of that culturally literate 

population Allan Bloom thinks is worth teaching. There is little doubt Anna is 

confident that her views about literature are shared by the dominant culture and 

that she seems to have never experienced what it must feel like to be an 

"outsider" in terms of aesthetic values valorized by the academy. After studying 

the classics in high school, especially in AP English, Anna was free in her college 



English class to develop individual tastes and interests. The multicultural 

emphasis in this course exposed her to more cultural diversity in one semester 

than she had ever experienced in schooling before. 
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So the second point I want to make about Anna is that she came to college 

having absorbed the belief that the classics she studied embody not only the best 

tradition, but embody our only tradition. Her identification with a common 

culture (an insider in the dominant culture) was obvious when she wrote about 

"what audiences like" or "what appeals to Americans" or how Heart of Darkness is 

a IIfavorite among students" as universals and felt comfortable as spokesperson for 

the hegemonic ideology. Her own culture is transparent to her. During her first 

serious exposure to aesthetic diversity, only the latter part of this belief changed, 

and only slightly: she still had read the best, but there are "others" out there. One 

could say that Anna's definition(s) of literature evolved over the course. 

She did not change in one way--she continued from beginning to end to 

believe that the themes of Heart of Darkness are universal--all cultures can relate 

to them. But she also recognized that some literatures which she had not 

previously considered literature (from Yaqui Deer Songs to rap) had aesthetic 

value and appeal to "some cultures." What Anna really liked and tolerated never 

changed over the semester. Her identification with what she believes to be the 

preferred texts of our culture, her classics, still held the universal values. She is 

now more aware that the type of work that produces the desired jolt of emotion 
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in her tends to follow a traditional line corresponding with the works she has 

studied in depth in high school English. She is even willing to allow that different 

literatures can have different meanings to different cultures, and settled for some 

kind of cultural relativism as a criterion for literature. On the surface, the 

language she used to discuss and compare literature began to change, mentioning 

that culture is a factor in what is valued. Anna still believes that she has read the 

very best, but she also is willing to accept that she has no longer read the only 

traditions "out there." 

Though her language changed over the course showing an awareness of 

cultural difference, her responses occurred within a very specialized context: a 

course stressing multicultural texts. When given an opportunity to make 

recommendations to the College Board about AP English, Anna reverts to the 

world she knows best and loves dearest, ignoring all texts and experiences from 

this course. 

Third, there is an irony in Anna's distancing herself from some aspects of 

her culture--like violence--yet preferring those same aspects in literature. Yet this 

disjuncture is hardly surprising and indeed, supports the arguments of Eagleton 

(1983), Krupat (1989), Rosaldo (1989), and Pratt (1990) about how literature is 

taught. For example, one of Anna's first journal entries asks how "our" attitude 

toward violence has come to be so casual, lamenting "our craving for mindless 

violence." Yet she wrote over and over again that in literature, audiences want 
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vivid imagery, explaining that "a lot of us are used to graphic, depressing imagery 

by now" and talking about feeling like she'd be struck by lightning after reading 

T.S. Eliot's "The Wasteland" or that she could practically "wet her pants" after 

reading Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God. When she watched Spaulding 

Gray tell stories about Cambodia and Leslie Marmon Silko tell stories of deer 

running on the edge of the rainbow, she tuned Gray in and Silko out. Gray's 

"intense material" embodied the "grit that appeals to Americans" and she liked his 

ability to "evoke violent, gut-churning emotions." Recognizing that "Americans" 

are "programmed to accept graphic violence in the movies, horrifying imagery in 

books, and brutality in television" she felt Gray was the only storyteller who 

affected her emotionally and physically. Referring to the midterm, she felt "those 

Yaqui songs are so nice. There's nothing really exciting about it and it's not 

threatening." 

I am reminded of Terry Eagleton's (1983) rejoinder that literary theories 

are mostly covert in that they don't make explicit connections between what is 

presented as "self-evident" or "universal" doctrines to the "particular interests of 

particular groups of people at particular times" (p. 195). If the way literature is 

taught today strengthens rather than challenges hegemonic culture, then it's no 

wonder students see little connection between "the classics" and power, 

knowledge, and their present-day lives. Thus Anna can agree with Mary Louise 

Pratt's suggestions that racial violence on campus might be related to curricula--or 
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a lack of diversity in curricula--and embrace Pratt's goals and eschew her own 

culture's tendencies toward violence while in almost the same breath, praise the 

"gut-wrenching" and "emotional violence" in the literatures she valorizes, 

dismissing a gentler, more harmonious vision and aesthetics. Connections just 

aren't being made. 

Fourth, Anna's canon is one of faith. She never questions that Joseph 

Conrad's depiction of London and the jungle may not be "her culture" nor that 

Shakespeare's Elizabethan world and soap opera story lines and strange language 

are also not "her culture." She just knows she loves this stuff. Nor did it occur to 

her that in terms of geographical, physical proximity, the Yaqui and Papago 

literatures were far closer to her than Conrad and Shakespeare. In terms of 

intellectual and emotional accessibility and proximity, Native American literature 

of the Southwest, some of it written in her own city, was the most foreign 

literature she had ever encountered. She was not conscious of how much she had 

absorbed from her education, nor why she believed that Conrad was hers and 

Yaqui Deer Songs were someone else's. Underneath it all, I got the feeling she 

was relieved that "her culture" embraced Shakespeare and Conrad. 

Introducing students to multicultural literatures in a one semester course 

may not influence students very much at all. Renato Rosaldo (1989) warns us 

that we 



cannot . . . simply use our imaginations to invent other cultural 
worlds .... Human imaginations are as culturally formed as 
distinctive ways of weaving, performing a ritual, raising children, 
grieving, or healing; they are specific to certain forms of life . . . . 
Cultures are learned, not genetically encoded. (pp. 25-26) 
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Anna began to perceive aesthetic value as personal taste, finding "bland" 

texts not literature (Japanese haiku or Papa go poems) or at least distasteful 

(Yaqui Deer Songs). She has cut her literary teeth on T.S. Eliot, Fyodor 

Dostoyevsky, and William Shakespeare. Like many eighteen years olds, Anna 

goes to movies and rents videos, likes Kurt Vonnegut's Slaughterhouse Five and 

the Indiana Jones movies, and goes to U2 concerts for entertainment. Her 

popular and literary culture along with her family and high school experiences 

(this is, after all, a high school with almost no racial or ethnic diversity) are the 

culture she has learned. She has no realization that the "ideas and behavior [s]he 

accepts most unquestioningly derive their hold upon [her] from the fact that they 

have been unconsciously absorbed from the society about [her]" (Rosenblatt 1938, 

p. 253). Hence, when pressed, she considered "rap" and "Yaqui Deer Songs" as 

literature but literature for "others." 

Fifth, she has never seriously considered context as an issue in reading or 

writing about literature until this composition course. Even now, she could not 

make the leap fr,om the context in which the text was produced to the context of 

her cultural world in 1992. She may have considered what Rosenblatt (1938) calls 

"literary history"; that is, that a "writer is always a member of a particular society 
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and a particular group within that society, his work grows out of the various 

social, economic, and intellectual conditions of his time" (p. 250). She even 

discussed authorial intent in her midterm definition of literature. Discussions in 

Ms. Kelly's class often touched on whether the students had ever "felt" these 

feelings that the characters were experiencing. Indeed, Anna could feel personally 

the object of art as "lived experience." What Anna could not do was build bridges 

from the object of art, the context it was written in, her personal life, and her 

culture at large. Her view of literature is apolitical, stripped of the connections 

between knowledge and power that Eagleton, Rosaldo, Said, Krupat, Kolodny, 

McIntosh, Tompkins, and B. Smith remind us it is fraught with. And she admits 

openly that most of her history and English courses stopped by World War II. 

She has very little idea what happened in the 1960s, what Vietnam or civil rights 

meant to the literature and culture of today. 

For example, when she read Cather and Mares as paired texts, in dialogue 

with each other, Anna responded emotionally to the vivid imagery in Cather, and 

she considered context. But frankly, she was forced to do that since the two texts 

spoke so directly to each other and contradicted each other's view of who was 

hero, who was villain. She had to explore context in order to reconcile the 

differences and write an essay. And exploring context was her third interest, 

behind first analyzing linguistic devices and second, relating them to theme and 

character. Only last did she discuss cultural differences (contexts). 
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But while there were places in the texts that stirred her emotionally, and 

while she could analyze the texts and relate them to the culture of their time, she 

could not see any connection to the culture of today. Racial prejudice was a 

problem "back then" and Cather's art shouldn't be held to today's standards. 

Indeed, it was almost as though I was "sullying" literature's good name by raising 

issues of homosexuality in Plato or racism in Cather. And she had no experiences 

with those kinds of syntheses. Anna loves literature and reads widely and writes 

passionately, but at heart, she is a passive lover and reader. She has blinders on 

between the words on the page and her cultural life. 

Sixth, it should perhaps come as no surprise that Anna seems to have 

internalized very little from this exposure to multicultural literatures. Her final 

examination is proof both of how little she seemed to assimilate and of what a 

powerful influence the canons of methods and texts she has learned hold over her. 

This essay advising the College Board completely skips all discussions of cultural 

relevance, of shifting values in aesthetics from culture to culture, of exposure to 

oral literatures--and strongly argues for a classics, "great books" course in 

literature. There is no mention of other mediums such as oral literatures, no 

mention of grouping texts showing competing interpretations of a theme grounded 

in different contexts, no mention of a need for racial, ethnic, or gender diversity, 

no criticism of objective testing about literature. 
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She shows the powerful effects of being in teacher-centered classrooms for 

most of her life--she is comfortable with that and valorizes it in her final exam. In 

this case, I can safely say that Anna's high school English experiences and in 

particular the AP English course and exam, had a more powerful influence on 

Anna than this course offering alternative views of literatures. But this is not to 

say there was no change. 

Finally, Anna demonstrated features of many different stages of Belenky, 

Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule's (1986) taxonomy. First, the received knowledge 

stage. She equates "receiving, retaining, and returning the words of authorities 

with learning--at least with the kind of learning [she] associates with school" (p. 

39). As Anna said earlier, she often just reads something because the teacher 

says to, sitting at home perplexed at what this means. She is anxious to come to 

school the next day and find out, to receive knowledge. She writes that she has 

"always been influence by my English teachers" and her final examination is proof 

of just that. Also, it is typical of learners at this stage to not "realize that 

authorities have the capacity for constructing knowledge" (Belenky et al. 1986, p. 

39). Anna never questioned how Ms. Kelly arrived at her truths. She just 

swallowed them whole. There is no rebelliousness, no open-ended questioning of 

meanings. There is instead a compliance with authority--in texts, critics, teachers. 

She wrote in her journal that the class discussions in her college 

composition class were "similar to what she did in AP English, but things are not 
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discussed in quite as much detail." She was not used to "touching on major points 

and moving on to something else." In AP English, they would spend "the entire 

hour picking apart one article." She was a little worried because some of her 

former AP friends were reading King Lear in their composition class, and she was 

reading M. Scott Momaday and seeing movies of Leslie Marmon Silko telling 

stories. Furthermore, students had to comment on most of what they read in 

their journals even if it wasn't discussed in class. There was not always an 

explanation or a guided discussion on "what the meaning was." 

Anna also moved comfortably in the realm of procedural knowledge, 

especially with her final essay which followed a traditional literary criticism 

format--a form she knew well from the methods Ms. Kelly had taught her about 

how to analyze literature. But "procedural knowledge is more objective than 

subjective" (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, Tarule, 1986, p. 98). Anna struggles 

with her personal taste, for example, and her stated desire to "be more objective." 

She is still reconciling methodology and received knowledge with what she knows 

intuitively--and how she knows that. Anna may not question what she reads or 

why (if the teacher says "do it") but she knows the methods for how to analyze it. 

When a student can rely on both objective and subjective ways of knowing, she 

can integrate her own ideas with received knowledge and use the procedures 

while constructing her own knowledge. She can truly read the critics without just 

skimming for key words--even though that was one of the "few rebellious things I 
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did academically," says Anna. She felt she was somehow maintaining control over 

her ideas and her right to be not bored or distracted from what she cared about. 

In many ways, this multicultural literature unit reinforced the sanctity of 

the canons of texts and methods valorized in AP English. After all, Anna's best 

essay in terms of lucidity, maturity of thought, balancing of critics, and 

development was her final critical essay about the Cather' and Mares' texts. She 

got her best grade on that essay and she felt the most successful as a student. She 

also told me that the kinds of writing and thinking she had to do in AP English is 

what is valued at this university--she is doing well with her "procedural 

knowledge." Her worst grade was on the oral literatures unit. She could not 

succeed as easily with a new form of thinking, with making connections 

associately, with responding to Momaday and imitating both Momaday and Silko. 

Now that the course is over and I have some distance from it all, I wonder 

if I, too, am so influenced by a certain kind of thinking and writing about texts 

that I reward it regardless of what I say I'm up to. I reinforced her deepest 

beliefs: that a certain kind of reading and writing gets better grades in the 

academy than risks and experiments with different forms and contents. I am now 

especially cautious to compare the other students' responses to the oral literatures 

essay versus the traditional critical essay about literature. 

By the time Anna read Cather and Mares, she had taken a tiny step into 

the world of constructed knowledge: she was understanding that "answers to all 
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questions vary depending on the context in which they are asked and on the frame 

of reference of the person doing the asking" (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldgerger, 

Tarule, 1986, p. 138). She speaks of the "lens" through which Mares and Cather 

view the world differently. In revising her midterm, she juxtaposes the "Star 

Spangled Banner" with Yaqui Deer Songs to explain how texts are loaded with 

different meanings to different cultures, and she recognizes that letters to Santa 

might not matter in all societies, and that Papago songs are often a "mirror of a 

culture." She even says "literature doesn't have to be universal, it can be esoteric." 

How much she has internalized is hard to say. After all this, she also reasserted 

in her midterm revision that the imagery in Heart of Darkness established a sense 

of evil that "many, if not all, cultures could understand." This was the only text 

which was universal to Anna. Nonetheless, she is starting to embrace her own 

metaphor: she is trying to look at texts through more than one lens. Rosenblatt 

(1938) writes that a 

few scattered discussions of literature could have little or no 
influence on students' attitudes toward people. Any such influence 
would be the cumulative effect of many experiences with literature, 
many free interchanges of opinion among students and teachers, 
many such emotionally motivated insights. (p. 246) 

One sixteen-week college course, only ten weeks of which are on literature, that 

meets twice a week for 75 minutes each time, can hardly be expected to 

revolutionize the thinking of our students. Based on her journals, essays, and 

interviews over the semester, I can cautiously add that there is some change in 
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Anna, some awakening to the shifting politics of aesthetic values, some maturation 

intellectually and emotionally. Change takes time; to mature it needs reflection 

and reinforcement from many different places. It is also obvious that if we want 

to effect real change in our students' attitude toward diversity, we have to start 

long before college. The whole fabric of Anna's view of literature is hardly 

unraveling. It has only developed the smallest of tears. 

Postscript: Anna Responds One Year Later 

Stories Within, Beside, and Aa:ainst 

A year has passed and Anna and I have had lots of time to think about our 

collaboration and dialogue in this course and in this project. Anna read over this 

chapter and corrected some minor inaccuracies. She also responded in the 

margins--beside and against the stories within. Some of her comments have now 

been incorporated in the chapter. Others follow. 

-Sharing writing with friends is no longer confined to English classes or 

school-related activities: "This is changing," she writes. 

--On the transcripts of the audiotaped interviews where she occasionally 

speaks in run-on sentences. "Does it have to read that way?" 

--On my observations of Ms. Kelly's class: "sounds similar to the class I was 

in" writes Anna. As she read Ms. Kelly's quotes in this chapter, she wrote "I can 

hear Ms. Kelly saying every word!" She writes in the margins that she "loved the 



[AP] class discussions and found them especially helpful in understanding the 

text." 
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--On why she is conscious of Joseph Conrad as art and E. B. White's letter 

as non-art, "I never realized how much I was influenced by the classics until I had 

to write this [midterm essay], and we discussed the results." 

--Outside the orbit of texts formally sanctioned as literature, I wrote that 

"Anna floundered." She responded "Anna practically drowned!" 

--On retelling coyote (where Anna carefully recalled almost every detail in 

retelling the coyote story she heard orally yet skipped the introduction and 

conclusion and ignored the verbs so important to this Native American tale): "I 

kept thinking of how Ms. Kelly stressed details, details, details ... " 

--On Greeks, Plato, and homophobia, she writes that she studied the roles 

of women in "AP English and in my Comparative Literature class ... you have to 

admit, it was funny how worked up the guys got about the topic!" 

--On Spaulding Gray and her enjoyment of the "violent, gut-churning 

emotions" he evoked, she admits "that is rather contradictory to my dislike for 

violence." 

--On her oral performance, spider web essay: "That was a very difficult 

assignment for me. I knew the links [between my stories] were weak yet I was at 

a loss." 
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--On her critical documented essay: "I loved this assignment. I was much 

more comfortable about the material. .. which probably goes back to my attempts 

to objectify things." 

--On rewriting her midterm defining literature: "I know I tend to be 

conservative when I feel backed into a comer." 

--On her final exam in which she reiterated what her AP English teacher 

had done and recommended it to the rest of the country: "It makes me nervous to 

think I am so easily influenced. I suppose I never questioned her [Ms. Kelly's] 

methods because I learned so much as a result of that class." 

--On the influence of the APE on her class: "I felt the AP exam was 

emphasized. Maybe not in a very apparent manner, but it was generally in the 

back of my mind when I had timed writings. Ms. Kelly talked about the timed 

writings in relation to the AP exam, too." 

--On the value of her AP English course: "Of all the classes I took my 

senior year (heck, in high school period), that is the one that I still use in my 

current classes. The writing skills she [Ms. Kelly] taught me proved invaluable. 

Teachers in college reinforce points Ms. Kelly made. I attribute my writing 

success to her." However, Anna feels her "poignant tribute" to her high school AP 

teacher in her final exam could have been "toned way down." 

--On timed writings: "I still despise timed writing," She suggests students 

should be allowed to submit a paper of their own choice to the College Board for 
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their APE since "timed writing is no reflection of how I write." Maybe the exam 

was successful because there were no surprises on it, but Anna also feels it was a 

success because the "knowledge I gained broadened me as a person and a 

student." 

--On aesthetic versus efferent responses to literature: "I think she [Ms. 

Kelly] was trying to make us objective and articulate writers with an 

understanding of the passion of literature ... but I think the examiners were 

looking for an argument, not creativity, and now I see that was a fault with the 

exam." When Anna took practice exams for the APE, she always asked herself 

"What are they looking for? What are they looking for? I'd ask myself over and 

over again." 

--On writing for one audience, her teacher, and eschewing peer work: 

"Teachers are more impartial; if your peers don't like you, they'll be spiteful, and 

if they like you, they'll be too nice." 

--On multiculturalism: "I admit, Native American literature was more 

foreign to me than dead white guys, but it was all I was ever taught. That's why I 

argue for multiculturalism taught at a young age, because I am a prime example 

of how narrow a person's experiences are when they are not taught these things 

earlier. Geez, Native Americans live right here and even now I have only 

scratched the surface." 



219 

--On the types of literature read and the themes stressed in AP English: 

Not one novel we read in AP avoided the issue of madness or death of the human 

condition. That's all we talked about with Crime and Punishment, Heart of 

Darkness, and Faulkner's stories ... That's probably why I read The Secret 

Garden during the summer. I needed a break. Yet in your class, I turned right 

back to it ... " 

--On cultural awareness: "I totally agree with [your] observation" that I was 

not conscious of how much I absorbed from my education. Anna disagrees that 

she is "relieved" that her culture embraces Conrad and Shakespeare. She prefers 

the word "comforted." 

The Story After 

One year later, Anna wrote the following response paper to this chapter: 

I have never participated in a project like this one, and I must admit, it is 

rather strange being scrutinized. When I wrote essays, journal entries, or 

invention response papers, I never imagined my work as having any further use, 

save my own personal experience and academic growth. I know you told us you 

were keeping our work and we agreed to help you with this project, but in all 

honesty I had no idea I would be studied so closely. If I had known, I probably 

would have tried to be a super-student. And you needed "honest" writing. So in 

all fairness to you, I hold no grudge! Actually, I see this as a learning experience. 
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Not only do I have a different perspective on educational mewthods, but I have 

also gained an insight into my own behavior and thoughts. This case study reveals 

things about myself that I otherwise would probably not have noticed; it is an 

awakening to an entirely new form of thinking. Although I will always love and 

defend "my classics," I now realize that Hamlet and Heart of Darkness were not 

the only forms of literature to ever be produced. 

Throughout 109H, I had these strange and unexplainable sensations about 

some of the work we were required to do; specifically, the "What is Literature?" 

midterm and rewrite and the Storytelling unit. I was never able to articulate 

these uncomfortable feelings until I read your case study of me. I now realize 

why I was so bothered by those assignments: I was completely out of my league 

whenever we discussed anything outside of the traditional male-dominated canon I 

was educated from throughout high school, and I was aware of this only at a 

subconscious level. 

I had never been exposed to a multicultural approach to teaching until 

109H. My advanced English classes in high school, including AP, focused 

primarily on American writers or authors of "the classics," referring briefly to 

Eastern and Native American culture only if something in their philosophy 

pertained to what we were discussing at that time. Otherwise, the literature we 

studied was dominated by white male authors. In retrospect, it is no wonder to 

me now why I would run home to Conrad on my "What is Literature?" midterm, 
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or why I had such difficulty with my Storytelling essay and presentation--they 

challenged me in areas I had no prior experience with, and I faltered. I had 

never really considered what literature was, I just assumed it was whatever my 

English teachers presented to me. When I had written the "What is Literature?" 

essay and discriminated for myself, I fell back on the "great works." Again, I had 

a peculiar feeling while reading over the given selections and writing this 

assignment, but could not explain my uneasiness. The same applies for the 

Storytelling unit; I felt uncomfortable with having to weave together different 

methods of communication but did not know why. I could write about individual 

ideas, but I could not relate them to one another, unifying the entire paper. I 

knew my links were weak, and after futile attempts to correct them, I resigned 

myself to my feelings of frustration. 

With regards to my final, I feel that the "time" issue, as well as what I 

addressed, factored into the response I gave. It is no secret to you that I despise, 

loathe, and dread timed writing. Saying that I am a bit picky about writing is an 

understatement; I am practically uptight about my work. I will often agonize over 

a sentence until the word is found, until the idea is expressed--basically, until I am 

perfectly satisfied with what I have written. So, when I am given a specific 

amount of time to work with, I don't have my wonderful computer before me, and 

I am not able to ponder and brood over my ideas, I panic. Usually, panic means 

running home to what I know best--classics. The fact that I was uncomfortable 
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from the beginning partially explains why I ignored the multicultural aspect of 

what I had learned that semester, and immediately focused instead on the AP 

curriculum and methods. I'm not arguing that my final would have brimmed over 

with praises of multiculturalism if it had been "take home;" I had not developed 

that aspect of my thinking at that time. But considering that my "take home" 

revision of my midterm did include an acknowledgement of cultural diversity and 

the esoterical, I do feel that I at least would have made an effort to incorporate it 

into my "letter." However, this, if anything, reinforces the idea that the classics 

were an inherent and dominating influence on my thought processes. 

I do not regret having a background in classics, nor do I resent my teachers 

for eduating me almost solely on those works. Far from it. I appreciate my 

education and the efforts of my former teachers to expand my knowledge in a 

subject area I love very much. But, as deep as my respect and appreciation may 

be, I do not feel that the education process is fully benefiting students by not 

giving them the opportunity to study multiculturalism in school. As a former AP 

student and product of this method, I am a prime example of an individual with a 

limited perspective of cultures and other forms of literature, including those 

existing in one's own community. 

I am now in my third semester of college and subsequently have had more 

experience with multiculturalism. I have taken an Intercultural Perspectives class 

in which we focused on the literature and art of Native American, Mexican 



223 

American, and Mrican American peoples. I am currently taking Women's 

Studies: Plato to Plath, and the reading lists consists of Chopin's The Awakening, 

Gilman's Herland, Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale, and Morrison's Beloved. I am 

also taking History of Women, studying the roles of Native American, Mrican, 

Irish, Puritan, and other European women from 1600 to Reconstruction. In fact, I 

am seriously considering a minor in Women's Studies. I feel very strongly that it 

is important to study what is often overlooked, and am trying to explore my 

options rather than limit them. The temptation to "run home" still exists, and I 

will always love classical literature, but I have reached a point of understanding 

that will not allow me to ignore or simply "tolerate" multiculturalism. The classics 

will never die, they just won't be the only ones alive. 

Notes 

1. The data in this section are based on survey information supported by one 
interview with Anna, one classroom visit and interview with her teacher. The 
information may seem "dry" because most of it was extrapolated from her survey. 

2. The rest of the data in this chapter come from interviews, observations, and 
writing (journals, short response papers around a focus, long essays, in-class essay 
examinations ). 
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CHAPTERS 

SEVEN OTHER STUDENTS: 
CONTEXTS AND ADVANCED PLACEMENT ENGLISH 

In this chapter, seven other first year college students are compared with 

Anna and with one another. The purpose of this comparison is to note 

similarities and differences among these Advanced Placement (AP) students' 

backgrounds and also to describe their AP English classes and their preparation 

for the Advanced Placement English Examination (APE) in order to foreground a 

discussion of their responses to multicultural literatures in their journals, essays, 

and taped interviews (in Chapter 6). 

Contexts 

The following section discusses the families, communities, high school and 

college experiences of the eight students in this study. First, in "Families" I 

discuss size of families, education of parents, and ethnic and linguistic background 

of families. Next, in "Communities" I discuss the range of high schools in this 

study including the size, ethnic percentages, percentages of students attending 

college, dropout rates, and variety of AP courses offered. There are five different 

cities or towns represented by these eight high schools as well as private and 

public schools. In "High School Rankings, Scholarships, AP Courses and Credits" 

I discuss the eight students' high school successes and honors as well as the 
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number of AP courses each student enrolled in, the number of APEs each student 

took, and the number of AP credits he or she entered college with. Finally, in 

"College: Grade Point Averages, Majors, Activities" I bring the eight students up

to-date by discussing their current status in the university. Though this chapter is 

predominantly about seven other students (besides Anna), this section compares 

all eight students in the study. The seven other students are Brad, Sarah, Kevin, 

Ashish, Jane, Joel, and Matthew. 

Families 

Though the eight students in this study are from different communities, 

sociological backgrounds, and socio-economic strata, there are striking similarities 

in their families. Seven of the eight students in the sample are oldest children 

and seven are from two parent families. In addition, six of the students are from 

families of two children, have college educated parents, are of European 

ethnicities, and speak only English. Kevin and Brad are the exceptions. Brad is 

the oldest of four and Kevin is the oldest of three children. None of their parents 

has college degrees making them the only first generation college students in the 

sample. The education of the other students' parents varies: there are two Ph.O.'s 

(both college professors), one M.D., four Master of Arts' degrees, three Bachelor 

of Arts' degrees, one Associate of Arts' degree, and five parents with some or no 



college, four of whom are Brad's and Kevin's parents. It is also interesting to 

note that five of the sixteen parents are teachers, or 31.25 percent. 
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These students are mixed in ethnicity and race, though six of the students 

are of European ancestry and are at least third or fourth generation Americans. 

Ethnicity includes English, Irish, Scottish, French, German, and Russian (two 

students' mothers are Irish and fathers are Russian Jews). The remaining two 

students are from Thailand and India. Jane's parents were born in Thailand 

though she was born in Brooklyn, N.Y. within six months of her parents' arrival in 

the United States. Ashish was born in Calcutta, India and moved to this country 

when he was eighteen months old. He has been a U.S. citizen for two years. 

Additionally, of the three parents holding doctorate degrees, one is Ashish's father 

(Ph.D) and one is Jane's father (M.D.). 

The linguistic context of six of the students' home lives is English-only and 

English-first. Though several of the students have studied foreign languages for 

years and consider themselves somewhat knowledgeable in another language, only 

two of the students are truly bilingual: Jane and Ashish. In both of their homes, 

English is a second language. Jane's family speaks Thai and English while 

Ashish's family speaks Bengali and English. 
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Communities and Schools 

These students attended eight different high schools in five different cities 

within one southwestern state (see Table 1). The diversity of size, ethnic 

percentages, percentages of students attending college, dropout rates, and variety 

and quantity of AP courses represents a range of types of high schools offering 

AP courses (or in Joel's case, students who take the APE without enrolling in a 

designated AP course). In addition, these schools represent different philosophies 

about offering AP courses and about encouraging students to take the APE. The 

schools include a private, all-girls college preparatory high school located in a 

large city; two public high schools located in a middle class suburb serving both a 

large university population and a mixed ethnic and less advantaged population; a 

prestigious college preparatory school for academically gifted students located in a 

large city, nicknamed nAP Tech" because it claims to offer every AP course listed 

by the College Board except Latin, Philosophy, and Studio Art; a public high 

school in one of the wealthiest suburbs in the United States, serving an exclusive 

and entirely white population; a public high school in a foothills section of a large 

city, serving the "upwardly mobile" and professional popUlation; an inner city 

public high school suffering from years of neglect and recently approved for a 

multi-million dollar renovation, serving a working class neighborhood of mixed 

ethnicity; and a rural public high school located in an isolated part of the state, 

serving a community of 6500 where most of the community is spread over 



hundreds of miles of Navajo reservation and bused to school and where Anglo 

students are the minority. 

Table I 

Demographics of the Secondary Schools Attended by the Eight Students in 
the Sample 

Schools Attended By 

Anna Jane Sarah Joel Ashish Kevin Brad Matthew 

Size 2200 836 1822 2177 634 1120 900 1650 

Type 
Public X X X X X X X 
Private X 

Percentage 
Ethnic-Racial 
Distribution: 

White 83.7 83.4 75.0 66.9 72.99 51.42 42 93.9 

African 
American 1.3 1.1 4.7 4.0 3.9 9.93 0 .8 

Hispanic 
American 13.0 9.7 13.1 15.1 15.2 29.3 0 1.8 

Native 
American .4 .4 2.1 7.3 1.7 4.17 58 1.2 

Asian 
American 1.6 5.4 3.9 3.7 7.1 5.18 0 2.4 
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Table Continued 
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Percentage 
Attending 
College 88.7 98.3 50.0 50.0 99.0 30.0 25.0 92.1 

Percentage 
Dropping 
Out 4.0 0 11.5 13.8 .2 9.2 * 5.4 

Number of AP 
Courses 11 9 1 0 15 5 2 8 

* The counselor at Brad's high school said he "would not care to speculate on the 

dropout rate. We are in one of the most transient areas of the United States. It's 

hard to say what the dropout rate really is since with the extended clan concept of 

the Navajos, these folks pack their bags and move around a bit. Many attend 

other schools and don't really drop out. But the population is so unstable I would 

not even touch that one." 

It is no surprise that the data suggests a relationship between education 

and socio-economic level. Kevin and Brad stand out from the other six in several 

ways regarding schooling and background. Their parents have little or no college 

education--Kevin's father is a surveyor for a maintenance company and Brad's 

father is an electrician while both their mothers are receptionists; both students 

attended high schools with high ethnic-racial distributions--Brad actually attends a 

minority-majority high school; both of their high schools have low percentages of 

students attending college; both students live in middle to lower middle class 
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neighborhoods. This will be significant later in the chapter when the philosophies 

about AP English and the APE are discussed. 

It is necessary to point out that their schools do not offer the fewest AP 

courses in the sample. In spite of a low number of students matriculating to 

college, Kevin's school offers five AP courses and Brad's school offers one. What 

we do not know is how many students take the APE and do well enough to earn 

college credit. At first glance we might say that a school's mere offering of AP 

courses does not necessarily equate with equity in terms of offering challenging, 

intellectually rigorous courses. Indeed, Sarah and Joel attended high schools with 

almost no AP offerings, yet they entered college with far more AP credits than 

Brad or Kevin.1 

HiCh School Rankings. Scholarships, AP Courses, Credits 

Anna graduated from high school in the top 25 percent of her class; the 

rest of the students in the sample were considerably higher in rank. One student 

graduated in the top 10 to 15 percent, and five graduated in the top 3 percent or 

higher: one in the top 3 percent, two in the top 2 percent, and two in the top 1 

percent. Ashish's school does not rank its students. He can only say he 

graduated with a 3.6 GPA out of a 4.0 scale. One of the students was 

valedictorian (Brad). Five of these eight students have college scholarships and 

one is a National Merit Scholarship winner (Kevin). 
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These students took anywhere from zero to eight AP courses in high 

school. In addition, they took from one to five AP exams, and entered the 

university with six to thirty-three credits from AP scores (see Table 2). 

Table 2 

Advanced Placement Courses. Exams. and Credits Earned by the Eight Students 
in the Sample 

Anna Jane Sarah Joel Ashish Kevin Brad Matthew 

AP Courses 
Enrolled 1 

AP Exams 
Took 1 

AP Credits 
Earned 6 

3 

1 

6 

1 o 

2 4 

14 15 

8 1 2 1 

5 1 2 1 

33 6 9 6 

It is interesting to note that Sarah and Joel have the second and third most 

AP credits yet they both attended high school in the same suburban school district 

that does "not believe in AP." Sarah's English course is the only AP course in the 

district. 

Colle2e: Grade Point Avera2es, Majors, Activities 

Grade Point Averages range from 3.0 to 3.81 after one semester of college. 

The eight students' majors include two in pre-med, one undecided, one in English 



(Anna), one in engineering, one in business, and two with double majors in 

journalism-political science and journalism-German. 

All eight students were active in extracurricular activities in high school. 
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Seven of them remain involved in one or more activity or do volunteer work in 

college. Joel recently won Freshman "Man of the Year" at this university. 

In sum, these students are from predominantly middle and upper middle 

class neighborhoods, attending schools with high numbers of students 

matriculating to colleges. They excelled in high school and continue to do so in 

college--both in and out of the classroom. Most are from families headed by 

parents with post-secondary degrees who stressed education and college for their 

children. They have been in honors programs for their entire four years of high 

school. It is hard to know which came first--the profile of an honors student or 

their lives--since the fit is so perfect. The two exceptions in this study are Kevin 

and Brad, whose families and communities go against the grain of "typical honors 

student." 

Advanced Placement English 

In this section, I discuss the Advanced Placement English course--canons of 

methods and texts--of seven students and their teachers. In "Seven Students' 

Stories" I use survey data and personal interviews with these students to discuss all 

aspects of the curriculum--teaching techniques and evaluation techniques used, 
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texts read (genres, titles, authors), types of writing done, process of writing used. 

"Their Teachers' Stories" is based on interviews and classroom observations of 

these seven students' high school AP teachers. I discuss experience, education, 

class sizes. Next, in "Classroom Observations" I report on my experiences inside 

seven AP English classrooms. In "Syllabi and Reading Lists in AP English" I 

compare how the AP English courses are organized pointing out significant 

similarities and differences. In "Philosophies of Teaching Literature" I quote the 

four teachers who were willing to discuss this topic. 

Seven Students' Stories 

These seven students report almost duplicate experiences in AP English to 

Anna's story. Students read almost exclusively "the classics" with Shakespeare 

being read more than any other writer. The other "given" is Joseph Conrad's 

Heart of Darkness. The AP English courses are neither gender nor racially 

integrated. Ralph Ellison seems to be the token minority, though his status is 

arguably canonical. Women don't fare much better: Jane Austen, the Bronte 

sisters, and Virginia Woolf have managed to work their way into AP English 

curricula. There are more women read in short story, essay, and poetry units than 

in the novel and drama categories. Written texts are valorized over oral 

literatures. Western culture is covered to the exclusion of "almost" all else--
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Kevin's teacher does integrate Asian literature. Students read little contemporary 

literature. 

Discussion and topics for writing focused more on texts rather than 

contexts. Reading the Great Books and writing about formal elements of 

literature seems to drive the AP curriculum. Process writing (Le., finding a topic 

you are interested in, writing multiple drafts, revising in the presence of an 

audience, collaborating and participating in peer workshops, writing for different 

audiences and different purposes) is not practiced at all in five of these students' 

AP classrooms, and is not the main focus in the other three students' AP 

classrooms. Teaching styles valorize solitary activities, eschewing group work and 

collaboration. 

The average class size of these students' AP English courses was 26 

students; the smallest was Brad's at 14 and the largest was Jane's at 33. There is 

unanimous agreement among these seven students on the most frequently used 

teaching techniques: discussion and independent work; six said in-class writing 

(most are timed). Five of the seven students said independent study, creative 

interpretations, and lectures were also main teaching techniques used. There 

were eight teaching techniques mentioned only once by different students. The 

conclusion to be drawn here is that while there is some individual variation 

among the AP classes, the dominant teaching techniques are the same. 
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There was also unanimous agreement on the least frequent teaching 

technique in AP English: field trips. Second to this was use of any audio visual 

aids. Television, VCRs, records/tapes, overhead projectors were mentioned 

twenty-four times by these eight students as almost never used. Six students listed 

textbook exercises as one of the least used teaching techniques, and five students 

said projects, writing workshops in class, conferences, journal writing, and 

dramatic readings were also seldom used teaching techniques. There were nine 

techniques mentioned by only one or two students as least used teaching methods 

and these included all group and collaborative work. 

Again, the conclusions are that there are striking similarities in what is not 

done in A.P. English classes, though there are variations among the teachers. The 

lack of any audio visual aids also reinforces the premise that A.P. English 

valorizes written texts. This is not a course about literatures (thus cultures) who 

did not produce almost all of their literatures in writing. It hardly seems 

necessary, therefore, to use audio visual equipment for a Great Books curriculum. 

The delivery of the content stresses reading and writing almost exclusively. 

Spontaneous responses or personal responses to literature (such as journal writing 

might encourage) are also not utilized. Whether implicitly or explicitly 

understood, the canons of methods favored suggest this is a course about aesthetic 

values and about what counts and what does not count as poetics. 
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Joel was the only student to list "in class writing" as the least used teaching 

technique. Contrasted with the six students who said it was the most used 

teaching technique, it is significant to note that Joel happens to be the only 

student in the sample who did not take an AP English class. 

In discussing evaluation techniques used most frequently in AP English, 

there was unanimous agreement on three methods: essay tests, compositions, and 

poetry/prose analysis. Four students felt book reports and objective tests were 

frequently used evaluation methods. All seven students agreed that the least used 

evaluation technique was conferences. Five students felt that notebooks and four 

felt vocabulary tests and exams that were 50% essay-50% objective were 

infrequently used to evaluate students. Both the teaching techniques and the 

evaluation tools employed most frequently also suggest that collaboration is not 

valued. Students work alone and pride themselves on their private relationship 

with texts or tests. Though there is discussion, it is teacher-led and suggestive of 

what to focus on before and during reading and writing. This was reinforced 

when I talked to their teachers and when I taught these same students in first year 

composition. 

Along these same lines, when I asked these students if they discussed any 

of these texts with their peers, or if they shared any writing with their peers, like 

Anna they said "no." They felt to varying degrees that their essays were "private" 

and they seemed anxious about sharing their ideas with one another. In general, 



these students read and write about literature only within the confines of an 

English course. 
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Explaining this in terms of educational dialectics, one might look at the 

polar opposites Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule (1986) created to 

analyze how women arrive at meaningful knowledge (pp. 237-238). For example, 

they have "being with others" as signified by collaboration and cooperation in 

opposition to "being alone or on one's own" as signified by solitary and 

competitive working styles (p. 237). Just as certain classroom dynamics stress one 

or the other, so, too, individuals, regardless of gender, may learn better in one or 

the other environment. Elbow (1973) has a similar dialectic for ordering of 

thought and experience: the doubting versus the believing game (pp. 147-191). 

The doubting game is analogous to the concept of "critical thinking." Its players 

seek truth by "seeking error" (p. 148). They learn to doubt everything, questioning 

logically, rationally, and with much evidence (p. 161). This is as old as Socrates. 

The doubting game represents character traits such as extrication, disengagement, 

detachment, solitary or adversary activities. 

The believing game is also a "disciplined intellectual dialectic whose 

practice makes people more perceptive, flexible, and generally more intelligent; 

and it reinforces character traits which our culture badly needs" argues Elbow 

(1973, p. 190). Character traits of the believing game stress involvement, 

projection, commitment, and working in a group (pp. 178-179). Elbow argues for 
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a balance of both games. These dialectics will prove helpful later in 

understanding these students' responses to multicultural literatures, styles of 

teaching including group work, and writing assignments far different than what 

they've experienced before. Suffice it to say at this point, the classroom dynamics 

they are most accustomed to stress "being alone" rather than "collaboration or 

group work." As Elbow (1973) points out, the character traits of the doubting 

game reinforce "our culture's conception of intellectuality" (p. 179). 

Though only two of the students reported that they used literature 

anthologies in their AP English class, according to their teachers most actually 

had anthologies. All the AP English classes supplement anthologies with 

paperbacks, though. Breadth of coverage is comprehensive: students read, on the 

average, twelve novels, forty poems, fifteen short stories, five plays, and ten essays 

in AP English. Depth of coverage varies for each work. 

Most of these classes stressed British literature, though they all read some 

American literature. Several read Russian novels and plays, as well. Reading 

lists are based on the AP Recommended Reading List (see Appendixes B and C). 

It will be tedious to list every single author and text these students said they read. 

Let me just say that there are no controversial or noncanonical texts, few 

contemporary authors, very few women, and no minorities. In sum, they listed 

forty-nine authors. The only authors whose works merited inclusion of more than 

one text in the curriculum were Shakespeare (six plays), Conrad (a novel and 
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short story), and Faulkner (two short stories). The only women mentioned out of 

these forty-nine authors were Virginia Woolfe, Emily Bronte, Jane Austen, Emily 

Dickinson, Sylvia Plath, Kate Chopin, Shirley Jackson. Kurt Vonnegut and 

Graham Greene were the most contemporary authors students remembered 

reading. 

Students mentioned no minorities. Let me clarify that this does not mean 

they did not read any minorities. Indeed, when interviewing their teachers and 

following up with more interviews with the students, I discovered that they had 

read some minority literature, specifically Lorraine Hansberry's A Raisin in the 

Sun and Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man. 

Students could remember titles of novels and plays, but with poetry and 

short stories, they could only remember authors. In addition, there were lots of 

confusing entries. For example, one student said his favorite short story was 

"Secret Sharer" by Thomas Hardy. Another said his favorite poem was "Essay on 

Criticism" by Pope. Still another said a favorite short story he read was by 

Christopher Marlowe while someone said The Cherry Orchard was his favorite 

short story. 

One began to wonder what kind of an impression such a voluminous dose 

of literary classics left. Indeed, Rosenblatt (1978) writes that "few can assimilate a 

steady diet of masterpieces" (159). This also concerned Poe (1914) who worried 
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about a reader's ability to attend to intense literary experiences for long periods 

of time or to sustain a high level of aesthetic feeling (VI, 3-4). So, too, Coleridge 

(1907) felt there could be no "long poem" because readers could not sustain 

emotional intensity over a prolonged period of time (II, 11). 

Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule (1986) explain how in the 

"procedural knowledge" stage, "form predominates over content" (p. 95). It's as 

though these AP students have learned the methods of how to approach literary 

texts valorized by the APE, but have not really paid attention to what they 

actually read. The result is what Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule (1986) 

call a "curious dissociation between means and ends" (p. 95). This is reinforced 

when, on the first day of class, the students listed the books they read over the 

summer. 

Contrast this with their "favorite texts" in AP English. Favorite works in 

AP English were divided into genres by the students. Their favorite novels were 

Steppenwolf, Heart of Darkness, Catcher in the Rye, The Plague, Farewell to 

Arms, and the two female students, Jane and Sarah, chose Wuthering Heights and 

The Little Prince. (Anna's favorite novels were Heart of Darkness and Crime and 

Punishment.) Favorite poems: "Hollow Men" (Eliot), "Beowulf', "A Man Said to 

the Universe" (Crane), "Ozymandias" (Shelley), "Rime of Ancient Mariner" 

(Coleridge). Favorite short stories were "The Lottery," "Greasy Lake", "Secret 

Sharer", "Basement Room," and Anna's favorite, "A Rose for Emily." Favorite 
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plays were Midsummer Night's Dream, Hamlet, Doll's House, The Importance of 

Being Earnest, Othello. Anna chose The Misanthrope and Waiting for Godot. 

Given freedom of choice during the summer after AP English and before 

college, these students reported reading The Secret Garden, Stephen King's 

Salem's Lot and Four Past Midnight, F. Lee Bailey's The Defense Never Rests, 

James Clavell's Shogun, all Sherlock Holmes stories, William F. Buckley's 

Mongoose. 1961, Margaret Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale, Ann Tyler's Dinner at 

the Homesick Restaurant and Searching for Caleb, Autobiography of Malcolm X, 

P.G. Wodehouse's "Jeeves" novels. Some of them reported reading classics by 

Camus and Shakespeare interspersed with the above texts. At the very least, we 

could say that on their own, they read more contemporary literature and "lighter 

fare." [One never knows if students tell English teachers what they really read or 

embellish reading lists to impress.] 

Writing assignments varied only slightly in terms of types, length, audience, 

and revisions. The most significant similarities include: 

-Every student said literary criticism was the main type of writing done and 

that meant analyzing formal elements of the texts. It did not mean bringing in 

what students called "outside issues" nor did it mean reading criticism that 

challenged the discussion. It meant looking for onomatopoeia in poems or irony 

in short stories or comparing characters in novels according to an agreed upon 

theme. Other types of writing were rare and always secondary to literary analysis. 
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-Five students said their audience was always the teacher and their peers. 

Two students said their audience was "general--anyone." 

-All the writing was short in length, averaging two pages and never going 

over five pages. Students wrote anywhere from ten to eighty essays during the 

year. Sarah is the only student who said eighty and she counted weekly and bi

weekly in-class writing. 

-Real revision was almost nonexistent. 

Three students stated that revision was not only never done but it was 

never allowed. This was to better prepare them for the "real world" and the "AP 

Exam" where you get one chance to "say it right." The other four students revised 

through either peer workshops or teacher comments. Interestingly enough, peer 

workshops often meant giving a copy of your paper to a peer who attached a page 

of written comments and in turn gave it to the teacher who commented on both. 

There seemed to be little "talk" involved, little sharing of ideas. AJI four 

mentioned "correcting grammar errors" as an important part of revision, though 

two students mentioned that sometimes revision involved changing an entire topic 

or thesis. One student mentioned that revision helped him "communicate what 

he wanted to say clearly and efficiently" suggesting a utilitarian awareness of a 

real audience as a mirror for communicativeness. 

Class discussion was about character, theme, symbolism, and style (diction, 

syntax). Symbolism included tropes such as metaphors and personification (the 
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only two tropes mentioned). Essays were also about these same topics. Indeed, 

many times the teacher led discussions just focusing on one element of style and 

then told the students to write their essays on that same element of style. Only 

two students reported on writing assignments about literature that were not 

analyses of formal elements of literature. Brad had to choose a book from a 

different era and argue whether it still had value in today's world. And Kevin's 

final exam asked him to choose a book and show how it reflected society at the 

time and the effect of that on the book and the author. 

Six of the students never used outside criticism nor discussed contexts of 

the literature. One student used "some Norton Critical Editions" and Anna, of 

course, used outside critics. When I asked Sarah if she had read any of the 

cultural critiques of Heart of Darkness, she said "Culturalism wasn't a problem in 

class. There was only one. We didn't worry about it." I can only assume she 

meant "culturalism" to mean "non-Anglo person." 

Texts were rarely paired except sometimes in poetry where students would 

compare images or themes in two different poems. Ashish said he read Heart of 

Darkness and then Secret Sharer and the class had to compare those two Joseph 

Conrad works. He also read Hamlet followed by Rosencrantz and Guildenstern 

Are Dead. 

Six of the eight students said that their AP English course was very 

different from any other English course they had taken. The reasons varied. 
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Sarah said the amount of "timed writings with no rewrites" was the main 

difference while Matthew said "the whole year was AP questions from the book 

and these took two days of class after each work--one for the essay test and one 

for the objective test." Two students felt the poetry unit was especially unique. 

Ashish felt the course was "more structured around literature and criticism plus I 

really got poetry nailed down" and Kevin felt the "poetry unit was more technical 

than what I'd had before." Jane felt AP English meant "working on my own 

more." Anna, too, felt AP English was where she got her writing "whipped into 

shape" and where she really learned to read literature. 

Only Joel and Kevin felt AP English wasn't different. Joel never took 

anything but honors English for four years and Kevin stated that AP English was 

"a lot like his honors Freshman English course," a two hour humanities-English 

block. But then he pointed out several differences. Besides the poetry unit, he 

said AP English was just "write, write, write, no rewrites." Other years there was 

more revision, he felt. 

Their Teachers' Stories 

These seven teachers along with Anna's teacher had, collectively, over one 

hundred and twenty years of teaching experience. Four of them had over twenty 

years experience, one had sixteen, one had thirteen, one had seven, and Ms. Kelly 

(Anna's teacher) had six years experience. They had been teaching AP English 

for anywhere from five to fifteen years. Three of the teachers, though, had not 



always called their courses AP. Two teachers had the name changed by their 

administrations and one teacher teaches Honors Senior English only since her 

school does not offer AP courses. 
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Six of the teachers have master's degrees, though only two have master's in 

English. Most graduate degrees are in English Education while one teacher has a 

master's in Oriental Studies. The only teacher with a bachelor's degree has left 

teaching this year to enter a Ph.D. program in Applied Linguistics. Their degrees 

date from 1954 to 1980. Several teachers take continuing education over the 

summers. Most of these courses, though, are not in literature or in literary 

theory. One exception is Ms. Greer who does take literature seminars some 

summers. This coming summer she plans on taking a course on the "Age of 

Johnson." Ms. Kelly is taking a creative writing course. 

The most recent, frequent, and consistent "continuing education" for seven 

of these teachers were workshops or seminars offered by the College Board or 

Advanced Placement Institute. Only Anna's teacher has never attended an 

Advanced Placement workshop. All the teachers receive written literature from 

the College Board about AP English, though, including Anna's teacher. Ashish's 

teacher, Ms. Newman, even works for the College Board and flies around the 

country putting on workshops as well as grading AP exams for Educational 

Testing Service (ETS) every June in New Jersey. Some of the teachers only took 
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one or two workshops when they first began teaching AP English but most remain 

actively involved with the College Board and take workshops yearly. 

The average class size for AP English was 30. Six of the eight teachers 

have 150 students or more (one has 170 students!), one has 130, and one has 

"only" 103 (a reward for being department chair). However, this teacher with only 

103 students has four AP senior English classes! I asked these teachers with such 

heavy class loads how they kept up with the paper grading in a course like AP 

English where the writing is so frequent and the grading so demanding. The 

teacher with 170 students made a comment that stands out: 

Well, you rob Peter to pay Paul. It's awful to admit, but I just don't 
spend as much time reading my regular classes' writing. I spend 
more time on the AP students' papers. 

To augment this, her former AP student in this study told me that she often felt 

her AP teacher did not even read her essays all the way through based on the 

comments she made on her papers. 

There were mixed reactions to the desirability of teaching AP English 

because of the amount of work. These teachers are being asked to teach "college . 

level" courses in high school in addition to their full teaching load. Indeed, two of 

these teachers are no longer teaching AP, one because of "burn out" and one 

because she has returned to graduate school fulltime. I observed the remaining 

five teachers in their AP classes. In addition, I interviewed all seven of these 

teachers for approximately two hours each. 
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Classroom Observations 

Ashish's teacher: Evelyn Newman. Ms. Newman teaches four AP senior 

English classes. She works in a high school for academically gifted students where 

she is Chair of the English Department. The classroom was in a basement and 

rather depressing and dark. Students sat in rows of desks, though there were at 

least twenty more desks than students. They were spread out in clusters all over 

the classroom. 

Though Ms. Newman reported that her students rarely read in class, on this 

particular day they did. They had just finished an essay on Pride and Prejudice 

and were asked to read D.H. Lawrence's "Rocking-horse Winner" in class. These 

students were on a "modular schedule" meaning they had ninety minutes for 

English on this day. Ms. Newman gave a brief biography on Lawrence and then 

asked students to focus on "the literary devices Lawrence uses, in particular, the 

literary device he uses most" while reading the short story. 

On the chalkboard was the following list of analytical approaches to 

literature: biographical, historical, sociological, moral-philosophical, archetypal, 

formal, new criticism, psychological. Ms. Newman advised the students that after 

reading the Lawrence story and discussing it in terms of literary approaches, they 

would be required to write one paragraph in their journals using one of these 

literary approaches. She then repeated that they were to "focus on literary 

devices" and reminded them that new criticism focuses on style. 
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Mter twenty-five minutes, Ms. Newman led a discussion. She asked "What 

are some of the literary devices Lawrence uses?" A student said "eyes are talked 

about a lot." She asked what the name for repetition is. Someone said "motif." I 

must say at this time I expected her to make a connection to archetypal criticism. 

But she just wrote motif on the board and discussion continued in a formal 

question and answer format. Ms. Newman responded to each student and then 

called on another. Ms. Newman then wrote "religious" on the board and added 

"god, church, heaven, devil." Eventually students made religious connections to 

the semantics of the story, though they did not realize the semantic realm here 

without prodding. Rather, after Ms. Newman put her ideas on the board, they 

came up with words like "fiery eyes, blazing, coldness, haunted" to support the 

religious repetitions and themes. 

Ms. Newman asked for other ideas. Silence. She waited five seconds and 

asked about the beginning. This led students to realize it was like a fairy tale; 

Ms. Newman pointed out that that meant the style imitated a child's. She asks 

again, "Any other devices?" She waits three seconds. She asks "What about 

irony?" Students see several examples. 

The discussion ended with her question, "Do you have enough notes to 

comment on this story in your journal? Using the literary approaches on the 

board?" They nodded yes. Discussion ended. 
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Basically only "lip service" was paid to different literary approaches since 

the discussion before and after reading the story focused on formal elements of 

literature. I felt certain that due to this guidance, the students would all write on 

one of the elements discussed in class. I wondered if too much "literalmindedness" 

about literature would develop. Rosenblatt (1978) warns of questioning literature 

too factually and interfering with imagination. By not focusing on "what the words 

could make them see and hear and feel and think" teachers run the risk of forcing 

"efferent" stances toward literature (39-40). 

The class concluded with a slide show made from postcards of authors Ms. 

Newman got from the National Gallery in London. There were thirty slides, all 

white authors. Five women were represented: Mary Wollstonecraft, Mary Shelley, 

George Eliot, the Bronte sisters (Ann, Charlotte, and Emily all in one slide), and 

Shakespearean actress Ellen Terry. 

On the board were other journal questions for this nine week quarter. 

They included analyzing an example of writing in Pride and Prejudice, giving 

examples of satirical devices from Swift, analyzing differences in style and subject 

matter between Johnson's (neoclassical) and Keat's (romantic) poems, discussing 

how Austen's own ideas on love and marriage compare to her character 

Elizabeth's, discussing Austen's view on art and the universe. It should be noted 

that the only opportunity to discuss the personal views of an author is also with 
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marriage seem relative to her fiction. 
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I also read a recent class set of essays on Pride and Prejudice. Almost 

every essay was about character, usually Elizabeth. Ms. Newman said that most 

of the class discussions and journal entries were on character also. These essays 

were three to five pages, typed. Students had to use outside research (many used 

a university library in the same city though they had the Norton Critical Edition 

so they could use those essays as well). The students also wrote their thesis 

statement first and got it approved before writing the essay. This approved thesis 

statement was then stapled to the back of the essay. The set of papers I read had 

been "peer reviewed" also. This meant that a page of comments by a peer was 

stapled to the back of the essay. Peer comments were vague and not particularly 

helpful ("you have a good idea and say it really well" sorts of things). Ms. 

Newman's comments were almost exclusively complimentary--a few marginal 

comments and a brief end comment. 

Sarah's Teacher: Ann Greer. Ms. Greer has 170 students; she teaches one 

AP English class. Students also sat in rows, in a classroom with far more desks 

than students. Again, they were spread out into every conceivable corner in the 

room rather than grouped closely together toward the front where Ms. Greer 

stood at a podium. 
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Students were reading aloud from T.S. Eliot's Murder in the Cathedral. 

Class began with Ms. Greer's questions "What is martyrdom? Was Thomas 

Beckett a martyr? Or did he do the right thing for the wrong reason, pride?" She 

stood at a podium at the front of the classroom and waited for a response. None 

was forthcoming. She said "think about it." She now asked for a volunteer to give 

a synopsis of what's happened so far. Three different students gave pieces of the 

synopsis, but with prodding. She would interrupt and add "Tell me about the 

priest and chorus?" Then more synopsis would eke out. She asked lots of "what" 

questions, answering most of them herself. She now passed out the books--there 

were not enough for everyone so students shared. They were reading the entire 

play out loud and in class. 

Ms. Greer was actually quite charming. She was very tiny and could barely 

see over the podium. She was definitely the center of attention. She would make 

some clever literary allusion, for example, and then raise her eyebrows and giggle 

and say "I know. Aren't I good?" and then pat her chest. The students had 

different parts in the play and they would read from their desks. Ms. Greer 

would often interrupt with comments like "That's rather beautiful" referring to a 

few lines. One student piped up that a place in Beckett's play reminded her of 

T.S. Eliot's "The Wasteland." Ms. Greer said they would all read that later. 

Ms. Greer now asked more "why" questions. "Why does Eliot put man and 

beast together, elaborating on the two images?" Her interruptions were to both 
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review and preview. She commented on geography. She asked "Doesn't this 

remind you of politics today?" or "What would you do in Beckett's position? It's a 

tough question" or "In our modem world, would you die for this?" Usually her 

questions were rhetorical; that is, no one was allowed to answer them. Sometimes 

students joined in, though. She was very sweet with the students, responding to 

them with lots of "yes dear." 

One girl while reading aloud stumbled on the word "whores" and then said 

"Sorry, I don't often use the word." Ms. Greer quipped, "Yes, we don't brandy it 

around the halls, do we?" 

Finally, discussion and reading was brought to a close with "Ladies and 

Gentlemen, this is a good place to ask, is a theme emerging?" One student says 

"pride is his downfall." Ms. Greer told them to write a synopsis for homework. 

She asked for setting, time, and theme up to this point in the play. 

The remainder of the class was a book review by a student. It seems that 

all the students read from a book list and then give oral (and written) book 

reviews. They are required to give background on the author, summarize the 

main characters, give the plot, discuss symbols, and discuss irony. The young man 

who stood up discussed Stranger in a Strange Land by Robert Heinlein. He was a 

very poor speaker, hesitating frequently, stumbling on his words. He spent an 

inordinate amount of time on author, characters, and plot. He seemed unable to 

summarize succinctly. By the time he got to symbols, he discussed characters' 
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names as symbolic. Then Ms. Greer cut him off and said "that's enough." Later 

she told me she could hardly stand these book reviews. She felt she had to allow 

them in order to cover more books because of the AP exam. But many of the 

students got weighted down in plot details and never got very analytical. 

Ironically, this particular young man who hardly sounded articulate let alone 

intelligent is actually a National Merit Scholarship winner. 

Ms. Greer was an impatient woman. She seemed very busy and rushed. 

She was the only teacher of the eight who when I wrote and then phoned to 

request an interview and arrange a class visit, said she could not possibly give me 

one hour of her time. "Thirty minutes is all I have to spare for anyone, dear." I 

accepted that and told her I would call and confirm my visit the day before I was 

to arrive. She told me liVery good. That's a good girl." So I drove 120 miles, 

observed a fifty minute class, spoke with her for thirty minutes, and drove home. 

Joel's Teacher: Kate Watkins. Ms. Watkins teaches three senior Honors 

English classes. Her school offers no AP classes. However, many students take 

the APE after her course. Her classroom was large and bright, students were 

seated in rows, and the classroom was full. The day I visited, they were reading 

Othello. She began by asking a student to summarize what happened yesterday. 

Like every class I observed, between two and four students dominated discussions. 

In this case, two students talked. Ms. Watkins asked about setting--time and 

place. A student answers. Then she asked if there were any other points about 
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setting. Another student responded. Now she asked IIWhat has the playwright 

done now?1I She answers her own question. Then she asks IIHow does tone, 

diction establish character in this scene?1I The same student answers. They are 

now ready to read the play. 

The students read different parts from their seats, much like Ms. Greer's 

class. Ms. Watkins interrupted for several reasons. Often she made connections 

to other works, such as Heart of Darkness, King Lear, Julius Caesar. She might 

ask IIwhat other play of Shakespeare does this?1I or IIhow do we know what a 

character really thinks in a Shakespearean play?1I She also stopped a student who 

had read a particularly moving passage very well. She commented on how we 

lire ad for sense.1I She had the student reread and previewed his reading by noting 

how his inflection rose and fell with the meaning. Ms. Watkins also accomplished 

something else. Like Ms. Greer, she helped students pay attention to the sounds 

of the language, thus IIseeking to shape an aesthetic experiencell (Rosenblatt, 1978 

26). 

I observed two classes that were reading plays and in neither one was there 

any acting out or blocking out of scenes. I asked the teachers if they ever 

performed any of the scenes from the plays they studied. The answer was a 

uniform IIno.1I It seems there is no time in AP English for students to IIfool 

around ll I was told--or even in Honors English classes. So here we have students 

studying written texts meant to be performed, yet the students study them as only 
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written texts. Rarely do they even see films of performances of these plays. 

Another teacher told me that AP English is a college level course, not a college 

preparatory course. This means they must spend most of their time involved in 

the intensive reading and writing that these secondary teachers perceive as the 

modus operandi of college English courses. 

Mter students read for thirty minutes or so, she divided them into "clusters 

of three so everyone can talk." She asked each group to choose two quotes that 

matter or that rebel against something or that are profound or that will endure 

for all time. Mter seven minutes, the small groups reported to the whole class. 

Through the day, I sawall three of Ms. Watkins' senior Honors English 

classes. Since I had to travel a great distance to visit this school, she had invited 

me to spend the entire day. I therefore got to visit her two junior regular English 

classes as well. It is interesting to note that this high school has a rich ethnic 

diversity. Yet I saw almost exclusively white students in her honors classes (with 

the exception of three Asian-American students). When her regular classes 

walked in, though, I saw the rainbow: at least 30 percent of those classes were 

nonwhite. 

Jane's Teacher: Father Anton. Father Anton has one AP English class, 

over 150 students. This was a large, carpeted classroom with desks arranged in 

rows. There was not an empty seat to be found. Father Anton is a Jesuit priest 

who has taught English "forever." He stood at a podium that said "I am infallable 
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[sic]" to add a bit of levity to the atmosphere, and began the class with the "Sign 

of the Cross" and a prayer followed by another "Sign of the Cross." There were 

bumper stickers behind him saying "I Survived Catholic School" and "Celibacy is 

not Hereditary" to add a bit of levity to the situation. His senior AP English 

course is the same as what he's taught for many years. He says that the present 

principal is pro-AP so they call it AP. But he does what he's always done in the 

curriculum. It seems to be a heavy literature-based course, though. Nonetheless, 

the students do read essays and write compositions on subjects other than 

literature. On the day I observed, students had been asked to read opposing 

views on homosexuality. One was a Time essay and one was an essay by a former 

student, now at Georgetown University. Both of these essays were dated--"pre

AIDS" as Father Anton said. The class discussion was animated, to say the least. 

Father Anton also previewed the discussion by telling me privately that it 

was somewhat "dangerous to introduce the subject of homosexuality in an all-boys' 

school." [Jane attends the neighboring all-girls' school. When there are schedule 

conflicts with specialized courses, the girls take the class at the boys' school. Jane 

was one of eight girls and twenty-five boys in her AP English class. The ratio was 

identical the following year when I observed.] 

Father Anton rarely smiled, yet his presence was dominant and his humor 

dry but sharp. One girl coughed continuously. Father Anton said "You've had 

that cough for a long time. I'm going to send you to Lourdes. I'll tell you what to 
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do. Drink a glass of tabasco tonight, then write an essay about it." At another 

point, bedlam broke out as students were screaming at each other about 

homosexuality, gay-bashing, and prejudice. Father Anton told them they "sounded 

like the Bulgarian Parliament." 

In order to maintain some order, students had been advised to respond to 

the two essays in their journals. Discussion began by asking for volunteers to read 

from their journals. Several of the students got quite emotional about the topic 

and intolerant of each other's views. Two confrontations stood out. One was 

between the girls and the boys. Several of the girls got so angry at some of the 

boys' "closedmindedness" that they became emotional, red-faced, and began 

hurling personal insults at a few of the boys rather than attack the logic of the 

arguments put forth. One of the boys in particular was the object of the attack. 

After class, he seemed stunned that he was attacked so personally and stayed after 

to talk to Father Anton. 

The other incident involved a Jewish boy who argued passionately and 

eloquently to a classmate who had said he would "never hire a homosexual if he 

had a business." The Jewish boy said, "Look at me. I am a Jewish boy in a 

Catholic school. I have to deal with difference every day of my life. You have to 

deal with it, too. You have to learn to tolerate difference." There was no 

consensus about anything in the class, but at least there were lots of hands up, 

trying to break into the "discussion," as it were. 



258 

Father Anton concluded by telling them a true story, a sort of homosexual 

morality tale, and asked them to think about it for the next day and they would 

continue the discussion. It seems Father Anton was trying to bring the students to 

some kind of level of tolerance. But he told me point blank he had no idea what 

would happen the following day. He seemed open to following the students' 

leads. 

Father Anton agonized about successful discussions. He said usually no 

one talks--or four students dominate. He said they only talked the day I visited 

because of the subject matter. He talked a lot about different techniques to 

encourage meaningful discussion and wide participation. 

Kevin's Teacher: Joe Cavendish. This was the only class I visited that was 

conducting peer workshops in class. It was a huge classroom with low windows 

along one entire wall letting in lots of sun. Desks were arranged in rows but 

there were far fewer students than desks. Furthermore, they were working in peer 

groups and moved the chairs in various clusters. After the students got into 

groups of three, they exchanged drafts of an essay on Heart of Darkness. The 

students spread out all over the room. In addition, there is a patio adjacent to the 

classroom and some students went outside. Finally, he sent one group to the 

teacher's workroom. I mingled and meandered, joining two different groups. I 

read students essays and talked to them. Most of the peers were not helpful to 

each other. They seemed to be talking about their weekends, more than anything. 



Some had very rough drafts, hand-written, while others had somewhat polished 

papers, typed. 
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I soon went in pursuit of Shannon because everyone in the class I had 

talked to thus far said I should read Shannon's paper because he was "the greatest 

writer. Totally awesome." I found Shannon in the teacher's workroom. His 

group was even in awe of him. I took his paper. What I remember about this 

paper is that he was tackling complex ideas and really trying to think analytically. 

His syntax and diction, though, was so convoluted that I had to read almost every 

sentence twice. He used Latinate words and his main rule of thumb seemed to be 

"the more syllables, the better." I would say he had a tremendous vocabulary and 

he was trying to stretch himself. But his prose was nearly unreadable, formal, 

stilted. I wondered what would happen to him in an informed or more critical 

peer group or even with a college composition teacher who had the time to work 

with him on his expression. Actually, I just hoped for any careful audience for 

Shannon. 

This was a fun classroom to be in. There was a camaraderie between the 

students and teacher that made for a warm classroom climate. Mr. Cavendish 

had a deadpan face with a smile always pulling at the corner of his mouth and 

lively eyes. Students showed up early for class just to talk to him. Throughout 

the day, this persisted. His was a classroom where students and other teachers 

dropped in whenever they could. He changed the pace often, teased the students 
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in an affectionate way, and he knew the content well. I was especially impressed 

at his knowledge of Asian literature and his ability to often elaborate on Chinese 

philosophies or Japanese poetry and culture, drawing these literatures into the 

classroom whenever possible. There was a much more informal, relaxed climate 

than in any of the other AP classrooms I visited. There was also less "time on 

task" (to borrow the educational jargon) than in any classroom I visited. 

The following two teachers are no longer teaching AP English and though I 

was able to interview them, I was not able to observe them with their AP 

students: 

Matthew's Teacher: Carmen Moreno-Compton. Ms. Moreno-Compton quit 

teaching AP English this year. She was department chair and had taught two or 

three sections a year of AP English for sixteen years. Due to budget cuts, the 

department chairs no longer received release time in her school district; that is, 

they now had to teach a full load of five classes and chair the department. So Ms. 

Moreno-Compton kept the "chair" and quit AP English. She also writes a column 

for the local newspaper. All senior English courses are electives at this school. 

These include Humanities, Composition, Research, and AP English. Ms. Moreno

Compton told me that her course was all literature-based. She would lead off the 

discussions. For example, they always read Chekhov's The Cherry Orchard. So 

she would lecture on the background of Russia at that time, then discuss 

characters, motivations, compare them to other characters in other works, discuss 
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themes and stress their universal appeal. When the students wrote, she expected 

them to quote, paraphrase a discussion, recall details, investigate and ferret out 

the unusual while supporting everything with details. She said she taught a very 

traditional course, trying to "squeeze in women and minorities when possible." 

She always taught Lorraine Hansberry's Raisin in the Sun "because you know 

you're supposed to teach some minority literature and it's hard to find classics." 

Brad's Teacher: Janet Boucher. Ms. Boucher has quit teaching to return to 

fulltime graduate school. She is the only teacher in the sample who teaches to 

the AP Language and Composition Examination exclusively. Her school also 

makes AP English an elective in addition to senior English which is a survey of 

British literature. In other words, students take four years of English and during 

senior year, they take this course in addition to the more literature-oriented senior 

English course. Her rationale for petitioning the administration for this 

arrangement was that the community had traditionally not even offered literature 

in the high school curriculum twelve years ago. They just stressed grammar, with 

Warriner's the only text used. They have only had a novel approved in 9th grade 

English for the past two years. Once she succeeded in getting anthologies into 

each grade level, she felt the students needed the background in literature and 

should not be allowed to skip this for a specialized course like AP English. This 

allowed her to "play with language more" and prepare students for the AP 

Language and Composition exam. 
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Ms. Boucher gave her AP students outside reading lists to read from over 

the summer. She used literature while stressing linguistic approaches to analysis. 

During the first semester, then, students read novels, plays, short stories, and 

poems. Second semester she used mostly nonfiction (essays). She taught from 

the X. J. Kennedy anthology and used paperback copies of The Great Gatsby as 

well (the only lengthy text the entire class reads together.) In her AP course, she 

stressed American literature (since the senior class covered British literature). 

Ms. Boucher was a cornucopia of writing ideas. She talked to me for three 

hours about writing activities she employed. Because of the small sizes of her AP 

classes, she seemed able to move chairs aside and operate in different 

configurations than most teachers. Her problems were special, though. This 

community is almost entirely Mormon and there is tremendous involvement in the 

school by the parents. For example, to introduce a novel or anthology, the book 

must be displayed for 60 to 90 days. During that time, any parent can object to 

any aspect of the text. Adoption of books was difficult and time-consuming, to 

say the least. She told me she has always wanted to teach J.D. Salinger's Catcher 

in the Rye and Margaret Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale but they would be 

"absolutely out of the question at this high school." 

She also used reader-response approaches to literature. She felt in her 

community there was an expectation that everything had to somehow relate to 

today or be useful in college or improve skills in real life situations. Most 
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students do not go to college, though, and even the best students in the school 

rarely last very long in college. She had to constantly convince students that what 

they did would be important for them in some sort of practical way. 

Syllabi and Reading Lists in AP English 

Every teacher uses to greater or lesser extent the AP Recommended 

Reading List for the APE. Four teachers organize their courses chronologically, 

two by genre (often chronologically within the genre, though), one thematically, 

and one by a combination of elements of fiction and genre. 

Between eight and twelve major works of literature (novels or plays) are 

covered in each class. Additionally, there are dozens of short stories, poems, and 

essays taught. None of the teachers changes her or his syllabi much from year to 

year. Four teachers use anthologies supplemented by paperbacks and three 

teachers use paperbacks exclusively. Due to budget constraints and state-funded 

textbooks, the schools are really not very free to add or delete many texts each 

year though they can make some changes. It is much harder to change 

anthologies, novels, and plays than shorter texts, for example. In fact, there seem 

to be few financial constraints adding or deleting short stories, poems, and essays 

to the course. 

There were two schools where choice of texts is never a financial 

consideration. Ms. Newman reported that at her school for academically gifted 



students, the "parents are willing to buy the books for the school, if necessary." 

Indeed, she unlocked a huge, floor-to-ceiling cupboard and showed me all the 

classroom sets of novels and plays she has, many the expensive Norton Critical 

Editions. She pointed out several sets purchased by the parents' association. 

Also, Father Anton teaches in a private school where students have to buy all 

their books anyway, so changing texts is less cumbersome. 
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In spite of the similarity in approaches to literature and in the actual texts 

taught, there is still variation in how the courses are organized. The most 

common way to organize these AP English courses was chronologically. Anna's 

teacher, Ms. Kelly, arranged her syllabus that way and so do Ms. Greer, Father 

Anton, and Mr. Cavendish. There are some differences. 

Ms. Greer uses the AP reading list to choose works. She said the givens 

are "always Shakespeare and Heart of Darkness. We don't play around in AP 

English. We teach the classics." Students are always reading two texts at a time-

one at home, one in class--though they are read and discussed separately, not 

compared and contrasted. She teaches no nonfiction but is thinking about adding 

A Modest Proposal. 

The only nonchronological move Ms. Greer makes is in "mixing up poetry 

all year" by adding it constantly. Father Anton organizes chronologically because 

the "humanistic way is the Jesuit way." He does insert some thematic units along 

the way, though. For example, after a unit on the metaphysical poets, he feels 
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students need to read for fun. So he does a unit on humor and satire, mixing 

Woody Allen, Vonnegut, P.G. Wodehouse in with Voltaire, Swift, and Thurber. 

Later he does a unit on horror which includes Dracula, works by Edgar Allan 

Poe, Mary Shelley's Frankenstein, and he lets students read their perennial 

favorite, Stephen King's The Shining. He is the only AP teacher who uses popular 

literature and films regularly (at least six a year). Mr. Cavendish has master's 

degree in Oriental Studies and incorporates Japanese and Chinese literature 

continually. He also starts the year with Shakespearean comedies since "students 

come in like whipped dogs in August so I start with comedy. Besides most 

students have never read Shakespeare's comedies." He teaches A Midsummer 

Night's Dream followed by Henry IV. Then he goes to Beowulf and continues 

chronologically. 

The next most common way to organize is by genre. Ms. Newman and Ms. 

Moreno-Compton both present their courses this way, and with some variations, 

so does Ms. Boucher. Both Ms. Newman and Ms. Moreno-Compton begin with a 

unit on the essay culminating in students writing a personal essay for their college 

applications. Ms. Newman goes into some detail on the history of the essay, 

dividing her unit into formal (Montaigne, Bacon, Lamb, White) and informal 

(Didion, Woolf) essay writing. I was perplexed to find the male E.B. White was a 

"formal essay writer" while females Virginia Woolf and Joan Didion were 

"informal." Both teachers next teach drama, novels, poetry, short stories. There is 
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little gender or cultural integration of the curriculum. Ms. Newman does a unit 

on "Novelist as Artist" in which students choose an artist from her list and write 

their own "Portrait of an Artist." Of her list of forty-five authors, only six were 

women (Austen, Shelley, Brontes, Woolf, Radcliffe). She did have Luis Borges 

and Gabriel Garcia Marquez on the list, though. Ms. Moreno-Compton's list of 

novelists and playwrights includes only six women (Austen, Brontes, Woolfe, 

Cather, Hellman), her poets list includes only five women (Dickinson, Moore, 

Sexton, Browning, Plath). She also teaches Ralph Ellison and Lorraine 

Hansberry. Ms. Moreno-Compton has a list of writing suggestions for all out-of-

class writing in AP English. There are five points including writing about 

characters, style, symbolism, discussing types of novels or plays (manners and 

morals, society and politics, individual psychology, etc.), and then "discuss 

treatment of women or minorities in a series of books by an author." 

In changing a syllabus, the main impetus seems to come from the AP 

reading list. Ms. Newman summed it up best. 

I choose books I feel comfortable with. And on the AP list of 
suggested authors. Last year I tried Jean Ryse's The Wide Sargasso 
Sea because I saw it on an AP test while grading exams for ETS. 

Though Ms. Boucher teaches only to the Language and Composition 

Examination, her course relies heavily on literature. She organizes by genre and 

by elements of fiction. Her syllabus reads like a composition course with literary 

models used throughout. She begins with narrative, then moves to poetry as 
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language (study of schemes and tropes), descriptive writing, elements of fiction 

(point of view, setting, character, tone/style, irony, theme and symbol). This 

covers her first semester. Second semester she covers expository writing (modes, 

paragraphs, language), poetry: structure and forms (sound, form), research, the 

novel (The Great Gatsby), persuasive writing, drama (The Tempest). All but the 

novel and drama units incorporate short stories, essays, or poems as models. 

Last, only Ms. Watkins organizes her course thematically. She doesn't pay 

much attention to AP reading lists or requirements since she does not even teach 

AP English. She says that what guides her course are two things: imagination 

and "where in the world am I?" She had a huge bulletin board display with the 

latter quote on it and a map of the world. Under the map it says "Thought

Action-Deed-Place." She is also interested in integrating the content areas with 

literature. Therefore she creates assignments like this: choose your favorite 

subject and perform a character or scene in literature using only the language of 

that content area. For example, three musicians in the class played and 

interpreted characters in Othello on their violins. A dance student performed a 

scene from Heart of Darkness that resembled a whirlpool sucking Marlowe in. A 

chemistry student performed an experiment in which two different substances 

were joined to create a third substance, altering the original properties in order to 

show how two characters changed in a novel. A math student wrote formulas all 
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over the board to represent the rise and fall of a character. I can only imagine 

exactly how these worked since I did not see these activities. 

She also has students enter essay contests. Almost every one of her honors 

students sends at least one essay off to a contest. Joel won a national contest in 

her class. He moved on to college and continued in this tradition of submitting 

work for publication, winning second place in the first year composition essay 

contest in college. 

I should point out that though Ms. Watkins' description of her philosophy 

and organization of her course is different from the other seven teachers, the class 

I observed was a traditional approach to literature. Issues of race in Othello, for 

example, were not raised--nor is that an emphasis in the course says Ms. Watkins. 

Nonetheless, both she and Joel agree that the class was dominated by activities 

and projects and a variety of different kinds of writing for different purposes and 

different audiences. 

Philosophies of Teaching Literature 

Many of these teachers were not eager to discuss their philosophies about 

teaching literature and seemed "put off' by the question. But some were eager to 

talk. Ms. Newman wants her students to 

have an understanding of the artistry of writers, the things that have 
influenced our culture. They will enjoy culture if they have the 
ability to appreciate literature. Some have a narrow view about 
literature, though. They may think it is only science fiction. Some 



don't have a natural affinity for language. I mean they just do not 
do well with reading and writing. It's difficult for them. I truly 
believe some people just have an innate ability. Some students love 
literature, probably because their parents fostered this at home. 
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Father Anton said the Jesuit philosophy is to "make students good human beings." 

Literature is a means toward that end. 

Ms. Watkins says her philosophy has changed because her administration 

has changed. She used to teach small classes of the "truly gifted" and cover 

twenty-four novels a year! The current administration has opened the course up 

to "anyone who wants to strive hard." The dilemma she faces now is in "meeting 

the needs of the truly gifted and the borderline but also wanting students who will 

really work hard in here. I want the smaller classes again so students can get the 

attention the truly gifted need." 

goals. 

Mr. Cavendish discussed his philosophy of literature in terms of implicit 

One of my hidden agendas is a sort of subtle low-key attempt to 
inoculate them with a love of or make them feel comfortable or 
positive about literature. I hope they'll learn and understand the 
relevance of literature to the human condition. 

When I asked him if he thought they did, he said, "well, you run into kids around 

town after you've had them and they say, you know, that stuff in Heart of 

Darkness is really true." 
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Advanced Placement English Examination 

In this section, I discuss how all eight teachers prepare students for the 

APE (though I mostly focus on the seven teachers in this chapter) in "Nuts and 

Bolts of Preparation." Next, "Philosophies Toward AP English and the APE" 

should not be confused with "Philosophies of Teaching Literature" in an earlier 

section. This subsection deals specifically with the AP course, its suggested 

curriculum, how the test influences that curriculum, how many students take the 

APE in each of these teachers' schools. Finally, in "Students Talk Back" the seven 

students in this chapter tell how they feel about the APE and how they prepared 

for the exam. They conclude by discussing their actual experiences with the APE 

in May, 1991. 

Nuts and Bolts of Preparation 

Six of the eight teachers prepare their students and organize their classes 

around the Literature and Composition Examination and one teacher teaches only 

to the Language and Composition Examination. One teacher lets students who 

take the APE choose between the two exams. Of the eight students in this 

sample, six took the Literature and Composition Examination and two took the 

Language and Composition Examination. Their scores are as follows: 



Anna Jane Sarah Joel Ashish Kevin Brad Matthew 

Lit & 
Comp 4 4 

Lang & 
Comp 

4 

4 

4 5 4 

4 

True to form, all the students took the APE their teachers prepared them for. 
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Joel had a choice and because of his debate and journalism experience (he was 

editor of the school newspaper), chose to take the Language and Composition 

Exam. 

Preparing students for the APE seems to take all year, though intensive 

preparation may last only two or three weeks. Even in the classes that do not 

stress the examination, there are at least two weeks of study sessions before the 

APE. Preparation involves timed writings, practicing the multiple choice tests, 

studying the grading rubric, and augmenting the curriculum with vocabulary lists 

and materials from the College Board and in particular, using Barron's (Nado 

1992). 

Timed in-class essays are the most frequent way to prepare students for the 

APE. These range from Ms. Greer who gives one a week to Mr. Cavendish who 

gives one every other week, Ms. Moreno-Compton who gives them after every 

major work all year long and Ms. Boucher who gives one every three weeks, to 

Ms. Newman who gives about one a month until the last quarter when she gives 

them more frequently and finally, Father Anton who gives three during the last 
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month of school. Only Ms. Watkins never gives timed in-class essay exams. Her 

students must take practice exams on their own time. All the teachers use old 

APE's or make up questions similar to the AP questions based on whatever they 

are stressing at the time. 

The next way to prepare students for the APE is with the objective testing: 

multiple choice questions on literature. Again, there is a range of how frequently 

this method of preparation is used. Ms. Moreno-Compton gives these along with 

the essay exams all year long--after each major work. Her students spend one full 

day on the essay portion and one full day on multiple choice portion. Ms. 

Newman gives at least eight a year. Ms. Greer uses them "frequently" and 

though she doesn't like multiple choice questions on literature, she gives them 

anyway because they "make students think, they're good for thinking skills." Ms. 

Boucher usually gives a couple at the very beginning of the year "to shock the 

students" into taking this seriously. However, she evaluates each class and if she 

feels a particular group of students will be "intimidated by the exam" she doesn't 

give it until later in the year. She always uses the objective tests at the end of the 

year, though. The multiple-choice tests are helpful for vocabulary building; 

however, Ms. Boucher is a strong believer in "systematic vocabulary development." 

She stresses "roots and paying attention to what you read" all the time. "Don't 

read and write in a coma," she tells her students. This attitude allows her to work 

on the concepts to be tested in the objective part of the APE without necessarily 
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giving lots of practice tests all year long. Mr. Cavendish separates out those 

students who opt to take the exam and only with them does he go over "the 

multiple choice system and practices the multiple choice tests." He feels that 

some of the "requirements on the APE are very specialized in terms of literary 

knowledge and vocabulary" and he doesn't drill all his students on that material. 

That leaves Father Anton and Ms. Watkins, neither of whom practice any 

multiple choice exams with their students. 

All the teachers have ample materials to augment their courses with, most 

provided by the College Board itself. All the teachers also had Barron's (Nado 

1992). Father Anton is the only teacher who never gives any of these materials to 

his students. Rather, he uses them only as resource material for himself. The 

other teachers make these materials available directly to the students. It seems 

the Barron's (1992) is especially helpful with the vocabulary needed to pass the 

APE. 

All the teachers except Father Anton and Ms. Watkins also teach the 

rubric of the test, showing students the grading scale and models of essays 

receiving high, middle, and low grades. 

Philosophies Toward AP English and the APE 

These teachers report different percentages of their students taking the 

APE. At one extreme is Ms. Moreno-Compton who requires students to take 
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either the official APE or a comparable three hour exam which she makes them 

come back for after graduation and take (it's her own exam). Most prefer to pay 

the $65 and take the real thing if they have to take a three hour exam anyway. 

Indeed, the school district policy for her high school says this about AP courses: 

Students who take this course are expected to take the examination 
[emphasis mine]. 

By requiring all her students to take the exam, she feels she builds in an incentive 

to keep everyone working. 

There are no slackers in my class. Plus this policy has evolved over 
years. Parents in this community push AP and GPA. We have 
weighted grades with accelerated courses, one of which is AP So 
there is immediate gratification: higher GPA and a tuition ride. 

A comparison of number of total students as well as percentage of total students 

taking the APE along with a breakdown of whether students take the Literature 

and Composition or the Language and Composition exam follows in Table 3. 
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Table 3 

Percentages of Students Taking the APE in the Eight Schools 
In the Saml2le 

Number of Students 

Taking AP Percentage Lit/Coml2 Lang/Coml2 

Moreno-Compton 65 100 ALL 
Fr. Anton 27 90 ALL 
Boucher 12 85 ALL 
Greer 25 83 23 2 

Newman 46 46 40 6 

Cavendish 10 30 ALL 
Watkins 8 11 * * 
Kelly N/A N/A ALL 

* Students take either and it is "usually divided pretty evenly." Ms. Watkins did 

not know which exam the students would take. 

The teachers gave varying responses for why the percentages were so high 

or so low. In some cases, the exam is stressed and students are expected to take 

it. But most of the reasons for students taking or not taking the APE are the 

same: it depends on whether their college of choice accepts the AP credit. 

The teachers' views about teaching to a test or allowing a test to influence 

their curricula varied along with every other aspect of AP English. They 

recognize the inherent problems of multiple-choice tests. Ms. Moreno-Compton 

felt that these presented 

the biggest problem for students, interpreting the questions. There 
is lots of game playing and many students resist explanation. They 
are very set in their ways and like to argue about what the answer 
should be. They sort of have tunnel vision about literature. 



Ms. Newman likes the multiple-choice questions best, and says her 
students do, too: 

Students like and do well on these. Our students like that sort of 
challenge and they always do better on that part of the exam than 
on the essay. 
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These two teachers also represent one end of a continuum about attitudes 

toward the APE and enthusiasm for the test as a measuring stick of success. Ms. 

Moreno-Compton reports that the 

test gives me direction. 1 don't want to disappoint anyone by having 
a student pay all that money and then not be ready for the exam. 
Students report to me before taking the APE 'I feel so prepared to 
take this.' And my students do very well. Eighty-five percent get a 
score of 3 or better, and a 3 is a passing score. 

When 1 asked Ms. Newman if her knowledge of the test affected how she 

taught, she did not hesitate a second: "Of course. 1 certainly hope so." She feels 

that the works she chooses and the topics of discussion are all influenced by the 

APE. 

The APE talks about style a lot. Previous exams have asked 
students to discuss 'diction, imagery, and syntax' in a particular 
selection or maybe discuss 'rhetorical figures and metaphorical 
meanings' or 'stylistic and rhetorical differences' or 'how does the 
diction convey this attitude.' This in turn affects what 1 teach. I 
discuss style more. But that helps me, too. 1 begin to see things I 
didn't see before. 

1 asked her how her students felt about having so many restrictions on what they 

can discuss about literature or so much direction about how to read a text. She 

certainly seemed aware that that can be a problem for some students. 



There is some resistance from the students; it definitely changes the 
level of appreciation and taste to focus on analysis and style so 
much. 

Ms. Boucher and Mr. Cavendish both teach in schools with high racial-
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ethnic percentages and both of them have pragmatic attitudes about the APE and 

its effects on the course. Ms. Boucher believes that "less is more." Her 

philosophy is to not teach so many works but to do more with the ones she uses. 

As a result, her students read far fewer works that most AP English courses. She 

said she "saw the AP test as secondary. Getting students ready for the 

independence and rigor of freshman composition was my real goal." Most of the 

students in her high school do not go to college; the one exception is her AP 

English course. Mr. Cavendish said if he taught just to the APE, there would only 

be twelve students in the class. As it is, there are thirty with only about one-third 

taking the APE. He sees AP English in terms of a specific population: 

I see this course only in terms of the needs of the students at this 
school; if we can get them from high school level competency in 
writing to college level (i.e., success in freshman composition), we've 
met our goals and their needs. 

The final two teachers, Father Anton and Ms. Watkins, have a strong 

aversion to AP--period. They do not teach to the test, though Father Anton has a 

very high number of students taking the APE this year. Both teachers 

philosophized on the dilemma they feel they are placed in by the growing 

pressures (from administrations and parents) to offer AP courses. 
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Ms. Watkins is thankful that in her school district they stress site 

management. This means each school is self-determining and can decide what is 

best for its students rather than have policies mandated by the district. Ms. 

Watkins likes the idea of integrating lots of language activities into the classroom 

and she does not rely so much on just reading texts. AP English forces her into a 

direction she feels she does not want to go. Basically, she worries about having to 

change what she's doing and about losing control of planning her courses. 

Father Anton didn't mince words. He said he "felt bad about helping 

students get out of something important." He feels that the humanities and 

liberal arts are too important to "test out of." He really doesn't like to "push AP 

too much." He basically just says "here's information on the test. Some take it, 

some don't. Now more take it than in previous years, though." He went to one 

AP workshop years ago but the "presentation didn't affect me really." He, too, 

has to call his senior Honors English course "AP" due to pressure from his 

administration who tells him that "colleges expect you to have AP on your 

transcripts even if you don't take the exams." But that doesn't stop his doubts. 

AP seems like an unorthodox approach. I'm not sure the process is 
that valuable culturally or educationally. The Jesuit way is a 
humanistic approach. The soul is missing in AP English. AP puts up 
strict barriers and I wonder if it's causing a thwarting of growth. I 
don't know, there's a sort of a false aura on the thing. 
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Students Talk Back 

The students to a letter concurred with their teachers about how they 

prepared for the APE. Matthew felt the whole year was preparation for the APE. 

He also bragged about his teacher's high pass rate and said her reputation was as 

the "best teacher in the district." He liked his course, though, because he felt his 

teacher was "sort of a hardnosed, a hardbutt or something, really strict. You 

appreciate it though because you know the whole year she's preparing you for the 

test." He felt the emphasis on preparing for the test changed the course, 

particularly regarding learning the technical aspects of how to read poetry. Also, 

there was no revision because you wouldn't get to revise on the AP test. "You 

just got an A or B or C from the teacher. It was a one time deal." 

Ashish agreed that learning how to analyze poetry was critical to passing 

the APE. 

I don't know about other high schools, but in our high school people 
did not have a very good concept of what poetry was. We had to 
learn how to analyze poetry beyond just reading it and giving a 
response to what you think it means. We had spent three and a half 
years sidestepping poetry in high school, so now we had to learn it. 

Though they also talked about the APE all year, Ashish felt preparations 

intensified during the last month before the exam. Then students met twice a 

week on the APE and had an hour of conference time on the APE. He said Ms. 

Newman concentrated on the multiple choice questions at that time because "she 

thought we'd have most of the problems with that section of the exam." This is in 
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contrast to Ms. Newman's comment that students at this high school pride 

themselves on doing better on that portion of the exam. 

Ashish also said Ms. Newman would give them a list of works most likely 

to appear on the APE. And Heart of Darkness topped the list. 

It's like Heart of Darkness seems to appear everywhere. Everyone 
I've ever talked to from any other school from any place in the state 
that I've ever talked to about the exam, when we looked at that 
exam we just read that question on choosing a novel and comparing 
two places and said Heart of Darkness. That was it. 

Ashish also practiced by taking sample tests given by Ms. Newman. 

Revision was always against a sample answer. He felt that many times he would 

be "off' on what the College Board was looking for in a model answer. 

I would reread the poem and go back and realize that some of the 
things they wanted to know I just didn't look for. This was a time
consuming process and required practicing over and over again so 
you'd get an idea of what they wanted and be able to hit it the first 
time through and not have to reread the question 300 times during 
the exam. 

Ashish was especially sophisticated about "playing the exam game." He realized 

the exam often interfered with his own ideas about a work. 

Yeah, it often contradicted what I thought, but for the most part you 
had to understand this was a standardized test and you just had to 
realize it was not going to change for your ideas. 

Another time he remembered reading a poem that he "could have sworn was 

talking about religion." Ashish often looked for the universal in what he read. 

He was often confounded to discover that many times questions wanted discrete, 



281 

concrete answers. In one practice exam in which he was to analyze a poem, he 

talked about 

religion and how it ties people down and oppresses people. Then I 
read the answer and it was completely different. They wanted me to 
talk about a parent and child ... a very demanding father figure and 
a young child. I tried for universal meaning and they hooked me in 
it all the way through. I found five images that meant something 
completely different from religion but I'd read them that way. I 
suppose I could have made a case for myself but this is just put 
down A, B, or C and if it isn't right, that's it. 

Sarah remembered timed writings in preparation for the APE as punitive. 

"We wrote once or twice a week depending on if she was mad at us or not." She 

remembers being told what to write on: "write on this, analyze that. Always in 

terms of theme, personification, descriptive details, characters, stuff like that, 

symbolism." She felt the kinds of things she read and wrote about prepared her 

for the APE. "Except we didn't do much writing workshop like in college. The 

way we wrote was on the APE. We didn't practice or do prewriting. We didn't 

revise. It wasn't like we wrote a paper and the teacher said "fix that." She'd just 

give it back and we'd do a new one." 

Brad remembers not only practicing the timed essays and objective tests 

but also spending a lot of time with the grading rubric. 

She'd give us a bunch of essays and we'd come up with a grading 
scale ... essays from other students in other years as well as samples 
from College Board. We'd look at other's essays and then look at 
the scale the AP examiners use to grade them. Like Ashish, Brad 
sometimes went off on a tangent with his answers and had to change 
them. But Brad felt that was an advantage: There was [sic] times I 



thought I was off on a valid tangent, a valid point, But there were 
other times I felt I was a little off. We did a little talking about how 
they graded them. And how a little difference is sometimes good 
because it gets a little monotonous [for examiners to read the same 
old stuff.] So I didn't feel it was too bad to be off sometimes. 
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Kevin practiced timed essays in class with everyone else. During the last 

month, he began to check his answers against model answers. He worked on the 

multiple choice questions on his own. "Mr. Cavendish let us do that on our own. 

We knew what we needed to know, what our strengths were." He also felt that 

poetry was where he was weak. But his teacher "gave a couple of lectures on it, a 

really crash course on poetry." 

Jane recalls that Father Anton didn't "force us to take the test. He 

suggested that all of us take it, but he said it was perfectly optional and it was up 

to us. And some schools didn't accept it. He went over that with us." Basically, 

Jane recalls getting three old AP tests a month before the exam. Her teacher 

would give one a week. I asked if she ever had any idea if she was close to the 

"right answer." She laughed and said "no." Her teacher made comments but gave 

no grade, nor did he show them model answers. He mainly wanted them to be 

familiar with how the exam might look. He also never showed them a multiple 

choice test. 

Joel was the only person in his junior Humanities class taking the test. So 

he met six or seven times with his teacher outside of class to prepare. She would 

give him a possible essay question, he'd look at it, write on it, and give it to her. 
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She'd critique it and return it. On his own, he read a few model answers. 

Sometimes his answers were off but "I didn't really care. I had nothing to lose 

since I was the only person taking it." 

The six students who took the literature exam all remember writing an 

analysis of an Emily Dickinson poem, none of them can remember much about 

the second question though they know it was a comparison-contrast question, and 

they all remember their third question. They were to choose a novel and 

compare two places. Amazingly, five of these students wrote on Heart of 

Darkness and all five compared London to the jungle. Only Jane wrote on a 

different work, Passage to India. Their consistency suggests they are all in 

Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule's (1986) level of received knowledge. 

The young received knowers have a literal faith that they and their 
friends share exactly the same thoughts and experiences. They relish 
having so much in common and are unaware of their tendency to 
shape their perceptions and thoughts to match those of others (p.38). 

Two students took the language exam. Brad remembers writing on a 

biblical passage, writing an autobiographical piece, and he cannot remember his 

other question. Joel "lucked out" as he puts it. His major question was on 

censorship and as editor of his school newspaper, he had lots to say. He also had 

a question on Darwin's description of the Galapagos Islands and had read 

Darwin. His other question was on a South African pilot. 
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With the exception of Joel, all these students were interviewed within five 

months of their APE. Yet none of them could remember much about it. Only on 

the third essay question where they had a choice of what to write about were they 

sure of what they said and what text they discussed. 

In spite of such thorough preparation about how to take the APE and what 

kinds of answers are within or without the parameters of "correct," these students 

did not know why they passed the exam. When asked how they thought they did 

on the APE prior to receiving their scores, seven of the eight students had pretty 

vague responses. None of them felt he or she had done poorly but none was sure 

why he or she had done well. They were surely relieved to have the college 

credit, at any rate. Only Kevin, the one student who scored a 5, said he "bombed 

one question." On the poetry analysis (the Emily Dickinson poem), he said "I did 

really bad on that one. I liked the poem but for some reason I couldn't put 

anything down on it." Perhaps he did remarkably well on the objective test or on 

the other two essays to compensate for his perceived failure of one question. Or 

perhaps he is an expert test-taker. He is, after all, the only National Merit 

Scholarship winner in the sample. 

Responding, Interpreting, and Critiquing 

In the concluding section of this chapter, I have organized the discussion 

first around "Canons of Texts and Methods," looking at the theory and pedagogy 
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of these AP English classes. Next "AP English: A Continuum of Options" reviews 

the various ways of organizing an AP English course while preparing for the APE. 

Finally, the professional and personal dilemmas of the teachers within their school 

and community contexts will be discussed in "Teachers: Internal Tensions, 

External Expectations." 

Canons of Texts and Methods 

These classes represented a range of options for organizing and teaching 

AP English as well as for preparing students for the APE. I saw formal and 

informal teaching styles, podiums and neat rows of desks as well as circles of 

chairs. I saw students quiet in their seats raising their hands to speak as well as 

students shouting out and roaming around the classroom. I saw small groups only 

twice. Most of the classes focus on large group, teacher-led discussions of 

literature, and solitary activities in which each student reads alone, sits somewhat 

passively in class, then writes in response to a prompt about literature chosen by 

the teacher. 

These are literature-based courses in which there are few women or 

minority authors, and little contemporary literature. The idea that "classics" are 

written texts that endure over time is implied in the course readings. This 

philosophy will reappear in the students' own words in Chapter 6. 
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Questions are asked of the literature in one of two ways: large group 

discussions or "prompts" to answer in an in-class timed writing. There are some 

out-of-class writing assignments but most writing about literature is formal and in

class. These questions lead to "close" readings of texts, but as Sharon Beehler 

(1988) points out, "close" readings are often "closed" readings (39). When, for 

example, Ms. Newman told students prior to their first reading of D.H. 

Lawrence's "Rocking-horse Winner" to pay particular attention to the main 

literary devices Lawrence used, students were directed to find first a literary 

explanation for the story's value, thus perhaps limiting the text for them. Instead 

she might have asked them to respond personally to an image in the story, thus 

encouraging a more "open" reading of the text. So, too, Ms. Greer's question of 

"Why does T.S. Eliot put man and beast together, elaborating on the two images 

in Murder in the Cathedral?" leads students who are approaching a work of 

literature for the first time to analyze first, experience later the personal effect of 

the literature. One worries if the students ever do experience personally the 

effects of texts--or take the time to reflect on what they are reading and writing 

about. 

This methodology also suggests features of Elbow's (1973) doubting game 

predominate over his believing game. "Playing the believing game means fighting 

the itch for closure" (p. 177). Class discussions led, more often than not, to 

closure--and quickly since around the corner there's apt to be an in-class writing 
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assignment in response to a prompt about these same questions. Time is 

definitely a factor. As Elbow (1973) points out, "the believing game does not 

have its full power as a dialectic for getting to the truth till you add the dimension 

of time" (p. 170). This means time to think, reflect, resist closure, get more ideas, 

add personal experiences--play with ideas--as you read and write about texts. Yet 

most of these AP courses stress breadth over depth--Ms. Boucher is the exception. 

The more you read, the better you'll do on the APE seems to be the philosophy. 

The focus of the course reflects a formalist approach to literature: 

analyzing formal elements of the texts. "Efferent" versus "aesthetic" stances were 

stressed. In other words, there was little concern with what Rosenblatt (1978) 

calls aesthetic readings whereby "the reader's attention is centered directly on 

what he is living through during his relationship with that particular text" (25). 

Efferent readings focus on the end results, on what information can be collected 

and categorized according to some agreed upon system (Le., the APE). Most 

curricula offered no specific structure for stressing aesthetic stances toward 

literature, such as journal writing or informal responses to literature prior to 

formal analysis. Exceptions are Ms. Boucher who used reader-response 

assignments, and Ms. Watkins who allows for imaginative interpretations of how 

the literature affects the students. 

Few of these teachers offered alternative pedagogues. I heard about lots of 

innovative teaching ideas, but I saw none. Nor do these teachers use or trust 
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outside criticism. There is a noticeable lack of contemporary criticism or 

postmodern approaches to literature, especially in a course designated "college 

level" not "college preparatory." These are teachers whose vocabularies do not 

include "deconstruction" or "reader-response" or "post-structuralism." Texts are 

taught as though meaning is complex and ambiguous but not too ambiguous. 

Certainly the text is the authority and if one analyzes hard and long, one can fit 

all the pieces together. Rosenblatt (1978) offers a view of the world of readers in 

which a critic is "not a model but a fellow reader" (149). She cautions against 

making a critic "an authority decreeing what we should live through in the 

reading" (147) but rather make the critic a "friend for conversation" (150). This 

philosophy was not recognized in these classrooms. Students hardly collaborated 

with each other let alone with critics who offered widely varied angles of vision. 

These were not "communities of readers." Experiencing a text was between one 

reader and one text with a teacher as arbiter of taste. In sum, discussion and 

writing assignments are part of a closed system in which recognizing and 

extrapolating elements of literature tested on the APE were the impetus for 

curriculum design. 

The educational dialectics in these classrooms did not favor affective 

character traits, such as involvement, exploration, opening up, flexibility, 

cooperation, group work. Rather the polar opposites predominate: solitary 

activities, talking/noise/arguing, stubborn, rigid, detachment, competitive 
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behaviors. (Elbow 1973, pp. 178-179). The other kind of learning style that 

dominated was passive learning whereby teachers deposited knowledge much like 

Freire's (1971) "banking concept of education." This was "received knowledge." 

Stakes weren't necessarily low, though, since passing an exam meant earning 

college credit. Whether this is a sign of an "AP" classroom versus other English 

classrooms is hard to say. Because of the influence on passing the test, there 

seem to be higher stakes involved in receiving knowledge to regurgitate it on an 

exam rather than on reflecting and constructing knowledge on one's own. 

There was no doubt that these students were "sophisticated" in one way: 

they could recognize that the verbal symbols on a page were part of a system of 

"cues" and "clues" to unlock meaning in texts. But at what price? Could these 

students also experience literature as sensations of images, as techne but also as a 

symphony capable of evoking deep personal responses? Or were these also 

"naive" readers of literature? 

AP English: A Continuum of Options 

All the teachers in the study were "good" teachers in several senses: they 

had a charismatic classroom presence. Indeed, they may be teaching AP English 

as a "reward" for their recognized talents. They were also very generous about 

talking to me and allowing me to visit their classrooms. On the one hand, they 

were professionals--articulate about their content, prepared for class, caring 



toward their students. They felt a heightened purposefulness in preparing 

students for a national examination that might result in the award of college 

credit. They worked hard to meet the expectations of their communities while 

fulfilling the expectations of AP English. These communities represent a 

continuum of interest in AP. 
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But on the other hand, they were woefully uninformed about contemporary 

literary theory and unable to weave current composition theory into a course 

where the dominant if not only evaluation technique was writing. They did not 

encourage open-ended thinking or questioning. They embraced new critical 

theory as their canon of methods and a traditional, classics-based curriculum as 

their canon of texts. 

On one extreme are parents, administrators, school boards, and students 

who are extremely anxious that "AP" appear on transcripts and that high 

percentages of students take and pass the APE. Naturally, these are schools 

where teachers report intense involvement of parents, administrators, and school 

boards "pushing the course" and keeping close track of numbers and percentages 

of students taking and passing the APE. These same schools are equally 

concerned that the term "AP" appear on students' transcripts. As Father Anton's 

principal insists, colleges today "look for the AP designation as an indication of a 

rigorous and uniform course." As you recall, Father Anton was one of the 

teachers who resisted AP. In spite of that, his administration advances it and 
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most of his students take the APE. In Ashish's school, students take AP English 

both their junior and senior years, the former stressing American and the latter 

stressing British literature. Students only take the APE once. What matters is 

that transcripts reveal two years of a "college level" course. These same teachers, 

then, are judged and judge themselves against the criterion of how well their 

students do on the APE--even if they dislike the concept. 

In the middle of the continuum are teachers who resist the AP designation 

but who also teach in communities where there is intense interest by parents and 

administrators about students' getting into the best colleges. Teachers reach a 

compromise by giving private tutorials to interested students on the APE outside 

the classroom and regular curriculum. Or these teachers "fight back" by ignoring 

the AP curriculum but discussing the exam during the final month of school or 

only with those students taking the exam. This method results in a varying 

number of students taking the APE, depending on parental desires more than 

anything. 

Finally, at the extreme end of the continuum are schools where only a 

handful of teachers and administrators seem to understand AP and its 

implications. Students and parents are somewhat "in the dark." Students may be 

first generation college students. Parents may be oblivious to the effects of 

earning college credit while in high school and possibly cutting a semester or two 

off a college education--or freeing a student to double major and earn a degree in 
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four years. They may not have the $65.00 for the exam or fail to see that it is an 

important expense, especially if these parents never went to college themselves. 

So while a teacher may teach a course designated "AP," he or she may adapt this 

national curriculum to the more concrete and pragmatic concerns of the students 

and parents. For example, will this English course prepare me or my child for 

college? Does this student know enough to "make it" through four years in 

college? These teachers seem less concerned with performance on a highly 

specialized exam than with sending students off to college with the necessary 

credentials and skills to succeed. They tend to be more flexible in adapting their 

curricula to students' needs each year. Furthermore, they may teach in schools 

where it is mighty hard to find twenty-five students interested in working so 

strenuously in an AP course. So they take the ten students really interested and 

fill the class with "not so interested" students. 

Teachers: Internal Tensions. External Expectations 

Like Anna's teacher, all these teachers were exhausted trying to teach such 

an intense reading and writing course. All but one of them had two or three 

different preparations and five classes of students to teach five days a week. Only 

Ms. Newman had one "prep" and four classes of students. 

They "cut corners" accordingly--either by not responding to the students' 

writing, not allowing for major revisions of essays, not being attentive audiences to 
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what their students in AP English write, not spending as much time with their 

"regular" students' writings, and not changing their texts and syllabi from year to 

year. I'm reminded of Horace's Compromise (Sizer, 1984), a story of a veteran 

high school teacher who cares about his students and about learning, who knows 

how to teach well, but who compromises what he knows will work in order to 

meet the demands of the system. 

All of the teachers seem to have heard mild noises about canon reform, 

though none heard loud rumblings. Besides, they answer to a different authority 

than the rest of us: Advanced Placement and the College Board. They seemed to 

realize that teaching women and minorities was a good thing; however, they also 

felt that teaching "a woman" or "an Mrican American" satisfied that obligation. 

They all taught in the Southwest, yet none incorporated literatures by ethnic or 

racial groups in the Southwest (Native American or Mexican American authors, 

for example). Integrating the curriculum meant teaching one Mrican-American 

author and a few women. Even writing assignments like Ms. Moreno-Compton's 

(discuss the treatment of women or minorities in a series of books by an author) 

is just "out there." It is not a philosophy that permeates the curriculum. It is a 

discrete notion, a separate category, that someone might talk about one time. 

They saw as dual purposes and even as polarities the notions of "integrating the 

curriculum" and "preparing students for the APE." 
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Teachers felt constrained by budget woes, state-funded texts (limiting their 

abilities to change texts), the AP reading list and examination, curriculum 

committees, parents, and especially time--or precious little of it. For that reason, 

reading iists and syllabi are traditional and change little from year to year. It is 

especially difficult to change anthologies or large texts like novels and plays. It is 

relatively easy to add shorter works like short stories, poetry, and essays. Still, 

there are few if any contemporary or "exotic" literatures taught. The same is true 

of women and minority authors--they are excluded or "tacked on" rather than 

"inclusive" in the design of the curriculum. Nor is "popular" literature 

incorporated except by Father Anton. The College Board and Advanced 

Placement philosophy strongly influenced all but two of these teachers, Father 

Anton and Ms. Watkins. This is not to say, though, that all of these teachers 

don't feel that their courses are in any way wrongheaded or in need of major 

revamping. It just means that they couldn't make major changes without a lot of 

bureaucratic problems. 

It is safe to say that six of these eight teachers are influenced strongly by 

the APE and to some degree, teach "to the test." There are differences in how 

each teacher prepares students for the APE--some teachers practice for the exam 

continuously, some hardly discuss it. Yet all these students earned high scores. 

One wonders, then, what might have happened to some of these students, like 

Ashish or Matthew, if they'd had the kind of preparation Jane or Joel received? 
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Perhaps they would not have gotten such high scores and consequently received 

college English credits. 

Another issue in "teaching to the test," especially a test that is 40 percent 

multiple choice, is the requirement that students place all the authority for making 

meaning "in the text." If, as Barthes (1974) says, "readerly" texts are classics 

whereas "writerly" texts are those texts a reader can get involved with and 

"rewrite" (p. 4-5), then this same philosophy by necessity is implied in a national 

curriculum followed by an exam on literature--one which thousands of students 

take and one where the students in this study admit to answering the questions in 

the same way regardless of where they went to high school or took AP English. 

Indeed, part of the requisite drilling for the APE is so the students don't need to 

respond personally or adopt an "aesthetic" stance since that merely eats up 

precious time. Besides, everything you need to know about literature is right there 

on the page. The authority is all in the text. 

Students revise texts and determine meanings for texts based on the 

directives from the APE and from their teachers. Within the context of preparing 

for the APE, they hold the authority of "the examiners" as final and they rewrite 

their practice exams to "fit the mold." They may use their own ideas, but the key 

to the game is in being different while staying within clearly defined parameters of 

what this text might mean, what is acceptable to write about. This encourages 
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objective readings over subjective readings. It encourages students to master the 

method without questioning what they read nor why they read it. 

Regardless of differences in communities, families, and high schools, the 

main approach to literature in AP English is "efferent" rather than "aesthetic" 

(Rosenblatt, 1978). As one teacher in a high school in a lower middle class 

neighborhood who teaches a "great books" AP course put it, "These students are 

getting a Cadillac education at Chevrolet prices." That about sums up the 

attitude about teaching the classics in AP English classes. This is a "Cadillac 

curriculum." How much of this philosophy have these students internalized? If 

riding in a Cadillac means reading and writing about "the classics" as defined by 

AP, how will they describe the vehicle for their next ride, a journey through 

literatures contemporary, gender-balanced, multicultural, and in different 

mediums? The next chapter follows these AP students through their first college 

English experience, a ride through a multicultural literature curriculum in a 

vehicle as yet unnamed. 

Notes 

1. Gathering data from secondary schools merits some commentary. The more 
affluent communities and school districts had secretaries who wrote down my 
requests and within days, I received typed memorandums with every statistic and 
percentage imaginable from administrators with Ph.D's. On the other hand, the 
rural school district I contacted transferred me to the "records lady" who 
eventually transferred me to a counselor. He wanted to discuss elk hunting and 
gave me messages to relay to my student about "where the real elk are." 
Furthermore, they kept few statistics and generalized about everything ("Oh, I 
imagine we're about the same as everyone else" when I asked about extra-
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curricular activities). The large school districts kept meticulous records but their 
bureaucracies were so large it ended up taking the most time to gather data. 
Sometimes I was transferred from office to office for an entire afternoon, only to 
"come up empty." It was a matter of asking the right questions of the right 
person. Finally, there was no consistency in who kept what records: assistant 
principals tracked dropout rates in some schools but counselors kept track in 
other school. 
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CHAPTER 6 

VALUE AND EVALUATION: 
FIRST-YEAR COLLEGE STUDENTS' ATIITUDES ABOUT LITERATURE 

What is or is not literature has provoked stimulating discussions among 

critics for decades (Eagleton 1983, Smith 1984, Altieri 1983, Kennedy 1992). 

Whether the text, the reader, or the transaction between the two is privileged in 

determining meaning, there is certainly a continuum of positions on the 

hermeneutics of texts. How value is assigned to texts--how they are evaluated--

depends on what B. Smith (1984) calls "questionable and increasingly questioned 

sets of assumptions: namely, that literary value was a determinate property of 

texts" (p. 7). Dasenbrock (1991) also argues that the "interpretative system ... is 

dynamic, not static. The interpretative system of one moment in time is not that 

of another, and this is why texts we read/write change across time" (p. 8). Along 

this continuum of meaning, students might respond to texts as anywhere from 

sacred, rigid, closed, containing one meaning to chaotic, indeterminate, baffling, or 

"only" personally, individually meaningful. 

Conjoined to the issue of how students respond to different kinds of texts is 

the matter of what kinds of texts lend themselves to aesthetic experiences. In 

other words, what texts are or should be in the canon of literature? George A. 

Kennedy (1992) says, "some kind of canon is necessary. Even in the surviving 

literature of Greece and Rome, not to say in Renaissance and modern literature, 
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there is too much for any student to read. In the extreme case that every student 

read a totally different set of books, discussion of literature would be almost 

impossible" (p. 226). 

In this chapter, seven students responded to literature. As explained in 

Chapter 3, they first responded to a wide range of texts and tried to define 

literature, each student using the same thirty texts to support and illustrate his or 

her poetics of literature. They essentially defined aesthetic value and then 

evaluated texts against that standard. They created a canon of literature based on 

their poetics of literature. 

Next, these students participated in a literature unit stressing multicultural 

literatures presented in a dialogue with each other. They experienced more than 

one medium for "storytelling," and they engaged in alternative discourse forms. 

They also "performed" a story, writing a corresponding text "meant to be 

performed." Next they read a novel and play that offered competing 

interpretations of history; they read critics of these texts, and wrote a more 

"traditional" critical essay incorporating opposing views and critics about these 

texts. Throughout this unit, students kept journals of spontaneous responses to 

the literature. These offer a contrast to their more formal essays. Last, students 

were asked to revise their midterms. 
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As I look at what these seven students said on their midterms, I will also 

summarize how the entire class (28 students) defined literature by looking at the 

most repeated criteria for literature and the most frequently discussed texts. 

The data in this chapter are compiled from informal, ungraded journal 

writing, more formal, short response papers, formal critical essays, in-class and 

out-of-class writing, audiotaped interviews, and researcher observations of class 

discussions. Hence the data shuttle from immediate, spontaneous responses to 

more careful, reflective, and revised responses, interspersed with researcher 

interpretation. 

Definitions of Literature 

These seven students seemed baffled when asked to reflect on a subject 

they have been qualified as somewhat expert on (for first-year college students). 

True, they could "find the classics" and paraphrase a dictionary about what 

literature is. The problem arose in the circularity of their reasoning: the methods 

they'd learned for analyzing literature came about within the context that created 

the methods. The texts they read fit those methods and the context or they made 

them fit. That all are inextricably bound to each other is not apparent to these 

students. Faced with texts without identifying titles and authors, they had little 

sense of what to do. Should they apply the ideas and methods they'd learned 

about canonical texts to any text? Indeed, what are they reading and why? 
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Literature had been a nonreflective practice in the sense that what they read and 

how they read it were "received knowledge." 

They were not "evoking a poem" as Rosenblatt (1974) might say. With any 

text other than classics, they frequently argued themselves into corners or to use 

their jargon, seemed "clueless." Predictably, many fell back on comfortable 

frameworks--AP English standards, dictionaries, and on familiar texts for 

guidance. They didn't seem to reflect on what they read; nor did they write 

convincingly of emotive value. As Sarah says, they just plain had never stopped to 

think about literature much. 

Stripped of a structure, a set of prompts with directives of what to analyze 

without ever asking themselves if it was worth analyzing, they floundered with 

some texts, were incisive with familiar texts (mostly the classics), and were 

unaware of why they preferred what they preferred. Their reasoning was circular, 

their interpretations self-confirming. And when interpretation are so non

reflective, all we learn, as Dasenbrock (1991) writes, it "that the shoe fits" (p. 15). 

They also responded to their preconceived images about "others"--images 

rarely based on firsthand experiences with people or literatures different than 

themselves. They had absorbed the ideology of the hegemonic culture. Thus 

Jane could relate to images of poverty and drug-ridden Native Americans having 

only known of Native Americans through secondhand accounts. And Joel could 

suggest that we need to read rap to understand the Black experience, not the 
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Black Aesthetic. Brad, on the other hand, went to school in a predominantly 

Navajo school and identified with the cultural content of Paula Gunn Allen's 

poetry. He was not familiar with Native American literature (admitting at one 

time that he'd never even read the Navajo creation story), but because the content 

of the literature struck a chord of familiarity within him, he alone was able to 

respond to Native American poetry on an aesthetic as well as an efferent level. 

In short, each student responded not to the literature but to the paradigms 

already in their head (Kolodny, 1986). They navigated toward what was familiar 

and comfortable to them because of formal schooling or because of the 

communities they were a part of. 

They were also cautious test-takers. They took few risks with the possible 

exception of discussing the "rap." Or as Matthew said, 

We're so conditioned through high school to have definite aims, 
don't take risks and possibly get F's. 

In "The Humanist's Fantasy: Features of Literature", I discuss the poetics 

of literature that informed these students' arguments and definitions about 

literature. In "Cultural Bias: Familiar and Unfamiliar Texts," I discuss the 

patterns that emerge in the choices of texts the students use to illustrate their 

poetics of literature. Finally, in "Cultural Charity: Rap and Others," I conclude 

this section by discussing the attitudes of these students about literatures both 
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contemporary and diverse; that is, the literatures students were not accustomed to 

encountering in an English class. 

The Humanist's Fantasy: Features of Literature 

Analysis of the definitions of literature of the entire class reinforced what 

Barbara Hen·~stein Smith (1984) calls the "humanist's fantasy of transcendence, 

endurance, and universality" while not "acknowledging the most fundamental 

character of literary value, which is its mutability and diversity" (14). In analyzing 

all twenty-eight students' midterms, I conducted a discrete item analysis by 

extrapolating each student's definition of literature and listing its parts. I then 

counted these and reported the most repeated items (see Table 4). 

Table 4 

Features of Literature Mentioned Most Frequently in Midterm 
by Twenty-Eight Students in First Year Composition 

Must be written 
Emotional effect on reader 
Permanent value 
Form 
Imaginative 
Universal theme 
Entertaining 
Instructional 
Not factual 
Theme--significant 
*Subjective 

15 
14 
10 
8 
8 
5 
4 
4 
4 
3 
2 

*Subjective means it is too personal to define. The two students who said this 

will be discussed later in the chapter. 
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Following is a discussion of the rationales students gave for including these 

features in their poetics of literature. First, four of these students, like Anna, 

defined literature as "written." Another student spoke of "writers" of literature 

throughout his midterm. Only two students didn't make "written down" a definite 

prerequisite, though they may have assumed it. In all, only one student in the 

entire class (not in the sample) mentioned that "literature is or can be written" 

[emphasis mine]. This supports the survey results with 106 AP students that 

literature in AP English is always written, the oral tradition is never taught, and 

films or live performances are the least used teaching technique. 

Second, the students varied in how directly they insisted on "emotional 

content" in literature. Jane, like Anna, felt it was a primary requisite. Jane added 

two more qualifiers: it must entertain and it must teach. Her definition of 

literature sounded like a blend of Horace's, Sir Philip Sidney's, and Cicero's 

definition of purposes, hence styles, of rhetoric. Jane admitted in an interview 

that she is "really liberal about literature." Indeed, like Anna, Jane was careful 

not to exclude one single text from her pre-test. She did not discuss every excerpt 

but she was careful to give no illustrations of nonliterary texts. One wondered if 

she understood or internalized her own dictum about emotional effects. 

Ashish was more circumspect than Anna and Jane, though he also 

illustrates more concretely how literature produces an emotional effect. He never 

explicitly stated that he wanted to be moved by literature, but he did discuss 
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"tangible and intangible" features of literature. He wanted the writer to "add a 

certain quality to the words within himself .... the writer should leave a part of 

himself on the page." He discussed the rap about the "plight of a drug user and 

his private world" and contrasted it to a pamphlet advising "children to say no to 

drugs" as an illustration of "personal interest within the words themselves" as 

opposed to non-literature. 

After Ashish's detailed illustration of one aspect of literature, he became 

somewhat general, like Jane, in defining literature or even taking a stand. 

Though he did not try to develop a definition so broad as to cover everything, like 

Anna and Jane, he confessed in an interview that he didn't think he 

really pinpointed a definition in that way. I think from the criteria I 
used I left literature as a very abstract idea ... I avoided just 
anything that I believed would become really specific and so I stayed 
with abstract ideas so I could include more works. 

Unlike Jane, Ashish mostly talked about what is not literature. He discussed the 

memo, recipe, essay on SAT scores, and the horoscope. His only examples of 

what is literature? The Keats' sonnet and the rap. 

Third, the notion of "endurance" was expressed by these students as 

"permanent value" and often led students to impose a universal criterion on 

literature. On the other hand, if literature was not universal, the students tended 

to discuss cultural differences. Three students spent considerable time on this 

feature of literature: Joel and Sarah felt it was inherent in literature and 
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Matthew did not. Matthew, in not imposing the "universal" or "permanent" labels 

on literature, still raised the issue of diversity. He thought literature should 

"express the various aspects of a culture such as religious rationale, political 

beliefs, and common human experiences and emotions." He didn't try to only 

discuss what is or only discuss what is not literature (like Anna, Jane, and to some 

extent, Ashish). Instead, he created a hierarchy of literature: "while literature 

may be all the writings of a people, some pieces of literature stand in a higher 

plane than others." This allowed him not to be too harsh in excluding texts, and 

to talk about works as diverse as Heart of Darkness and rap as both examples of 

literature. Sarah, on the other hand, was very concrete in discussing permanent 

value: if it had a date on it, it wasn't literature. She discarded the horoscope for 

that reason, not speculating on how literature is always "dated" or "situated" in a 

context of time and place. Joel also discussed context and culture, though he felt 

"cultural permanence" was necessary and desirable. 

All literature must be taken in the context of the culture in which it 
was written. If you lack understanding of the culture, then you may 
not understand the message of the piece of literature. For example, 
if the 16th century Native Americans were handed a book by Tom 
Clancy, they would probably not figure it out. For a work to be 
literature it must discuss the ideas and life of one culture, so future 
generations and cultures will be able to relate to what is on paper. 

The fourth most cited feature of literature was form. Students had 

internalized a great deal about form but had difficulty expressing how form guided 

them in assessing literature. Ashish, for example, knew that "literature must have 
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some sort of structure." But he was unsure what that meant since e.e. cummings' 

poetry has a structure and so does a recipe. He abandoned further discussion of 

"form." None of the students could really explain or illustrate what "form" meant. 

One student said literature had to be in "paragraphs or stanzas." Others said form 

just had "something to do with literature." In reality, judging from the texts they 

categorized as literary or nonliterary, they have internalized a lot more about 

form than they can articulate. They recognized poems by their form and excluded 

cartoons and maps and recipes and ads because of their forms. The problem 

came in a lack of experience in relating form to content, to issues of theme, 

emotional effect of the rhythm of words, etc. 

The fifth most frequent feature of literature had to be some kind of 

imaginative power. Yet none of the students elaborated on this point. It was 

mentioned, assumed, and left hanging. 

Sixth was theme. Almost all the students alluded to theme as important. 

Kevin was one of the few students to discuss it explicitly. He believed literature 

had to have "significant artistic, literary, and social merit. That is to say, they 

have an important theme that is relevant and well expressed." Important and 

relevant themes, to Kevin, mean Heart of Darkness, Hamlet, and Walden. And 

they definitely do not include a "rap poem by an African-American." Kevin was 

the only student to say rap was non-literature. His reasons are twofold. First, 

though this particular rap addresses a significant problem, "inner-city violence, it is 
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not universally important." Second, Kevin stayed consistent within his definition 

and excluded rap based on lack of artistry. The rap fails to display any language 

familiarity ... its 

phrases are short, jagged, and fit together poorly and it lacks 
imagery, analogies, or other literary devices. It has no remarkable 
features, and fails to make a significant point. 

Amazingly, while Kevin believes that a rap song that criticizes modern, 

urban society (violence, drugs, etc.) is not relevant, he juxtaposes this with 

Thoreau's Walden, which is not only relevant but a perfect example of "thematic 

excellence and artistic mastery." Unaware of the paradox, he goes on to 

paraphrase Thoreau who "went to the woods to live deliberately and to front the 

essential facts of life." To Kevin, "This idea of questioning of the values of society 

and suggesting that they might be misguided, is clearly relevant to everybody in 

the modern world." As opposed to rap .... 

When asked how he developed criteria and a definition of literature, Kevin 

said his definition "came mostly as a result of what we did last year [in AP 

English]." Several students expressed a belief that AP English was a germinal 

experience in their English educations and specifically, in their ability to read and 

write about literature. They seemed unaware of how family life, early childhood 

education, other experiences with reading and writing, high schools and peers--in 

sum, their cultures--had any influence on them. As Vygotsky (1986) explains, 

"every thought tends to connect something with something else, to establish a 



309 

relation between things" (p. 218). Students are not just "out there" absorbing 

discrete bits of information in separate classes. The interrelationship between 

their personal lives and the cumulative effect of their schooling has more to do 

with what they like or don't like when reading literature. It is the methodology of 

reading texts that is learned almost exclusively in school. And for many of these 

students, the canon of methods (and texts) came in AP English. 

The next features--entertaining, instructional, not factual--were rarely 

elaborated on. And several of the above mentioned features seemed to come 

from dictionaries. Sarah actually just quoted Webster's Unabridged Dictionary--

literature must be written, have an emotional effect on the reader, be imaginative, 

and have a universal theme. When I saw the frequency with which these features 

appeared in other students essays, I began to wonder if many of the students 

hadn't first consulted a dictionary and then paraphrased, ad libbed, and 

elaborated. In preparing for the midterm, Sarah admitted that she used the 

dictionary because 

I never thought about what literature was. I just was told 'this is 
literature, this is not.' And then we were given things to read. We 
only read literature [in English classes]. We didn't read nonfiction. 
Only stories. No essays. 

Finally, Joel and Brad felt literature was too subjective to define. Then 

they defined it. Joel writes 



What is or is not literature is completely subjective and no one 
definition should be forced upon anybody by anybody else .... I 
believe that one man's literature can be another man's junk mail. 
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Brad was more tolerant, but he also recognized that literature is a word that has 

"different connotations for everyone." He thinks most people think of 

"Shakespeare, Homer, and Milton" when they hear the word literature. 

These two students claim to have started with personal ideas about 

literature in creating a definition. Joel admits talking to friends in his dorm, also. 

Joel believed that literature had to have a unified message(s) to the reader, 

cultural permanence, a universal theme, and conflict. Sounds like Aristotle and 

Webster. His reasons were often arbitrary. Worse, he didn't realize that. For 

example, Joel didn't elaborate much on "unified message" except to say Walden 

had it and Richard Brautigan's poem did not. Thoreau made him reflective and 

Brautigan did not, he said. But that doesn't really explain "unified message" to 

anyone except Joel. Joel used his "disclaimer" about the subjectivity of literature 

to dismiss any text he didn't like. He excluded Richard Brautigan and Ogden 

Nash because they didn't say anything to him. Actually, Joel was showing a 

predilection for "longer" and "more complex" texts. If the poem was short but 

evocative, he considered it nonliterary because it didn't give him deep ideas to 

ponder for days on end. In discussing with him why some students disagreed with 

him, Joel said, "Well, I still don't like it and I say it's not literature." His was a 

most intensely personal poetics, though in reality, his criteria for literature were 
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pretty standard stuff. At least he had the confidence to make his own meanings. 

He seemed unbothered, almost comfortable, in the world of differences. 

Brad's personal definition of literature was like Joel's and others in some 

ways: "literature must say something to me, it must promote thought ... it must 

be able to stand up to many readings." Thus he touches on theme and 

permanence. But he added that literature must be "decodable ... I must be able 

to make sense out of it. The words or pictures used must have a meaning that I 

can associate them with." He used this criterion to exclude Yaqui Deer Songs 

which made no sense to him. His last criterion was that "it must have more than 

one dimension. It can be viewed from different angles with different results. 

Literature has meaning on more than one level." 

Cultural Bias: Familiar and Unfamiliar Texts 

In this section, the circularity of the students' reasoning becomes apparent. 

They lacked Keats' "negative capability" in that they did not understand the 

positions from which they wrote nor the positions they described. The texts 

students used to illustrate their points were revealing, as Table 5 shows. [This 

table includes all 28 students in the class.] For full texts, see Appendix D. It 

should be noted that many texts were "mentioned" though not "discussed" or 

"elaborated on." 
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Table 5 

Most Frequently Discussed Excerpts in Midterm 

Excerpts ·Mentioned Yes No 

# 4 Heart of Darkness 16 16 0 
# 8 Recipe 16 2 14 
#19 Hamlet 15 13 2 
#29 Th~ Little Princ~ 14 14 0 
# 1 Essay on SATs 13 5 8 
# 2 Definition of comets 13 2 11 
#9 Map 13 0 13 
#12 Public Enemy "rap" 13 8 5 
#10 Walden 12 12 0 
#22 Far Side cartoon 12 4 8 
# 6 Richard Brautigan poem 12 11 1 
#11 Lois Wylie poem 10 10 0 
# 7 Matthew 8:18-28 10 8 2 
#15 Editorial (Wildcat) 10 4 6 
#18 Horoscope (Jeanne Dixon) 10 2 8 
#16 Memorandum 9 1 8 
#20 Yaqui Deer Songs 8 7 1 
# 5 Ogden Nash poem 8 4 4 
# 3 John Keats' sonnet 8 8 0 
#28 Shakespeare's Sonnet 116 7 7 0 
#21 Personal ad 7 1 6 
#17 Dear Abbey column 7 1 6 
# 13 Marcela Christine 

Lucero-Trujillo poem 6 5 1 
#24 Dear Santa letter 6 3 3 
#30 Richard Armour poem 6 4 2 
#25 Paula Gunn Allen poem 5 5 0 
#14 Audre Lord poem 4 3 1 
#27 Danny Lopez/Papago Song 4 3 1 
#26 Danny Lopez/Papago Song 

., 
2 1 ,;) 

#23 Letter from E.B. White 0 0 0 

There are four patterns which emerge immediately. First, the works 

discussed most frequently as examples of literature include the same works read 
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most frequently in AP English--Heart of Darkness and Hamlet. Second, the 

works used most frequently to illustrate non-literature were the "safest bets;" that 

is, they were the most outlandish examples in the packet--recipe, map, memo, 

horoscope, science textbook excerpt on comets, cartoon. Third, the texts where 

there was the least disagreement as to how to classify them included the classics 

read in AP English. Unfamiliarity with texts did not mean there was 

disagreement over them, though. What it did mean was they probably did not 

discuss them. In fact, only two students out of twenty-eight actually discussed 

"unfamiliar though agreed upon as literature" texts in their midterms. And that 

leads nicely to the last point: the more contemporary or "exotic" the literature, the 

less apt it was to be discussed (though it may have been mentioned in a list). In 

sum, students played it safe--much like the students in Emig's study (1971). 

In choosing familiar works to talk about, especially classics from AP 

English, Sarah summed up mucn of what other students said in explaining why she 

chose to write about Heart of Darkness. 

I knew it. I remembered the scene and knew what he was talking 
about. I basically picked the examples from the literature we read 
in AP English and anyway, they fit my mold and I could make them 
fit my mold. .. I was looking for timelessness, universality, 
creativity, and if I knew something about it. 

Unaware of how circular her argument is, Sarah supports what Altieri's (1984) 

analysis: "we have ideas about canons because we learn to think about literature 

within cultural frameworks that are in part constituted by notions of the 
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canonical" (p. 45). Indeed, I began to wonder if the truly difficult task for all of 

us may be to try and imagine "noncircular" reasons independent of the Western 

canon for why we prefer the texts we do. 

In excluding the obvious non-literary texts like a map, recipe, memo, 

students never talked about how it felt when they read these. Instead, they 

looked for objective criteria like permanent value or universal theme. No one 

talked about how the words themselves either signalled them to "adopt an 

aesthetic stance" or not (Rosenblatt 1974, p.34). It would seem (to me) that a 

Lois Wylie poem (a female Rod McKuen) has less potentiality than a Keats' 

sonnet. Yet students loved Wylie's poem and only one student created a 

hierarchy whereby some literature could be greater than others. In distinguishing 

between aesthetic and non-aesthetic texts, it is perhaps most significant to discuss 

what students did not discuss: they never mentioned author's purpose, linguistic 

devices, nor how they felt as readers when they approached and read the text. 

What about texts the students disagreed over? Students seemed to 

interpret according to whims. As members of an interpretative community, 

Dasenbrock (1991) would argue that "we interpret according to our beliefs, and 

our interpretations therefore necessarily accord with our beliefs" (p. 13). For 

example, Ogden Nash's and Richard Armour's poems were light-hearted and 

clever to some students. Others felt they were "children's literature" and therefore 

not real literature. Joel thought Nash's "One-L Lama" was a "mere linguistic 
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game that doesn't tell me anything about life" while Ashish thought the Nash 

poem was an excellent example of literature for the very same reason: it was a 

linguistic game that implied a culture that valued cleverness with language. The 

editorial caused confusion mostly because it does not have "lasting value" and 

because it is "nonfiction." The cartoon was either rejected outright due to its 

form, or it was reflected upon as "thought provoking" and therefore literature. 

Letters were generally ignored until the students were asked directly about 

them in an interview. Then some students waffled a bit and said it was maybe 

literature because it was "entertaining" and maybe it wasn't because it lacked 

"permanent value" or "universal theme." I found it interesting that the letter from 

E.B. White to John Updike (signed "Andy White"), however, was never discussed 

by one student. Reasons ran the full range. During interviews, Ashish, like Anna, 

literally began changing his mind: "It really depends. I'd have to see what it is to 

decide. Updike I almost could but a list to Santa I don't know. Content matters, 

I guess." Joel got defensive: "I didn't know I discriminated such on letters." 

Though they established form, theme, permanent value, universal significance, 

writing, and imaginative or evocative emotions as criteria for literature, it never 

occurred to one of them that letters between famous or non-famous persons might 

be literature. 
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Cultural Charity: Rap and Others 

When students did discuss literatures contemporary and diverse, they often 

valorized them for nonaesthetic reasons--they had sociological or historical value, 

for example. Or they dismissed them as too different, too unlike what they had 

read before and therefore not literature. Only Brad related to an unfamiliar and 

contemporary text, Paula Gunn Allen's poem, as evocative and aesthetically 

pleasing. 

First, the rap. Students were not used to considering rap literature yet they 

discussed it frequently. All these students believed it was literature except Kevin. 

Their reasons varied. It was as if they encountered it and proceeded to interpret 

it on their own terms, what Davidson (1975) calls "interpretive charity." Davidson 

says we want to believe the writer has beliefs as similar to ours as possible. 

Therefore, "charity is forced upon us ... charity is not an option, but a condition 

of having a workable theory" (p. 197). Matthew felt rap was "probably literature 

but I didn't write about it because I'm not used to consider[ing] songs literature, 
.. 

things you sing." The form and the medium (oral) make him uneasy. Jane 

included rap due to its theme, though she didn't realize it was even rap at first. 

"Took me awhile to realize it was rap ... But as I read through I saw 'Yo' and 

began to realize it was rap." Anyway, its theme of "sadness and drugs" seemed 

"instructive" to Jane. Joel said rap is "culturally permanent" and literature for 

historical rather than literary reasons. It teaches the "black experience." 



it relates a way of life for the black man in the ghettos of the 1990s. 
The rap tells of his and his people's struggle with drugs and the 
violence surrounding the drug culture. I think 300 years from now 
students will be reading raps when they study our era because rap is 
one of the main modes of communication for minority youth today. 
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Finally Ashish, who admitted his conservatism in defining literature, said the only 

"step out I took out was in discussing the Public Enemy rap song." He felt the rap 

song conveyed an imaginative experience thus qualifying as literature. 

Aside from the "familiar and safe" texts to classify as literature (that is, 

classics from AP English) and the "unfamiliar and safe" texts to discuss as non-

literature (recipes, maps, etc.), students generally avoided talking about any 

"exotic" or "too contemporary" text. They were bewildered with texts that had no 

identifying titles and authors. Matthew, who wrote "crap" or "good" next to every 

text, decided not to discuss works if they were "modern poetry." His views speak 

well for what other students felt as well about contemporary literature. Speaking 

of Paula Gunn Allen, Richard Brautigan, Audre Lord, and the Papago songs, 

Matthew explains these are poems 

where they try to succeed by being different and actually, I just don't 
enjoy it that much. I sort of have a stereotype of modern view of 
new age lit or trying to be different. I guess we've just been 
conditioned, you know, Shakespeare is poetry and he wrote about 
love, death, life. 

Jane was one of two students who discussed Paula Gunn Allen's poem. 

The line that impressed her? "My daughter arrives, stoned, brown face ashen 

from the weed, there's no toilet paper." To Jane, this "strikes a cord within a 
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reader." It also related to the rap and the theme of "drugs and sadness" about 

"these people" in Jane's mind. Both of these "other" literatures impressed Jane 

because they reinforced an image she already had about African Americans and 

Native Americans. 

Brad was the only other student who chose a work by a Native American 

or Hispanic American author to discuss--Paula Gunn Allen's "Powwow 79, 

Durango." 

The poem about the Indian Pow wow, however, has more than one 
meaning. It can be seen as the description of a pow wow, a look at 
the problems Indian youth face, and a look at the generation gap 
between youth and their elders. It is literature. 

I asked him why he discussed this poem in his pre-test. 

It seemed like reading through it it was stuff that I'm kind of 
familiar with. I have a lot of friends that are Navajos, the school 
that I went to was probably over 50 percent Navajo, and I've done a 
lot of, had a lot of interaction with Indians and stuff .... I can see 
meaning on more than one level. 

Later I asked him if he'd ever been to a powwow. 

I went to a Chapter House meeting once and it was kind of a lot of 
the same stuff. There was a really old guy who just kind of sat in 
the corner and it looked like he was sleeping the whole time and 
they were having this discussion and, uh, he got up and said 
something I couldn't understand what he was saying, but everyone 
was listening to him. [He spoke in Navajo.] And after he talked the 
matter was settled, and he sat down and went back to sleep. 

The students' responses fell along a continuum from acknowledgement of 

subjective feelings about literature to striving for an objective definition of 
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literature. They called it "taste" or "personal ideas." They believed there was 

some authority "out there" who held the power to designate literature as 

worthwhile or not. Some worked hard at eradicating their midterm essays of 

feelings, instead looking for objective criteria for literature. Others openly 

admitted that literature was entirely personal. The truth is, all of their likes and 

dislikes with literature were cultural though they described them as "personal 

taste." Some were just more aware of that than others. As Scholes (1985) 

explains, "even 'taste' is never a truly personal thing but a carefully inculcated 

norm, usually established by a powerful social class" (p. 38). Jane, for example, 

tried to keep her feelings reined in. 

I think you can like or not like literature but that doesn't make it 
literature or not. I tried to be more objective. Like I don't like rap 
but that doesn't make it non-literature. 

Nonetheless, you may remember that Jane included "Powwow 79, Durango" and 

the rap as literature but it was her personal view about Native Americans and 

Mrican Americans that made the lines about drug and alcohol abuse dominant in 

her mind. Ashish called "taste" his "biases." He argued that he tried to keep his 

definition "not personal" and "abstract" partly because "a lot of my arguments are 

biased enough as it were and I stayed away from taste." Joel was the most 

subjective. He admitted it and said he didn't really care if others didn't agree 

with him. He even quoted philosopher Morris Weitz's article "The Role of 

Theory in Aesthetics" saying Weitz claims having one definition of literature could 
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be harmful because people become too worried about classifying "good" or "bad" 

or "not" literature rather than worrying about the meaning. Joel took this as 

empowering him to say "whatever I say goes." Even though some of the students 

were aware of their lack of objectivity in discrimination against certain texts, none 

of them really seemed aware yet of how much their interpretations were culture

bound. 

These are surely culturally literature students in the mold of Bloom, 

Hirsch, and others. They have absorbed the belief that literature transcends time 

(thus having a permanent, enduring quality) and has a universal message. They 

recognize noncontroversial, traditional classics as literature. It is not that other 

texts are not literature. They just have had little exposure to other texts. And 

when they are exposed to "other" literatures, they treat them as that: oddities to 

be studied for sociological or historical reasons or to be resisted as too modern, 

too unusual to be truly literature. 

No one is asking these students to adopt the view of others--merely to 

include them, to think about them, to recognize diversity, flexibility, and 

mutability as intrinsic to poetics. And that's a new request for every student in 

this sample. Let's see what happens when they are exposed more intensively to 

multicultural aesthetics. 
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Multicultural Literatures Unit: Forms of Storytelling 

The organization of this section follows the chronology of the course as 

detailed in Chapter 3. In ''The Canon Controversy," students responded to 

opposing arguments about the canon of literature. Mary Louise Pratt (1990) 

argued for a multicultural emphasis, much like the theory informing this course, 

and William Bennett (1988) argued for the sacredness of the canon and for the 

value of a Western civilization emphasis in curriculum. This was the first time 

these students were aware there was even a controversy, and having completed a 

course much like the one Bennett advocates (AP English), I expected them to 

easily join in the debate. This unit foregrounds the rest of the course. In "Origin 

Myths and tales Across Cultures," students read and discussed creation stories 

from different cultures, inferring the values of a culture and its literatures from 

the creation story. Next, in "Becoming Audiences: Storytelling in the Oral 

Tradition," students experienced storytelling in a medium other than written texts. 

The oral tradition was a new experience for these students. I organize the 

discussion around those students who just focused on the texts of the stories 

followed by those who considered context as well. In "Contemporary, Diverse, 

and Multicultural Stories," students responded to poetry and essays specific to the 

Southwest. Though all these students attended high school in Arizona, literature 

written in or about the Southwest was ironically, a cultural oddity to them. In 

"Becoming Performers: Storytelling in Oral and Written Contexts," students 
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immersed themselves in a different poetics, creating a nonlinear essay (script) 

meant to be performed. In other words, they "did" the theory. Finally, in 

"Conflicting Texts: Working with the Critics," students read paired texts, a novel 

and a play, which offered aesthetic visions motivated by different political and 

historical perspectives. They also encountered disparate views of both texts when 

reading various critics. Throughout this section, I will focus on the students 

awareness of, acceptance of, and resistance to cultural diversity. 

The Canon Controversy 

These seven students, like Anna, read the essays on the canon controversy 

by Bennett (1988) and Pratt (1990). The following discussion is from the 

spontaneous journal responses and their more formal rhetorical analyses. 

In terms of emotional and intellectual maturity, responses to the arguments 

ranged from basic dualistic thinking mired in strong subjective feelings, discomfort 

with the agonistic stances of both writers, anger and a subsequent refusal to "play 

the game" of intellectually or emotionally engaging with the writers or issues, and 

finally, reflection and tolerance for diverse perspectives. There were also gender 

differences between how eagerly the males embraced the argument and how 

reluctantly the females were with an agonistic stance. As I trace the stages in 

intellectual and emotional responses of these seven students, I pay careful 

attention to their attitudes about culture. 
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One point that held fast throughout was the complete shock on the part of 

these students that there was even a debate about literature and curriculum. As 

one student remarked, "You mean this is the kind of stuff you people argue 

about?" They never knew that literature was controversial, that what was included 

and excluded in a curriculum was the subject of turf wars, or that aesthetics were 

culturally relative or political. 

Digital Thinking. Kevin, Brad, and Joel saw this canon dispute in digital 

(on/off, either/or) terms: either Bennett is right and Pratt is wrong, or Bennett is 

wrong and Pratt is right. Kevin sided with Bennett, Brad and Joel with Pratt. 

Kevin wrote what could only be called a "tirade." He agreed "strongly but not 

completely" with Bennett, going on to say he has "strongly held beliefs on this 

subject that nearly parallel those of William Bennett." Never did he say what 

parts of Bennett's argument he did "not completely" accept. Excerpts from 

Kevin's journal go like this: 

At the risk of sounding like a racist enthocentric closeminded boar, 
I can think that the clamor over the representation of homosexuals, 
feminists, ethnic minoritys [sic], religious minoritys [sic], 
handicapped, etc., ad nauseam is put mildly, a huge crock of that 
which maketh the grass green. Every conceivable group of people is 
crying that they are underrepresented in our universitie's [sic] 
ciriculums [sic]. Soon we will probably have the Coalition of 
Homosexual Dyslexic Acrophobes Prefering [sic] to Wear 
Predominantly Plaid (DADTWPP) complaining that even though 
they make up one fifty millionth of the national population, no part 
of the "core" reading list details their "experience" causing bigotry 
toward them. 
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Just as Kevin supports Bennett, he completely rejects Pratt. He never seems to 

consider any other position than "either/or." He recognizes there are other points 

of view; however, he is intolerant of them. He is an "American" and so are they. 

I choose as role models successful human beings, be they Black, 
Hispanic, Egyptian, Hawaiian, Puerto Rican or Antartican. At any 
rate, I think, as does Bennet [sic], that basing required readings 
based on the author's ethnic standing is inane. At what point will 
the classification stop? Also, will bigotry be considered a minority? 
... Why study Western Culture? Because the United States owes 
about 99.9% of its history, institutions, and culture to "Western" 
culture. 

Though he won't put up with ambiguity or complexity, he also doesn't feel outside 

of authority. He clearly links himself up with Bennett as insider and authority, 

"we" not "they." The "theys" are the Others, the minorities, or as Kevin describes 

them, "that group of Skin-Pigmentation Advantaged people" in a ploy to be clever 

yet politically correct. 

To Kevin, we have a common culture in America. Indeed, "Germans, 

Scandinavians, Irishmen, Scottish, and Italians have melded into a collective 

identity of Americans" relinquishing their personal cultures in favor of that of the 

country they live in. 

A common culture is an essintial [sic] as a common language .... 
Detractors will say that there is no "common" culture in the U.S., 
but merely a European culture transplanted. The fact that the 
majority of influence is European (Western) and that non western 
culture only minorIy influences the culture of the U.S. is as it should 
be. A majority of the population is of european [sic] background. 
If equal weight is given to each ethnic subdivision, the ciriculum 



[sic] will soon consist of one book by a Gay Nazi Mormon for every 
"Greek Classic." Does that make sense? 

325 

It's almost as though he is empowered by William Bennett to embark on a "rant" 

in which he dismisses all aspects of Pratt's argument. If one little part is wrong, 

it's all wrong. Mter all, if Bennett can do it, Kevin thinks he can, too. 

Kevin's formal rhetorical analysis was "toned down" a bit. He seemed to 

recognize the difference between an ungraded journal entry and a graded essay 

and adjusted his tone and voice according to what he thought was acceptable for 

the different forums, an expedient means-ends adjustment. He discussed pathos, 

ethos, and logos--Pratt didn't have any of the first two, Bennett didn't have any of 

the latter. Even in his "rational" argument, he was dualistic. He concludes by 

saying the more persuasive of the two essays would "depend on the intellectual 

bent of the particular reader." Based on his own writings, one could hardly agree 

that "intellectualism" has anything to do with this. But Kevin is not very reflective 

about how he arrives at his ideas nor why--yet. He shuttles from Perry's level of 

basic dualism to subjective knowledge (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule, 

1986) when writing in his journal (ungraded) while moving into procedural 

knowing as he operates within a system of approaching texts that he has learned 

in his schooling. His "ways of knowing" change depending on the related risks and 

on how he perceives the assignment. He seems capable of operating inside or 

outside "the system." 
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Joel's and Brad's basic dualism was in support of Pratt's argument to open 

up the canon. They were slightly more conscious of where their knowledge came 

from than Kevin. Like Kevin, they felt comfortable arguing from a purely 

personal or subjective base. Joel jumped into the argument with both feet, calling 

Bennett Machiavellian in his use of a "veil over his extremely Eurocentric and 

egocentric arguments." Pratt, on the other hand, is more "straight forward." Not 

wishing to be too uneven, Joel credits Bennett with being more "eloquent than 

Pratt." 

Brad, like Kevin, has highly personal objections--only to Bennett instead of 

to Pratt. 

Bennett pissed me off--I feel like he assumed I was totally ignorant. 
The West is without compare in intellectual complexity and depth-
what kind of bullshit is this! 

Both Brad and Joel are aware of diversity of opinions about this subject, though. 

They went on to cite examples of contributions to Western culture from outside 

the West. Brad writes of the Iroquois, the Mayans, and the Japanese who made 

"Western culture look like shallow Barbarians." In his tolerance, he is intolerant. 

"Bennett has no real arguments ... the man is weak." Brad allows that Western 

culture's contributions are valuable and should not be overlooked (as Pratt, also, 

argues) so he concludes by arguing for a "global perspective." 

Joel cited the "Salman Rushdie incident" as an example of two cultures 

locked in misunderstanding. Perhaps drawing on his own Jewish background, he 
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focuses on the Middle East-Western world clashes. He wants us to "take the time 

to learn about the values and principles of other cultures" so we can "examine 

ourselves and our actions more carefully." In reality, Joel adopts this position as 

if it were his own, even though his ideas are "received knowledge." He dismisses 

both writers even while arguing the same points as Pratt. 

In sum, all three of these students held strong beliefs for or against 

opening up the canon to differences. Since they were divided on whether they 

favored Bennett's argument or Pratt's, it is hard to say whether immersion in a 

Great Books curriculum had any effect whatsoever on their acceptance or 

resistance to diversity. Also, none of these students understood the cultural basis 

for their own attitudes. 

Refusing to Play the Game. Sarah offers a contrast to Kevin, Joel, and 

Brad. First, faced with two disparate views, she can't take a stand. Where Kevin, 

Joel, and Brad embrace the battle, Sarah stays on the edge of the controversy. 

Second, she supports Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule's (1986) findings 

about identifying with authority. To her, Pratt and Bennett are "theys" and she is 

outside that realm somehow. She seems to reject everyone rather than tolerate 

anything. Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule (1986) describe this as a 

feature of the received knowledge stage: "It is all or nothing with them. If a thing 

is partly wrong, it is worthless" (p. 41). These women are "never consciously 

ambivalent, never attracted and repelled by the same object" (p. 41). Sarah is 



328 

confident of her ability to memorize facts. But ask her for her own opinion and 

she gets off the bus. She doesn't see knowledge as a process that she has control 

over. Perhaps fearing failure, she not only "writes off' Bennett and Pratt, but she 

dismisses the entire class, implying that she is separate from Bennett's audience of 

"untrained listeners" who might think he offered them a "convincing portrait of the 

degradation of the faith in Western ideals." 

Sarah also has disdain for "the public" who are easily "swayed based on 

stated facts, regardless of where the facts came from or whether or not they are 

indeed facts." As long as the arguments suppress important pieces of information, 

"the public would not have all the information required to make a decision about 

Western culture curriculum." Note her use of the definite article "the" before 

describing others, suggesting she is not one with them--it is "they" not "we." Sarah 

never illustrated with any details what the missing information might be that 

would enable us to make a decision. Nor did she describe how she came to 

believe that the "facts" in these essays might not be "facts." 

Sarah's dismissal of both writers carried over into a diatribe against her 

classmates--honor students. Her assertions were strong, though not carefully 

reasoned argument. She was especially furious at a young man in class who 

decided to criticize the Greek system (fraternities and sororities) as "elitist." 

Yesterday, someone chose to stand against the Greek system for his 
argumentative paper. I hate to say it, but that kind of elitist yet anti
other-elitists attitude is very typical of honors students. 
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Going on to write off their "better-than-thou attitudes" which teachers can't 

displace (one felt she was repeating her own teacher-parents' words from some 

dinner conversation), she ranted about stereotypes between "smarts and non

smarts" and about how honors students stay together for four years in high school, 

creating an "incestuous learning environment." She doesn't have a solution to 

"honors programs" but she knows it "has too many faults to remain at the status 

quo." Thus she concludes her "analysis" of the canon controversy--clearly placing 

herself outside authorities, not connecting with anyone, and not taking a stand. 

Sarah never really moves to procedural knowing. She does not analyze the essays. 

She instead shuttles between dualism, subjective ranting, and concludes by writing 

about a personal experience or reaction to a class exchange--carefully avoiding 

any intellectual involvement with Pratt and Bennett. 

Like the students preceding her, Sarah is not particularly insightful about 

where her beliefs come from. The dominant impression I had of Sarah was her 

disdain for authority--the critics--and her classmates. She played the game 

conservatively not joining in the dialogue on substantive matters but rather 

focusing on styles and stances. 

Jane is also uneasy with controversy and especially with black/white, 

on/off, either/or options. She does not make a forceful point about anything, 

instead shuttling back and forth between Pratt and Bennett. She doesn't identify 
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with either one and she can't quite find a comfortable place to situate herself. 

She even sees the argument in terms of manners and judges it in terms of how it 

violates her personal code of behavior: 

Pratt has put Bennett down and called others names like 'Killer B's' 
which was an unnecessary and tacky ploy. 

Pratt was "more informative," but Bennett was "more persuasive and successful." 

Back and forth she goes giving a little here, a little there. "Western ideas 

influence so many people around the world," but "students should be aware of the 

East, too." Even if "one has more influence than the other doesn't mean it's 

better than the other." All in all, she was uncomfortable with the whole business. 

Besides, she believes it "would be quite difficult to develop the perfect curricula 

that would please everyone." Jane is aware of the multiplicity of views and avoids 

the pitfalls of the more basic dualistic reasoning of most of her classmates. 

However, she also cannot really "connect" to either of these writers nor to any of 

their points. There are no "we's" in her reasoning. 

Moving Toward Analog. Matthew writes a careful rhetorical analysis of 

both essays, demonstrating familiarity and confidence with the procedures and 

methods of criticism. Like Jane, he is unsure which side he is on. But he doesn't 

move back and forth as frantically as Jane does. He chews on the ideas for a 

while. Pratt's argument is more convincingly written, he says, but holds off siding 

with her position. He is able to keep a distance from both writers, asking for time 
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to reflect on the issues. He is not bothered by not taking a stand. During his 

analysis, he moves easily from Pratt to Bennett showing the positive points each 

writer makes. He is at ease sharing their turf. He sees Bennett's point that we 

need a "dominant culture in order for the American 'melting pot' idea to work" 

and sees it as problematic if each person in America "mostly felt different because 

of color, religion, origin, language." He is concerned about finding some 

"common ground." On the other hand, he agrees with Pratt that "America is too 

narrow minded" and agrees we need to be "more aware and tolerant of different 

culture and customs." 

Finally, Ashish seemed (not unlike Matthew) more mature emotionally and 

intellectually in terms of his ability to juggle complex ideas, tolerate ambiguity, 

and involve himself with the writers and creators of knowledge. Ashish preferred 

Pratt's position to Bennett's because of the number of people in this country with 

roots elsewhere who want those roots preserved. He offers an "olive branch" 

saying that he believes most students and teachers have finally realized that 

"American ethnic history encompasses a myriad of subjects outside the scope of 

Western history." He then draws privately on his Indian heritage. 

The single largest area of failure in the Bennett argument occurs 
when he discusses the reasons for studying the West. Bennett 
disregards a large portion of his audience, Americans with non
Western backgrounds, and limits his speech to people who have a 
Western heritage. Despite his contentions, people whose 
'grandparents are African or Asian, Hungarian or Mexican, Muslim 



or Shinto,' do not consider the West as benefactors of their 
'churches and synagogues,' or 'notions of friendship and 
family.' 
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Ashish readily associates himself as an insider with authority figures. He speaks 

comfortably from what he knows. He writes that Bennett's remarks could be 

considered "inflammatory and ethnocentric" to much of his audience. He feels 

that Pratt's argument is "ethically superior" because she chooses "not to denegrate 

[sic] Western culture for the benefit of CIV proponents." He feels her stress on 

the "importance of the course and the interdependence between Western and 

non-Western history and tradition" is a superior moral stance. 

Ashish goes on for pages constructing a careful argument about how every 

student suffers who is unaware of the contributions of "non-European immigrants 

from Africa, Asia, and South and Central America" to the political and economic 

stature of the United States. He believes that the student population is different 

today (more diverse) than in previous decades. 

Educating 'our' students about 'our' culture is not easy--whose 
culture is used to act as 'our' culture? 

He feels he is in college to "take a small taste of the diversity of life." Thus 

Ashish balances careful reasoning with his personal emotions, utilizing the 

methods of analysis that he has learned in school. He comes the closest to 

constructive knowledge (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule 1986). 
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I placed Matthew and Ashish last in this discussion because I saw a 

continuum with these seven students in terms of ability to engage intellectually 

and emotionally with conflicting ideas about culture and literature. In this unit, 

these were the only two students who were comfortable playing with diverse ideas, 

tolerating differences, seeking out the rationales for both sides of a controversy. 

Gender Differences and Conflict. Some gender differences began to play 

out. First, all of the males in this study were comfortable with debate and 

agonistic stances. Some argued subjectively and dualistically, some more 

rationally, but always they slipped easily into an agonistic-style of writing. The 

women shied away from combative styles of arguing about the issues or rejected 

the game altogether and played a different game (criticizing classmates). 

Adrienne Rich (1979a) and Walter J. Ong, S.J. have examined styles and 

traditions of academe in view of sexual bias. Ong writes rhetoric was a form of 

"ceremonial combat ... found among males and typically only among males at the 

physical level throughout the animal kingdom" (qtd. in Rich 1979a, p. 128). 

Historically, education focused on "defending a position (thesis) or attacking the 

position of another person" (qtd. in Rich 1979a, p. 128). 

Rich (1979a) feels a "woman-centered university" would be less agonistic, 

thus less alienating for women and men. The fact is, though, that most of these 

students were comfortable--with little direction on how to write or what to say-

adopting a debate-style (many of these students were actually high school 



334 

debaters) argument rather than trying to empathize with each side. None of these 

students embraced Corder's (1985) suggestion of seeing each person's argument as 

a "narrative" in which a human being is situated. They "empathize" in the phallic 

sense of "projecting" oneself into another, rather than in a more female sense of 

"receiving" others into oneself (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule 1986, p. 

122, Noddings 1984, p. 30). 

All this points to the dominance of a style of schooling in which students 

are trained to approach problems, texts, experiences in a certain way. Thus far, 

the students seem to understand certain procedures for how to read and write 

within a special system that they are all, more or less, adept at manipulating. 

They also show a range of intellectual maturity from digital to more analog 

thinking. Kevin, Brad, and Joel were willing to analyze arguments rhetorically 

and to establish a point of view and defend it. They made decisions subjectively, 

were often reactionary and even threatened by a difference of opinion. They 

were quick to "jump on one bandwagon or the other." They went on to use the 

procedures of analysis to "rationalize" their beliefs. Sarah couldn't get her feet on 

the ground at all. She stayed in the realm of subjective and dualistic thinking, 

never playing the "procedures" game. Jane was clearly uncomfortable with such 

head-on combat and worried about "feelings" getting trampled. Neither Sarah nor 

Jane enjoyed the logical, rational, debate-style analysis lauded by Western culture 

and such writers as Aristotle and Booth. Corder offered an alternative, but 



neither student grabbed the lifeline yet. Matthew and Ashish seemed able to 

listen to both sides, reflect, add to, construct knowledge based on applying 

procedures and relying on a balance of objective and subjective analysis. They 

both embraced the conflict. 

Origin Myths and Tales Across Cultures 
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Before introducing this unit, I told students the same coyote tale as Anna. 

They retold what they'd heard, compared and contrasted their retelling with the 

original script. There were no significant differences between what any of these 

students included or excluded and what Anna experienced. They demonstrated 

how they had internalized the aesthetic forms of their culture: they paid lots of 

attention to details and to nouns, ignoring the verbs; they were oblivious to 

framing devices or considered them extrinsic to the tale and incorporated them 

within the coyote narrative, another effect of experiencing literature only as a 

written medium. They were obviously influenced by a male Euro-American 

written literary tradition. With this introduction to how culture influences the act 

of interpretation, we moved on to read origin myths and tales across the cultures. 

After reading the packet on origins (Hesiod, Plato, Navajo creation myth, 

and the Bering Strait Eskimo creation story), students wrote in their journals 

about creation and compared these texts. They could write on any or all of them. 

There was no specific prompt as to "how to read" or "what to look for" or "what to 
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analyze/discuss." In their group work, they could choose any text/group they were 

interested in to infer the values of the culture based on the creation story and 

make an oral presentation. The presentations were cumulative in that the 

blackboards became full of notes while comparisons and contrasts were made 

between origin myths and cultural values. 

The students were generally less impassioned during this unit. Whether 

that was due to content or form is uncertain. In the first unit, students were 

reading arguments--a nonfiction form of texts. They were provoked to speak out 

by the nature of the form and by the directness of the content. They behaved 

agonistically because the texts they read (Aristotle, Booth, Pratt, and Bennett) 

adopted agonistic stances--with the exception of Corder who received mixed 

reactions from the class. Some found him "refreshing" and others found him 

"wimpy" and too "syrupy." 

When the students began reading what they called "literature"--not factual-

they were generally less subjective in their responses. Also, the content--creation 

myths--seemed less threatening (or not interesting?) to them. Indeed, they didn't 

seem to have much of a stake in this unit. For example, I expected them to react 

more strongly than they did to Genesis, a text I thought they would treat as sacred 

compared to origin stories from "other" cultures. But their journal entries on 

"how life began" showed that few of them even believe the Genesis version of 

creation. 
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Students wrote elaborate analyses of the Big Bang theory, poems about 

God, cute little stories about space dust, a bizarre play about God in which 

George Burns and Richard Pryor are guides in a search for heaven but end up in 

hell doing aerobics, and exhortations combining everything in a sort of "God is a 

scientist" piece. But two issues remained constant: every student only "bought" 

part of the Genesis story, and every student felt drawn by the scientific 

explanations. None of the students considered the Bible as literature, thus 

symbolic. They seemed to feel some Being greater than they had a hand in things 

at some point. But none of them could reconcile science with faith. 

In reflecting on the data from this unit, the two dominant impressions that 

remain were the homophobic reaction to Plato's Symposium, and the awe at the 

land ethic of the Navajos. All the spontaneous journal responses were to these 

two creation stories. 

Greeks and Homophobia. Response to Plato was negative, often angry, 

deeply personal, and homophobic. The excerpt from Symposium dealt with the 

origin of sexual desire. Kevin was especially disgusted. 

Having read the first parts of the Origins packet, I can say I was 
most surprised with the excerpt from Plato's Symposium. I suppose 
this is a typical homophobic reaction, but YUCK. I consider myself 
a pretty easy going person, but homosexuality is revolting to me. I 
think people who are homosexual have every right to be whatever 
they want, but please don't subject me to it. I wouldn't want to see 
another person eat worms in front of me, because its disgusting. 



Likewise with homosexuals, I don't exhibit my sexual preference in 
public, they shouldn't either. 

Joel, too, zeroed in on the "homosexual issue." But he couched his 
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argument in more cautious language. He felt Plato "shifted rather abruptly from 

talking about [how] homosexuals came to be." But Joel felt Plato was "rather 

preachy" when talking about "gay men." He bashes Plato for spending "two 

paragraphs talking alternative lifestyles and only one sentence talking about the 

'hermaphrodites' trying to scale the heights of heaven." Joel feels Plato's 

Symposium would have been much better if he would have "detached himself 

from the story." After mostly discussing the perceived homosexual issue, Joel 

went on to analyze the metaphors of love, noting how militaristic they are in 

Plato: "army of love" and "marching beneath his banners." In short, Joel didn't 

care much more for Plato than Kevin. He just went after Plato by following 

procedures--accepted methods for analyzing and criticizing a text--and trying to 

restrain his personal emotions whereas Kevin went for the "gut feeling." 

It is obvious that in their valorization of everything Greek (Plato, Aristotle, 

Homer, etc.), students were accustomed to a "conservationist" perspective 

(Kennedy, 1992, p. 224) or even a "monumentalist" desire to preserve the 

monuments of the Greco-Roman world as valuable in themselves rather than by 

scrutinizing specific truths found in them (Rosaldo, 1989, Kennedy, 1992). There 

had been no sullying of the classics in these students' educational experiences--no 
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recognition of the "complexity and variety of attitudes in the classical world, the 

irrational forces lying beneath its classic serenity, its tragic sense, its comic 

laughter at the foibles of mankind, and the life of its marginal groups" (Kennedy, 

1992, p. 224). Plato's Symposium was, in short, a shock. Kevin and Joel (and 

perhaps others) may have thought they knew the classical world, but as Kennedy 

(1992) points out, they had hardly experienced vicariously a world where 

the blood of animal sacrifice steamed on the altars, where slaves did 
the hard work, where most people were dead by the age of thirty, 
including men in war and women in childbirth, 'respectable' women 
were sequestered, unwanted babies were exposed to die in the hills, 
and men made love to boys in the shady corners of the 
gymnasia .... (p. 224). 

As Kennedy points out, this is hardly the Greek classical world the 

neoconservatives want students to study when they advocate training in the 

classics. It is, however, "more real, more human, than Plato's ideal city where 

philosophers are kings" (Kennedy, 1992, p. 224). 

Navajos and A Different Cosmolo2Y. Just as students generally did not like 

Plato, they were impressed and moved to introspection by the Navajo creation 

myth. In fact, this story had one of the most profound effects on the entire class as 

evidenced by their repeated referral to it throughout the semester. Brad, raised 

on the edge of a Navajo reservation, had never heard the Navajo creation myth 

and was especially pleased to read it. 

All the different levels and the interactions between men and 
animals was very interesting. I knew a little about the Navajo 



religions--tribally speaking. How it's divided into clans and then 
there are medicine men. I heard a girl whose father is a medicine 
man tell of the peyote ceremony at the beginning of each school 
year. I was going to go to a squaw dance once but I didn't make it. 
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Kevin also found the contrast between the Christian myth and the Navajo 

myth interesting, especially the lack of an "omnipotent being creating the earth 

and dictating to its residents how they must behave." He was beginning to think 

about his world in terms of what it wasn't. The issue of authority is often 

compelling to Kevin who lives with his father and wrote of youthful power 

struggles with his dad. 

Ashish noted that "nearly every creation myth in existence shows man as 

being dominant over woman." The Navajo myth was no different--man receives 

the crystal fire but woman gets the turquoise fire. After that distinction, Ashish 

goes on to praise the story as "unique in nearly every other way." 

There is no central figure, in the shape of man or an animal, 
responsible for creation. The audience realizes that two clouds 
produce the forerunners of mankind, but no single being is 
responsible. Another feature is the apparent equality of all men and 
animals. In many of the worlds, the animals actually appeared first 
and feel slightly superior to all animals created after it, including 
man. Evolution is a key in this myth. . .. man has only undergone 
one-half of his evolution by the end of the Navajo myth. 

By the end of this week of reading, writing, discussing stories with vastly 

different aesthetic values, the students began to grapple with what Perry (1970) 

calls multiplicity of views. Their early responses were subjective and procedural--

moving from personal responses to methods for analysis. They were rarely 
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integrated, though--with the exception of Ashish who continued to show an ability 

to walk on equal ground with anyone, drawing on his life's experiences to discuss 

texts. Students began writing in their journals about context. Again they tried to 

balance faith and science. Comments like "scientific explanations have as much 

possibility of being accurate as any creation myth of any culture" or "this is too 

complicated to have just happened" to lengthy discussions on the importance of 

beliefs themselves. Brad digressed on how he didn't think it mattered what we 

believed, what mattered was the belief itself. 

I think we as human beings must have beliefs to explain things and 
hold our individual worlds together. Whether or not the beliefs are 
true is not always important, just the strength gained by believing in 
something. 

Finally, even Kevin started talking about context. "Reading Genesis in the context 

of other myths makes it no more and no less believable than the other stories." 

He admitted that it is easy for him to be so generous since he personally does not 

"believe any of the tales so I treat them all equally." Considering where Kevin 

started when the semester began, though, his concluding comments in his journal 

were the most dramatic of all the students: 

The Navajo legend is obviously the result of an entirely different 
view of the natural world than that of the Europeans. The Navajos 
saw the natural world as something to co-exist with and take 
sustenance from. The Europeans saw the world as something to 
conquer and enslave. Wouldn't it be interesting to know how the 
world would be today if these ideas had been combined, each 
moderating the other? 
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Becoming Audiences: Storytelling in the Oral Tradition 

Students were now asked to insert themselves into a storytelling context 

and focus on reception, on listening and interacting with a teller, on becoming a 

real audience. This unit focused on the performance aspects of the oral tradition. 

Since these students' experiences in the formal study of literature had all been 

text-centered, this unit was designed to create a different interpretive framework-

to shift the focus from the text to the dynamics of the performance. As Bauman 

(1977) explains, a "performance-centered conception of verbal art calls for an 

approach through performance itself. In such an approach, the formal 

manipulation of linguistic features is secondary to the nature of performance, per 

se, conceived of and defined as a mode of communication" (pp. 8-9). In other 

words, viewing oral literatures within their artistic performance medium implies 

that the words alone do not convey all the meaning. Indeed, Bauman (1977) 

explains that the "performance sets up, or represents, an interpretative frame 

within which the messages being communicated are to be understood, and that 

this frame contrasts with at least one other frame, the literal" (p.9). 

This was especially important for these students since their rather extensive 

experience with drama did not include blocking out scenes or recreating the 

performance dynamics implied by the script. They read plays--silently and at 

home or out loud while seated at their desks. 
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The elements of a performance, then, consist of the teller, the tale, the 

telling, and the reception--in other words, context. Bauman (1977) elaborates on 

the assumptions underpinning a perspective of verbal art as performance. These 

include "assumption of responsibility to an audience for a display of 

communicative competence" on the part of a performer as well as an audience's 

right to evaluate the "relative skill and effectiveness of the performer's display of 

competence" (p. 11). It is a dynamic relationship as Bauman tells it. Dennis 

Tedlock (1981) talks of "hearing ... the hermeneutics of the text" during a 

performance (p. 236). In performing art, we are hearing narration along with 

commentary. The "telling about" the story and the "doing or' of the story become 

one (D. Tedlock 1981, p. 237). 

There was another interesting layer to this unit on performance and 

storytelling: each story was situated in a context within a larger context. The 

students were audience to a film in which storytellers were situated in smaller 

contexts and speaking to different audiences. They became audiences on two 

levels: to the teller and to the performance dynamics at play within the film's 

context. This resulted in a "slight schizophrenia" about their roles. They 

responded personally to the tales but when commenting on dynamics of 

performance, they saw the audience as "the people in the film." Nor were they 

cognizant they were doing this. Later they would become performers and 
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audiences for each other, thus removing that outer veil separating the teller from 

the audience in this film scenario. 

The students responses to viewing three films of storytellers fell into two 

categories: one in which context was virtually ignored in favor of the message, and 

one in which context was integrated in their responses. The factor most affecting 

whether the students responded to text or context had to do with their personal 

abilities to relate to both. Put differently, if they could instantiate a schema to 

make sense of the entire performance (message and medium), they focused on 

text and context. Otherwise, they only responded to segments of the performance. 

At this point, they were talking overtly about cultural differences. In the following 

discussion, there is one digression on the students' unease with the content of 

Leslie Marmon Silko's stories. They were particularly offended by what they 

called her "gossip." This concern was voiced enough that it warrants a separate 

subsection. 

Text-Centered Approaches: Minimizing Context. Definite patterns 

emerged in the students' responses to these oral tellings. First, they focused on 

the tale (content) almost exclusively in two of the films, Stories Everywhere 

(Adair 1982) and Running on the Edge of the Rainbow (1978). This was not 

terribly surprising considering the text-centered approaches to literature they were 

used to. However, their viewing of the films was prefaced by a classroom lecture 
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on the dynamics of the performance and they were keyed ahead of time to notice 

not just the tale, but the teller, telling, and reception. At any rate, their analyses 

of these two films were usually one-dimensional. Second, most of the students 

were eager to place a value on the storytellers. They liked or disliked these 

performers for a variety of reasons, but mostly they disliked everyone except 

Spaulding Gray in the film, Swimming to Cambodia (Shafransky 1987). 

Stories Everywhere (Adair 1982) received bland responses. Having just 

finished the origins unit, Kevin wrote that the tales like Brer Rabbit "didn't have 

any special meaning such as being part of a creation myth of religious beliefs." 

Sarah's analysis of "dynamics of performance" included one comment: she found 

the dialect distracting. Jane went back to her midterm criteria: stories (aka 

literature) must be "entertaining" but also "simple to understand." 

Only Ashish did not give a one-dimensional response. He drew on his 

procedural knowledge and wrote a critical analysis: he identified genre (folktale) 

and used the criteria for tales to evaluate Brer Rabbiit. It had animals as central 

figures, introduced a moral, was appropriate for small children, had rising action. 

But then he went on to discuss performance dynamics: the rhythm and repetition 

of the tale and teller enhanced the telling. 

Joel's analysis of Stories Everywhere (Adair 1982) was the exception in that 

he ignored the tale and only focused on context. He thought the performance of 

the Appalachian storyteller relating tales of Jack and the Giants was "fun to watch 
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in action." He didn't care that the heavy dialect made the story difficult to 

understand at times. Instead, he found that by identifying with the teller's "view 

of the world," you could not "help but be amused" even when you did not 

understand all the words. He got caught up with the telling, leaving his position 

of objective-critic-as-audience to lose himself in the rhythms of the performance. 

With Running on the Edge of the Rainbow (Evers 1978), reactions were 

more complex. Many students found Silko the "least accomplished" of the 

storytellers. Kevin tried to balance that judgment with saying her stories were the 

"most significant." He also noticed framing devices such as how stories were 

prefaced with discussions of the meaning and significance of a story to the Laguna 

culture." Ashish noticed Silko has a "heightened sense of rhythm" and uses less 

"descriptive nouns," an influence from the Sarris (1990) oral telling activity earlier. 

Jane found Silko's stories "mystical" yet "practical." The label of "gossip" appeared 

frequently. 

Gossip and the Other. Gossip is a cultural taboo, said Joel and Matthew. 

Sarah felt that Silko's "gossiping was occasionally funny," but she lamented feeling 

excluded from the "inside information" about the stories. Joel was less gentle: 

"Silko was my least favorite storyteller" because most of the stories she told 

"seemed to be gossip." 

The Pueblo Indian women sitting on the porch gossiping reminded 
me of my relatives who would sit on their porches in Connecticut 
and gossip. 
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Joel considers gossip a form of storytelling, but "at the same time I don't like it. 

Rarely have I seen gossip accomplish good things in our culture." Joel is careful 

to identify himself with "our culture" and then go on and allow gossip with this 

"other culture." 

Gossip serves a vital purpose in Pueblo culture because it gives 
them a sense of kinship and helps put their problems in perspective. 

He dismisses his judgment as a "problem I have with Indian storytelling," which 

probably comes from a "lack of understanding of their culture." 

Matthew also felt as though he were "eavesdropping on a private 

conversation that I was not meant to understand or hear" while listening to Silko. 

He said he felt quite "broad minded so I do not think my preconceived notions of 

storytelling could interfere to the extent I would not enjoy something if it was 

indeed good." While Sarah desired to be a part of the story, Matthew's feelings 

were dominated by discomfort at witnessing the story. 

In Women's Ways of Knowing (1986), Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and 

Tarule see gossip as one way women "share small truths" and connect to other 

people. Gossip has explicit and implicit messages. It tells about peoples' 

behaviors but it also tells the participants about each other by "showing how they 

interpret the information they share" (p. 116). Spacks (1982) distinguishes gossip 

from discourse. "People discourse to one another; they gossip with" (p. 24.) 

Furthermore, gossip "proceeds by a rhetoric of inquiry rather than authority" (p. 
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33-34). Joel may be unable to tolerate gossip since it is not an important part of 

how he makes meaning and constructs knowledge. Matthew feels less intolerant 

than Joel but equally uncomfortable. Sarah, on the other hand, reserves judgment 

on the goodness or badness of the act of gossip; instead, she only feels left out of 

the story. But the fact remains, whether they evaluated Silko's storytelling as bad 

or good, they felt as "outsiders" and they "didn't like it." They had also absorbed a 

male-centered view of gossip as trivial and harmful. 

Only Brad really liked Sitko. He immediately related her story to his 

private schema. The world she described was one he, too, had inhabited, one he 

had invested with his imagination and with value. In Bachelard's (1964) study of 

the phenomenology of the imagination, he describes the "poetic image" as having 

"an entity and a dynamism of its own; it is referable to a direct ontology" (p. xii). 

These images of "felicitous space" as Bachelard calls them, are images that "seek 

to determine the human value of the sorts of space that may be grasped, that may 

be defended against adverse forces, the space we love ... this is eulogized space" 

(p. xxxi). Says Brad, 

I especially enjoyed Leslie Sitko's telling of the ham and turkey 
laden politician. . .. That whole film made me a little homesick. 
It reminded me of when I was on the basketball team in high 
school, we would be coming home from a trip to Flagstaff or Tuba 
City and the Navajo girls on the freshmen team at the front of the 
bus would laugh and giggle all the way home. We would be trying 
to sleep in the back and would have to yell for the girls to shut up, 
but they would just giggle at us and go on even louder. 
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Though he did not discuss dynamics of performance nor even the tale, he did 

reveal something about reception. When the hearer, the audience, becomes 

involved in the story, caught up in the imaginative realm spun by the teller, he or 

she imbues the story with personal values. What seemed like gossip to some 

students seemed familiar and reassuring to Brad. Brad liked what he was familiar 

with, what he felt an "insider" to. The other students had no experience feeling as 

"outsiders" to aesthetics and as such, rushed to evaluate these literatures based on 

their insider/outsider lens. 

Dynamics of Performance; Considering Context. Only in Swimming to 

Cambodia (Shafransky 1987) did students regularly discuss context. They focused 

on what Babcock (1977) calls "paralinguistic (gestures, laughter, applause, etc.)" 

aspects of texts (p. 65) as they elaborated on the telling and teller. They gave the 

most complete analysis of the hermeneutics of texts with the Gray film--mostly 

because they were most engaged emotionally by that film. 

An irony began to play itself out at this point. Students raised the issue of 

culture when discussing Gray. They were mesmerized by his tale but equally by 

his telling. They completely forgot the "other audience" and became the "only 

audience." They believed they loved Gray best because they could "identify with 

Gray's stories more than those of other storytellers." The phrases "I am 

unfamiliar with the other cultures from which those other stories originate" and 

"my personal preferences, bias, and ignorance of those other cultures led me to 
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like Gray best" and "I could relate to Gray's stories because they are my culture" 

were repeated. Yet only Matthew admitted to travelling in Southeast Asia while 

Jane's family is actually from Thailand. They both recognized some of the names 

and places from the stories. But the other students saw stories of Cambodia 

situated in Cambodia as "their culture" while stories from New Mexico and 

Appalachia and Georgia were "someone else's cultures." 

While students saw themselves as Gray's primary audience, they distanced 

themselves from the other tellers' audiences and analyzed content and style. 

Ashish explained that while Swimming to Cambodia (Shafransky 1987) had a 

"powerful effect on me" the other films were inferior because of a "personal 

ignorance of the culture from which the stories were taken and for whom they are 

told." Sarah, too, talked of "the audience" when discussing all the performances 

except Gray's. They all felt Gray made them "feel like they were there." Only 

Brad felt like he "was there" for Silko as well as Gray. If you've ever seen 

Spaulding Gray tell stories in this powerful film, you begin to realize that it was 

filmed before a live audience for no good reason. Gray is so mesmerizing that 

you become unaware there is another living soul in the "film audience" or in the 

"present audience." Students didn't verbalize that idea but they implied it by 

becoming the primary audience without a moment's thought. 

Finally, students were more able to experience literature on an "aesthetic" 

as well as an "efferent" level in oral literatures, particularly with Spaulding Gray. 
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They tended to focus on the tale or content when they did not feel strong 

emotions, reverting to tried but true critical methods. On the other hand, the 

teller and the telling had a more profound effect on them when they were 

emotionally drawn in. Indeed, the dynamics of the performance and the content 

became inextricably bound within the Spaulding Gray film and they found 

themselves discussing all three elements as integral to the tale. 

I'd like to end this discussion with Joel's conclusion from his short 

comparison paper on these performances. After watching Gray and reading back 

over his notes on Silko, Joel began to see connections. Silko wasn't all bad. In 

fact, he wrote that the "Pueblo stories all seemed to mesh into one" like Kurt 

Vonnegut's Cat's Cradle in which "time is continually changing from one period of 

time to another with little if no transition." No transitions forced readers and now 

listeners to think, said Joel. Then Joel made an astonishing leap. He found that 

Gray's style of telling "embodied the best storytelling characteristics of both 

Western and American Indian culture." 

He told individual segments of his story in a very orderly fashion ... 
But at the same time he told the individual segments in a very 
Western way, he told the whole story as one would expect a Pueblo 
Indian storyteller would. All the individual stories, some of which 
seemed to have no connection with each other, all made an odd sort 
of sense at the end ... like a spider web. 
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He concluded by "backing off' his harsh denouncement of Silko's gossip by writing 

that "good storytellers make you examine your life and that's the most important 

story of all." Gossip did trigger a nerve and make him think. 

Contemporary. Diverse. and Multicultural Stories 

Students read a collection of poems and essays to experience other written 

forms of storytelling prior to writing and performing original stories (see Chapter 

3 for titles and authors). These texts were meant to represent different forms of 

poetry--narratives, songs, elegies, personal poems--and nonfiction as forms of 

storytelling. The themes of place and landscape unified the texts and prepared 

students for the next two units. There was only one week of class time devoted to 

these "forms of storytelling." Students responded informally in their journals as 

well as orally in class. They could respond to any or all of the texts. 

The students chose to write about Soto's "Black Hair" and Mora's 

"Unrefined" more than any other texts. Kevin dodged this assignment with the 

disclaimer "I don't usually go nuts over poetry but the 'Black Hair' one was cool." 

Brad loved "Unrefined" because he's been in lots of sandstorms. In discussing why 

the students "loved" Mora's images of the desert as "no lady" since she "kicks 

sands, flings tumbleweeds, digs her nails into all flesh," only Brad realized why he 

loved the poem--because it conjured up experiences he'd shared with the poet. 

The rest of the students just enjoyed the imagery, which was nice for a change. 
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One student in the class (but not in this sample) was from the Midwest and that 

afforded us an opportunity to discuss why Mora's poem might not be "valued" in 

the Midwest or East--another experience on how context affects what is valued. 

Only Ashish and Matthew wrote in any depth on any of the poems or 

essays. Ashish wrote a critical analysis on the metaphors of desert as woman in 

Austin and desert as lady in Mora. The idea that Ashish chose to focus on two 

female writers who gendered the land as female was an intriguing one. What he 

especially noticed was how romantic Austin's desert woman was compared to 

Mora's "beautiful seductress and screaming wild woman." To Ashish, Austin's 

view of desert as a mysterious and seductive woman whose eyes are "sane and 

steady as the polished jewel of her skies, such a countenance as should make men 

serve without desiring her" is a metaphor that could only be created by a 

newcomer. Mora's is the more real, the more true, the insider's imagery. He 

concludes, "the essential difference between the two metaphors of the desert [is] 

as something beautiful to be desired or something beautiful to be cautious of." 

Matthew also wrote about Austin's "The Land," though he took offense at her 

depiction of men who go to the desert and "neglect their families because of the 

pulse and heat of a life laid bare to its sinews." 

Matthew almost wrote his own "protocol analysis" of how a reader reads as 

he worked through his ideas about "Black Hair." He says he read it quickly and 
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said "this is a baseball poem." Then he reread it and said, "this isn't about baseball 

at all." 

Later on you realize that baseball is just an escape from his home 
life or whole life. The kid's father was a drunk who died and his 
mom verbally and mentally abuses him at home. I also discovered 
the references to the kid's Mexican heritage. When Hector, the 
kid's hero/idol hits a ball into center field and begins to round the 
bases, it suggests that Mexicans (Hector) are as good as anyone else 
and they too can succeed and be good (rounding the bases) at things 
like anyone else. 

Considering Matthew's earlier condemnation of "modern poetry" and "new age lit," 

this was a breakthrough for him. He had to qualify it a bit, though: "Although the 

poem is not a Shakespearean sonnet, I enjoyed it nonetheless." 

Finally, Matthew commented on Lawrence's 'The Spirit of Place." His 

comments are representative of most of the class. He found the essay "confusing" 

and leaving him a "bit dazed." He thought Lawrence jumped around from topic 

to topic and made no clear connection between points. 

I get the impression the essay will deal with the lack of respect for 
old fashioned American classics. However, the essay jumps from 
this into a discourse on art and artists to freedom in America to 
mastery and kingship to the Renaissance to a philosophical 
discovery about men's freedom to the future of America. 
Admittedly, these topics could be thought by most to be related, but 
in this case, I failed to find any connections that would make the 
essay coherent and meaningful. 

Matthew was resistant to thoughts developed in nonlinear ways. He was obviously 

not used to associative thinking. I wondered what would happen next when he 

read Momaday, Silko, and created a spider web structure. 
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Becoming Performers: Storytelling in Oral and Written Contexts 

Students now moved from observing to doing. They began by responding 

in journals and working in small groups to N. Scott Momaday's The Way to 

Rainy Mountain (1969). Their responses moved from resistance to acceptance to 

enthusiasm as they created a script meant to be performed, and as they tried to 

make nonlinear connections between stories told in three different styles: 

historical, personal/poetic, and narrative. I will discuss their responses to the 

literatures followed by images of their performances. 

Responding to a Different Poetics. Students read N. Scott Momaday's The 

Way to Rainy Mountain (1969) followed by his essay "Man Made of Words" 

(1970). Finally, they read Leslie Marmon Silko's "Language and Literature from a 

Pueblo Indian Perspective" (1979). They wrote in their journals and worked in 

small groups discussing the texts. Each student made a brief presentation based . 
on The Way to Rainy Mountain in which they discussed how the voices were 

linked in a particular chapter. Finally, students wrote an essay "meant to be 

performed" in which they modelled Momaday's tripartite structure. They had a 

prologue, three chapters each divided into three voices, and an epilogue. They 

were to design a spider web rather than a ladder, borrowing Silko's metaphor for 

a Laguna Pueblo poetics. Connections between parts were to be neither explicit 

nor obscure. This was an exercise in synecdoche (relating parts to wholes) rather 

than metonym (relating parts to parts). Krupat (1989) would argue that the 
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former is Native American and the latter is Western; one stresses individuals to 

kin and the other stresses self-concept, isolation, and individuals (pp. 231-232). In 

the end, students had to give a performance from their written script. 

At this point in the course, students were aware of several features of oral 

literatures that function to "key" a performance: framing devices and other special 

codes, figurative language, paralinguistic features (Bauman 1977, p. 16). They 

were beginning to see possible patterns in the structure of the performance just as 

they had seen the act of telling a story as "event" in which there were various 

elements: audience, performer, script (tale and genre), setting, tradition (Bauman 

1977, p. 29-32). 

Kevin had been changing in his journal entries. Up to this point, he 

seemed to be seriously struggling with differences, negotiating his way through 

dark waters. But now he dug his heels in again. More than anything, I began to 

sense that Kevin was afraid he was going to change. He responded to Momaday 

over a period of several days. He seemed angry again. Students were asked to 

talk about any effect the book had on them. He wrote he was filled with a "deep 

sense of 'yeah. So?" He said the three voices were "pretty cool, but I still don't 

know what would have possessed him to do this." After class discussions, Kevin 

went home and wrote more. "Okay, writing down the Kiowa tales preserves 

them." 



But as to what profound change in myself I experienced as a result 
of TWTRM, I can say there was none ... I gather that the writer, 
Momaday experiences a personal transformation during the 
experiences he relates in the book. I was quite happy for him. 
However, I require my own significant experiences upon which to 
base my own transformation. Due to cultural differences, an 
entirely different background, and dissimilar life experiences, the 
greatest extent to which I can relate to TWTRM is to read it, think 
the stories in it are interesting, ponder it briefly, shake my head in 
puzzlement, and write this journal entry. 

357 

Most of the students read Momaday by expecting him to enter their lives 

rather than trying to receive him into their own. It was like the two definitions of 

empathy again: projecting or receiving. Ashish briefly commented on the 

"personal voice" in Momaday. Jane, ever seeking harmony and avoiding conflict, 

liked the effect of "peace, calm, acceptance" that the text had on her. She 

assumes this is because Momaday is at peace with "what and who he is" and 

decides that she values "peace of mind and pride (of being what I am) or that 

maybe those are the things that mean the most to me and that is what I would 

like to find when I read." Brad is getting increasingly homesick. Momaday 

reminded him of home and the images of "hiking the Red Hills in my backyard 

and just having fun in the red sandstone, and mesquite, naming rocks and places . 

. . I made that place my own." He gets nostalgic about his "lost place" and the 

Kiowa's past. 

Both, it seems are gone. I'm not sure why I feel this way, something 
touched a deep chord in me when I was reading it. I just felt this 
overwhelming sense of the past and what was gone that can never 
be gotten back. 



Sarah admitted that she'd never read anything quite like The Way To Rainy 

Mountain, and she didn't know how to handle that. 

I admit that I know nothing about any Native American history or 
legend. Somehow, nothing but Custer's last stand and the trail of 
tears ever made it into any of my history classes. It was interesting 
to finally hear stories and legends about a group of people that had 
been left out of mainstream history .... it seems like the more you 
learn about something, the more you grow to like learning about it. 
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Like Joel's argument in his midterm in favor of studying rap, Sarah sees Native 

American literature in terms of its value as history. 

It was Matthew's journal that was most reflective. He was growing and 

changing and didn't seem threatened by it. For one thing, he was taking his 

journal very seriously and really engaging with the literature in a private forum. 

He liked giving it to me and having me read it privately and comment only to 

him, as well. This was becoming a safe place to take some risks, let down some 

walls. He writes: 

I have to admit, after reading TWTRM I was impressed. Ordinarily, 
if I went to a library I would probably dismiss it as being modern, 
progressive, weird, or some other characteristic. I seem to have a 
preconceived notion that books that are written in a different style, 
structure, or form than the traditional way are bad and these 
authors try to use the different techniques to try to impress or 
distract the reader from basically bad literature. Mter this book, I 
will be more receptive to different types of literature. (It is a slow 
process--I'm only now appreciating poetry and Shakespeare even 
though I read them all through high school.) 

I was beginning to expect a reference to Shakespeare in at least every journal 

entry Matthew wrote. At least he is now admitting that Shakespeare had to be 
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learned, too, rather than just holding him up as the number one example of good 

literature. 

Matthew told me some "guy in my dorm" who is "half Indian and tribally 

related to the Kiowa" borrowed his copy of The Way To Rainy Mountain and 

finished the book in one night. He asked Matthew if he could keep it when 

Matthew was finished with it. Matthew was getting increasingly pleased not just 

about his ability to negotiate difference among texts, but among people. Through 

talking about Momaday, Matthew became friends with a "half Indian guy." 

When Matthew read "Man Made of Words," he was even more impressed. 

Of all the literary pieces I have had to read for this unit, Momaday's 
"Man Made of Words" would have to be my favorite. The only 
thing I did not enjoy in the work in the five part question and 
answer session dealing with oral tradition. 

Matthew saw this essay as a sort of "Cliffs Notes" to The Way To Rainy 

Mountain. He now went back to the text and began to "realize the significance of 

language and words in his stories" after reading Momaday's explanation of Ko-

Sahn. And his "mind was blown" by Momaday's talk of a "land ethic" and wished 

he'd "expanded further on this need." He can't believe this was written twenty 

years ago when the "pressing environmental concerns today are so similar." 

Imaees of Performing. Probably the most dramatic part of the course 

came during the students' performances of their scripts. The experience of 

thinking associatively, of pulling stories from their own lives--family stories passed 
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down orally as well as literature they have read--and connecting them to facts, 

definitions, history, biography, and finally, to reflecting poetically upon them all 

seemed to affect the students in a myriad of ways. The assignment was meant to 

be a sort of "antidote" to all those formal literary analyses of objectified texts they 

wrote in AP English. After Anna's anguish over this assignment, I found myself 

first relieved and then moved by the majority of students' responses. 

They chose a variety of topics. Matthew and Jane wrote about their 

childhoods and growing up, Brad (of course) wrote about home, Sarah wrote 

about prejudice and the roots of racism, Kevin wrote about love, Ashish wrote 

about altruism, and Joel wrote about fear. They were supposed to choose favorite 

stories from their culture and make personal connections to these stories. Here 

are some of the images that survive: 

Ashish began with a disturbing personal incident involving greed and 

generosity in Calcutta and tried to work through it by pulling in other stories 

along with history. He first retold a parable from Isaiah about generosity, a story 

about Prince Sattva and charity from the teachings of Buddha, an account of 

community in the Ik culture by Colin Turnball, all tied together with definitions of 

altruism and explanations of welfare systems. He capped this with a moving story 

of Agnish with his aunt in Calcutta in which she refused to help a beggar and 

rushed Agnish into the car and drove through the streets with more beggars 

hanging from the car. She told him that by giving to the beggars they were 
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encouraging irresponsibility and besides, "many of the beggars were thieves." 

Ashish ended with a series of counterstatements like "Sometimes I need to put 

myself first, sometimes I should put myself last." He decided that from now on he 

would be generous, making sure "my actions reflect the actions of the type of 

person I want to be." He decided to be a generous person and give freely 

"without concerning myself with what I give, and with every possible action of the 

person I give something to. This only diminishes the magnitude of your gesture." 

Matthew focused on childhood. He retold parts of Rudyard Kipling's The 

Jungle Book as he wove a fantasy of nostalgic and humorous anecdotes from 

childhood, about heroes, sleepovers, Samuel Woodworth and Samuel Hood 

poems, haircuts, concluding with about twenty "Do you remember ... ?" lines. 

Joel decided to write about fear. He wrote an original short story based 

on the "dance of death" during the Plague, interspersed with facts about the 

Middle Ages, personal stories of irrational fears to real dangers--like swimming 

pools. Next he retold part of Arthur Miller's The Crucible alongside a historical 

explanation of McCarthyism and the Cold War fervor. He followed this with a 

childhood story about being irrationally afraid of imagined dangers, especially the 

dark and the belief that elves would come into his room. He concluded with 

poems by William Blake and Stephen Crane along with commentary about fear of 

the future and his own concerns about global warming, nuclear war. His last few 
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lines were that the only thing he really had to fear was "myself." (Joel won second 

place in the first-year composition essay contest with this essay.) 

Brad told stories about real and fictive houses. Most of his stories were 

original, though one was retold from Miyamoto Musashi's A Book of Five Rings. 

He told a parable about the kinds of houses wise versus foolish men build, 

detailed explanations of construction, stories about a fort he and his brothers built 

in the unfinished basement of his family's home, stories about wanderers looking 

for a "place to hang their hats," a tale about making a little place for himself 

behind the couch on the back porch when his family of six had to live in a two 

room apartment, a story about finding home in a woman's eyes--"twin azure 

rimmed, steel gray orbs." He concluded with home as a metaphor for an idea and 

for hope. (By now, we all knew how homesick Brad was.) 

Kevin talked of love. We heard his retelling of Romeo and Juliet and his 

story of his own first love, a story about a perfect mother with reflections on his 

own mother, a story about a WWII hero and love of country, tracing how his own 

feelings of patriotism started. He concluded with an original poem on love. 

Sarah wrote about racism and prejudice, beginning with telling us the tale 

of the Ugly Duckling and how one of her friends who is a "stoner" and a "metal

head" got mistreated by others. She retold a scene from Westside Story about 

love between ethnic groups and her own humiliation at the hands of her 

grandmother who told her to stay with "her kind." And she retold a scene from 
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Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man in which the black men had to crawl to get their 

pay from the white men, juxtaposed with the explanation of the founding charter 

of the United Nations, and a personal experience at camp in which students 

participated in an activity about racism in order to experience "what it was like to 

be the object of extreme racism." 

Jane focused on "becoming a woman" and wove Thai myths her mother 

had told her with childhood memories. She began by recreating a typical dorm 

conversation to show how "adult she had become." She developed her story 

around her three greatest fears as a child: fear of thunder and lightning, fear of 

bees, and fear of being lost. Her first story was a myth about what thunder is--the 

sound of the ugly god Ramasoon's ax-hammer--and what lightning is--the beautiful 

goddess Makala's gleaming crystal ball. This was linked to a true story about 

someone getting struck with lightning followed by her personal conquest of her 

fear of lightning when she had to comfort a small child with the same fear. She 

continued to tell the stories her mother had told her to calm her fears as she 

explained the factual nature of the problem and explained how she'd conquered 

each one. She ended with Bob Dylan's "Just Like A Woman" as she continued to 

move into her new world of child-woman. 

When the students were asked to relate the stories of their culture to their 

own lives, they rarely chose the classics. They chose childhood stories, family 

stories--indeed, in spite of their reticence to "receive" Silko's storytelling style or 
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content, they seemed as influenced by that mode of informal sharing as anyone. 

They seemed to draw an imaginary line separating different kinds of literary 

experiences--those you internalize and grow from, those you analyze and critique. 

The oral performances ranged from dramatic (Joel's stern debater's stance 

as he rattled off his dance of death story) to charming (Jane speaking in different 

tones of voice for her different characters), poignant (Sarah and Ashish telling of 

humiliating and shattering experiences with family members they had admired and 

even idolized), nostalgic (Brad speaking longingly of home), humorous (Matthew's 

childhood antics), and sad (Kevin's touching story of separation from his mother 

for three years followed by a careful rebuilding of that relationship). Students 

tried to use different styles of speaking, different positions, different paralinguistic 

gestures for the different voices. Many read from their scripts for their "factual-

biographical-historical" voice. There was a formality and a sense of performance 

to the storytelling voice. But it was with the personal, reflective voice that their 

own voices emerged and touched us all. They truly shuttled from "telling about" 

to "doing" the story. 

Students were beginning to slow down and experience Iiterature--albeit not 

the classics, but the texts of their choice--as "lived art." There were signs they 

were taking Momaday's (1970) words to heart, that 

Once in his life a man ought to concentrate his mind upon the 
remembered earth, I believe. He ought to give himself up to a 
particular landscape in his experience, to look at it from as many 



angles as he can, to wonder about it, to dwell upon it. He ought to 
imagine that he touches it with his hands at every season and listens 
to the sounds that are made upon it. He ought to imagine the 
creatures that are there and all the faintest motions in the wind. He 
ought to recollect the glare of noon and all the colors of the dawn 
and dusk. 

Conflicting Texts: Working with the Critics 
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Students read Willa Cather's Death Comes for the Archbishop (1927), E. 

A. Mares' I Returned and Saw Under the Sun (1989), and several critics, dozens 

of whom were on reserve for them in the library. They had to reconcile 

conflicting views of history, of the very purpose of art, of context, of history 

embodied in a text. Since these two texts openly challenge each other's 

perspectives on race, ethnicity, and culture, students began asking "Why?" Why 

did Cather do such a thing? Is it true? What were her prejudices at that time in 

that place? What influenced her? Why is Mares so angry? What is his stake in 

all of this? And finally, with so much disagreement, anger, fervor, and eloquence 

among dozens of critics, students had to grapple with the infamous bottom line: 

Where do I stand in the middle of this fray? How can I ever find my own voice 

and add to the conversation anything worthwhile? 

Students began to realize that there is a lot of more in a written text than 

schemes and tropes. Their responses were anger and resistance at first to a 

methodology that did not tell them how to read or what to look for prior to 

reading a lengthy work of literature. They were stunned that there were no 



366 

guiding prompts by the teacher. They were frustrated that all parts did not neatly 

weave into a whole. The Mares text kept unraveling the Cather text. By the time 

they read the critics, they became even more disheartened and fearful they would 

never find anything of their own to say about a text. Eventually, they collaborated 

with each other and the critics. 

Anger and Resistance. There was a lot of frustration and anger from the 

students. The first class discussion on these texts began unlike any thing they'd 

ever experienced. There were told to break into small groups and make a list of 

possible titles for an essay on these two texts, a list of passages that impressed 

them, and a list of possible themes in the texts. Silence. Nobody was talking. 

They looked expectantly upward. There was no prefatory introduction to the 

works nor any lecture on the meaning of the texts. This was, after all, the 

culmination of the semester long course and students were about to complete 

their entire college composition and English requirements for the rest of their 

lives. They had AP English, all had received high scores on the APE. 

They were merely being asked to decide for themselves what was worth 

talking and writing about. It took a full week for lists to emerge from the small 

groups and br. shared with the rest of the class. Students had little time to discuss 

the texts in large groups. They had to work in their small groups on their essays, 

read each others drafts, conference with the teacher in those groups, and revise 

the essay for a grade. They were "drowning in the critics" as one student put it, 
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resentful of the teacher who would not tell them what to write about nor what the 

texts meant. Their only hope was each other. And they did not know how to 

collaborate. They certainly didn't trust their classmates to help. In spite of the 

resistance, they started slow, finished fast. 

Sarah was especially irritated when she read a critical essay comparing 

Death Comes For the Archbishop to Homer's Odyssey and discovered that there 

was "no lecture in class on the Odyssey when it was so obvious where Cather got 

her idea," scolded Sarah. Sarah thought critics just sat around looking for 

"obscure relations in every work--except for the profound Odyssey connection." 

Unable to handle all this diversity of viewpoints, Sarah decided that if the author 

is dead and "left no direct instructions on how the work is to be read, then can't 

anyone make a piece of symbolism out of some obscure passage and let us all 

think its absolutely true?" 

She goes on and on for pages in her journal. She rants at one critic who 

"thinks she's better than anyone she reads, but that woman took ten pages to say 

next to nothing!" She decided all criticism that was critical of Death Comes For 

the Archbishop had a "flawed perspective on the Southwest." These critics' 

problem is that they think DCF A "should have been written by a Hispanic or 

Native American and told from that point of view." Still Sarah can't find her 

voice or a way to get her foot in the door. For example, she complains that 

Mares discusses the Taos Rebellion citing a critic who says Martinez did not incite 



368 

the Rebellion. But the critic didn't tell how Martinez got all the land after the 

instigators of the Rebellion were executed (the assumption is he got it from the 

instigators in exchange for helping free them and then kept the land and let them 

all get hanged). Therefore, the critic didn't settle everything. So Karen doesn't 

know if she can believe anything he says. 

When Sarah first read Death Comes For the Archbishop, she loved it. 

Now she Wllii getting irked. Her early reactions to this text: 

I don't know much of anything about the history of the Southwest .. 
. whenever we studied Arizona history in school we got to 
'Coronado went looking for the seven cities of gold and passed 
through Arizona on his way.' 

She went on with a glowing account of the beauty of the setting in the novel. She 

also liked how the book talked about "Navajos without placing the blame on the 

reader for everything." I felt like a mother forcing medicine down a child's throat 

with my insistence that Sarah read some criticism since the experience seemed to 

erase her initial joy with the text. Furthermore, Mares' text directly opposes 

Cather's. Sarah's response to confusion was usually anger. Unable to tolerate 

such ambiguities, she looked to blame someone else. 

Jane stayed in character. She was uncomfortable with the "angry tone" of 

Mares. She found his play "almost too defensive at times, and it got a little 

annoying ... I didn't like how he was interrogating Cather and Lamy, how he was 

always making remarks and then turning back to talk to figures of Willa and 
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Lamy." Eventually she started talking about Death Comes For the Archbishop 

and the theme of "conflict of two cultures and the dying out of the American 

Southwest." She saw how Latour and Vaillant represent civilization striving to 

tame the Southwest while the natives weren't about to change. She thinks the 

French garden planted in the middle of a desert by Latour and Vaillant to help 

them cope with their homesickness for Europe is an "example of how Europeans 

insist on living in Europe everywhere." 

Joel wanted to be unique. He worked out a great idea for his essay and 

then read the critics. Seems someone else said every thing he was going to say 

and now there was nothing left for him to say. And he was mad--at me. Why did 

he have to write about these two books? Why couldn't he write about Cather and 

some other text so he could be unique? Other critics said everything. He 

couldn't get a foot in the door. He had no voice, no point to make, this was a 

waste of his time. After talking about what he had read and what he hadn't read, 

it became obvious he was interested in history. He eventually found the Special 

Collections section of the library and discovered copies of the old journals of Rev. 

Machebeuf and Archbishop Lamy and was able to do some historical 

reconstructions of the real versus the fictional characters. 

Resolution and Collaboration. What ultimately happened was confirming 

to the students. They began to talk, exchange ideas about which critics to read 

for different perspectives, I joined in and shared what I knew once they asked the 
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questions. This was not going to be a "banking concept" of education as Freire 

puts it. Students would have to begin with what mattered to them. They were 

especially overwhelmed by the "plethora of perspectives" as one student put it. 

Once they began investigating the problem, it became like solving a mystery-

trying to figure out who said what and why. They handled it because they had to. 

And because they knew more than they thought they did. They also were more 

comfortable with group work and collaboration after the "ice breaking" experience 

of the oral performances. Everyone knew each other a little better now. 

They all added their voice to the din and they all dealt with cultural 

conflicts--context as embodied in texts--probably because these particular texts 

almost demanded it. Kevin adopted an archetypal approach and examined the 

characters as portrayed by both authors in terms of archetypal definitions of 

"saints" or "heroes" or "rakes" or "rebels." He played Latour and Martinez off each 

other, showing how Cather needed Martinez the rake in order to have Latour the 

saint. He played it safe, saying Cather "facilitates the creation of provocative 

moods in the reader, whether they be positive, negative, or both." He examined 

her techne in light of archetypes. 

Ashish saw the cultural conflict in terms of religions and the church, 

arguing that Latour saw religion as a political institution while Martinez saw it as 

a social institution. Hence one answered to Rome and one to the people. Ashish 

had often focused on spiritual issues (witness his last essay) during the semester. 
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As he contrasts the two men and their ambitions and intentions for the Church 

and for Catholicism, he leans toward Martinez' case, using the standard of "public 

acceptance" as a measuring stick. 

Sarah went home for the weekend, talked to her history teacher parents, 

and then examined the novels within historical contexts. She discussed the three 

concepts of White Man's Burden, Manifest Destiny, and the City Upon a HilI as 

myths and historical philosophies explaining why Cather portrayed the natives the 

way she did. She comes to a tolerant conclusion: 

From where we stand in history now, Martinez was not such a 
villain and Latour was not such a hero. Both men just fought for 
the way of life that they believed was right. Of course what we see 
as history has now been distorted by the prejudices and beliefs with 
which we have grown up. No matter how objective one tries to be, 
the lens through which he looks will always be slightly clouded by 
his own ideas of what he sees. Perhaps it is safe to say that there is 
no true history, only history as we choose to see it. 

Jane avoided the conflict and wrote her essay on landscape. She loved he 

images in Cather and began with an Ed Abbey quote about "what draws us to the 

desert is the search for something intimate in the remote." She describes the 

desert through the eyes of Latour throughout the novel, tracing his first view to 

his death. 

Brad chose death as a focus for exploration in the novel. He was in a 

melancholy state by now anyhow. He examined the natural and unnatural deaths 

of the characters in the story as revealing other themes. He ends on an upbeat 



note, though, writing of Magdalena, one of the only characters still alive at the 

end of Death Comes For the Archbishop. Brad sees Magdalena "alive as a 

testament to Latour's good works." 

372 

Joel had played with several ideas. Death and how it "comes" rather than 

"stalks" or "hunts" suggests that death is as natural as the landscape appealed to 

him--it just is. But someone else said that. So Joel moved to how unfair both 

Mares and Cather are to Martinez and Lamy. He decides Cather has to base her 

novel on the "writings of the white man because even if she had Mexican or 

Indian literature available, I doubt a Nebraskan, female author could fully 

understand the experience of a male New Mexican like Padre Martinez." This 

leads him to his discovery in Special Collections of Lamy's and Machebeufs 

journals. Here he discovers the single word "savages" in Lamy's writings in 

describing the natives and concludes in one broad sweep that indeed, Lamy is a 

racist. In spite of his dualistic thinking at times, Joel does write a complicated 

essay in which he ultimately concludes that Martinez and Lamy were really a lot 

alike. And they had good and bad traits, "If they didn't they wouldn't have been 

real." 

Finally, Matthew examined different historical perspectives of "colonialism" 

to demonstrate how Cather's attitudes toward the natives as well as her 

valorization of the French cathedral are representative of colonialist attitudes. 

But Matthew gives Cather more credit than the other students: he thinks she is 
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conscious of what she is doing. In fact, he thinks she makes the cathedral the 

climax of the book to "mention her misgivings about some aspects of colonialism." 

He shows great respect for Cather's intention and for her practice of a conscious 

craft. 

I think that the historical structures and events that contexted Willa 
Cather's life inevitably brought Cather towards possessing the typical 
colonial attitudes and beliefs of her generation. However, Cather 
must have reconsidered her beliefs, at some time, and come to 
realize that colonialism is not as innocent and harmless as she was 
brought up to believe. I believe that in DCF A, Willa Cather 
retreats, for just a moment, on her own beliefs so that she can come 
to understand some of the problems and perplexities which 
accompany colonialism. 

Re-Visioning the Midterms: What is Literature? 

During the final week of the course, students were allowed to revise their 

midterm essays. Since this essay was also the midterm exam, many students 

wanted a "better grade" and wi th that as impetus, made substantial revisions. 

Other students did very little revising because they were satisfied with their 

grades. The final examination (see Chapter 7) is a better indicator of change with 

these students. Nonetheless, there are changes with most students in how the 

students defined the exclusionary boundaries of literature, something attributable 

to this multicultural literatures course. 
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Little or No Change 

Matthew made no substantive changes, and Brad and Joel wrote defenses 

of their earlier positions. Brad especially wanted to explain why he "excluded" 

Yaqui Deer Songs as literature. His original reason was because they were not 

"decodable." Now he explained that only the songs in Yaqui would be left out of 

his category--the English versions were literature. Joel, also, felt a need to explain 

his exclusion of Yaqui Deer Songs. "Sewa Yotume" wasn't literature because he 

couldn't understand it but "Growing Flower" (the English translation) was 

literature because "I can appreciate the beauty of a growing flower and its 

message about life and death." Though none of the students wrote about the 

Yaqui Deer Songs in their journals during the poetry unit, we did discuss them in 

class. Mostly we tried to place them within a context, reading explanations of how 

they are used within the Yaqui culture and of what they mean within that context. 

Students began to see how if a short song or verse from a religious ceremony or 

service they were familiar with was removed from the context, it, too, might seem 

"undecodable" to "others." 

Some Change 

Jane had established that literature must entertain and instruct. She now 

decided that "instruct" was too broad and might allow for textbooks on science, for 

example. So she added a moral dimension--"to morally inform and instruct 

readers." She discussed the same texts as before but added this conclusion: 



Songs and oral stories are important to the arts and humanities, but 
because they are not written, to me they do not constitute literature, 
unless someone writes the oral song or story down. True literature 
is not just meant for the ultra snooty or the elite. It is meant for 
anybody, and everybody, to enjoy. 
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Though Jane has not opened up her definition of literature, she has felt a need to 

explain her criterion of "must be written down." 

Sarah, you recall, paraphrased Webster's Unabridged Dictionary. She now 

added a paragraph before again paraphrasing Webster's. 

The Powers That Be appear in several forms. Teachers, parents, 
newspapers, SAT preparation courses, and magazines all tell us what 
we should read. We grow up constantly being lectured on what is 
appropriate to read and what is not. Universities compile lists of 
literature with which well educated people should be familiar, and 
school boards plan curriculum around certain works. The American 
society seems to have reached a general consensus on what works 
are classified as literature, but how does our society determine 
which works fit into that classification and which do not? 

Though she sticks closely to her original definition, she now qualifies it by saying 

it is only a "general definition." Sarah continually rebels against the "Authority-

they" power structure. It is usually impersonal to her, though here she tries and 

define who "they" are. She often writes sarcastically and with anger, perhaps 

because she has had so little power herself to affect curriculum and perhaps 

because she has read so few texts in literature classes that truly interest her. 

Ashish chose to make two changes in his pre-test. First, he explained his 

sophomore English course in "Non-Western Literature." He said "the major 

problem I could discern was the complete lack of any true works of non-western 
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literature." To study Africa, they read Alan Paton's Cry. the Beloved Country; to 

study India, they read La Pierre's City of Joy (which Ashish said the Indian 

government tried to prohibit the filming of because it was so insulting to Indian 

culture); and to study China, Japan and "other far eastern nations" they read Pearl 

S. Buck's The Good Earth. He worried that "this nation's students" are entering 

college and passing through "with little or no knowledge of non-Western culture." 

He went on to talk about the "vast differences in cultural viewpoints among the 

people of the world" and decided you could therefore not assign "tangible yet 

universal components" to literature. He has moved off his universal criterion for 

literature. 

The other change Ashish made was in choosing to discuss Paula Gunn 

Allen's "Powwow 79, Durango." He explained that upon first reading it he found 

it a "random jumble of images and emotions without creating any coherence." 

Now he sees it as a complicated and "crafted" picture, hardly random. He doesn't 

support his assertion with any specifics, though. 

Lots of Change 

Finally, Kevin made the most substantive changes. He reiterated his 

original definition of literature but added that his definition "while appearing 

simple and straightforward, is problematic." He realizes that 

'basic truths' might differ from culture to culture. What might seem 
a difficult moral dilemma in Western Europe culture might be an 



everyday occurrence in another culture. He amends his definition 
then to say literature must address an "issue of significant concern to 
some major culture." 

He goes on to talk about Hamlet as he did earlier, but 

now he discusses Hamlet's dilemma over committing suicide. 

The conclusion reached in response to whether to kill oneself might 
be different in different cultures. In most western cultures, suicide 
is seen as morally unacceptable act. However, in feudal Japan, 
ritual suicide was an accepted and honorable practice. Thus, while 
Hamlet's quandry [sic] might be easily solved by an ancient 
Japanese Samurai, the question posed is an important one to 
western culture. 

Kevin hangs staunchly with his earlier assertions about rap being "not 

relevant." But he now discusses Yaqui Deer Songs. 

From the perspective of someone raised in a Western European
derived culture, this work appears to be merely a pretty poem about 
a growing flower. As such it would seem that it fails to become 
literature. However, from the perspective of the culture it is 
intended for, this song conveys the feelings about the natural world 
that are shared by the members of that culture. Thus this work 
addresses a common feeling and concern of a major culture and 
therefore can be defined as literature. 

Kevin has backed off his rigid "universal theme" criterion, recognizing 
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aesthetic value as culturally determined. He also carefully avoids saying that he 

likes Yaqui Deer Songs. But he has definitely grown in his ability to handle 

differences, or multiplicities as Perry (1970) would call it. And he does allow that 

they are literature--at least to a Yaqui. 
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Kevin confided that his definition of literature "comes largely from what I 

have been taught by my teachers. Only recently have I begun to think about what 

1 would define as literature." 

Afterthoughts 

Much of my interpretation of this data was included within each subsection 

of this chapter. Additionally, my labels of the sections and subsections impose an 

editorial perspective on these seven students' responses to multicultural 

literatures. I am also reminded of Clifford's admonishment that not all data has 

to be interpreted in ethnography. Sometimes it can just be presented. Also, it is 

in this Chapter that the particularities of these students really emerge. Where I 

could find patterns, I did. But in many cases, the dominant impression is one of 

diversity among these students and in their responses to multicultural texts. 

Suffice it to say there are a few remarks I'd like to make before going on to 

discuss the students' final examinations and comments on their exposure to 

multicultural literatures in the next chapter. The first part of the discussion, "The 

Advanced Placement English Effect," is where I seek to make explicit the 

unreflective and implicit ideologies these students brought with them to first-year 

college composition. The second part of the discussion, "The Advanced 

Placement English Non-Effect" discusses the myth of a common cultural literacy. 
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The Advanced Placement English Effect 

It seemed obvious to me that these students' theories of literature--choices 

of texts and methods--were influenced by AP English--its canons of methods and 

texts. They had certainly absorbed a Great Books idea about what literature is 

and is not. They believed they had read the M.s.t literature out there and the only 

literature out there. They were oblivious to the lack of diversity in what they read 

and in what they wrote about. In short, they had absorbed through formal 

schooling deeply ingrained ideas about literature. In almost every instance, when 

reading and responding to literature in a graded piece of writing, these students 

took formal, critical approaches to the texts--efferent stances. Or if you prefer, 

they did not assume aesthetic stances when reading literary texts assigned in 

school. They did not realize there was a context implied in the text. They also 

resented not being told what to write on by a teacher and they resisted the critics 

and the peer workshops. 

When approaching the midterm essay in which students defined literature, 

seven of the eight students immediately saw literature as a value with determinate 

properties (B. Smith, 1984). Only Ashish kept his theory abstract enough to 

embrace different aesthetic values. These students had never paused during their 

schooling to ask why they read or did not read certain texts. They did not know a 

bad poem from a good one. They did not see their interpretive system as 



"received knowledge" nor did they realize that interpretations are dynamic, not 

static (Dasenbrock, 1991). 
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Another influence of formal schooling was their experiences with the 

writing processes. Again, most of these students' aesthetic experiences were with 

written texts considered to be traditional, noncontemporary, classics. Most of 

their writing experiences prior to this course involved New Critical responses to 

literature. They were not accustomed to varying audiences or purposes; they were 

not used to choosing writing topics they were interested in or cared about; they 

were unfamiliar with revision other than editing for errors; they had not 

collaborated with peers; they had not read critics. 

I reiterate these points because of the pressure by the College Board and 

high schools offering AP English to give college credit for high scores on the APE 

or to excuse students from college composition. I might add in closing that I also 

believe that the oral essay--from viewing films to performing a script--had the 

strongest influence on these students of all the reading and writing assignments in 

the course. This alone stood the best chance of impacting students with 

previously scarce exposure to diversity. 

The Advanced Placement English Non-Effect 

These students did not share a common vision nor a common cultural 

literacy. True, they had read similar texts and could move quickly through 



learned procedures of how to analyze literature. They had all experienced a 

national curriculum--AP English--and taken a national examination. But two 

factors mediate the influence of AP English. 
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First, I began to believe that what matters is not what is read but rather 

how it is read. The apolitical nature of teaching literature has actually made 

these students unable to see context or connected issues. By removing ideology 

from literature discussions, literature was taught as intensely personal. Each 

student read, thought, and wrote in private or in teacher-led large groups where 

few students participated in discussions. In other words, Kevin could personally 

identify with how Hamlet must have felt in his dilemma over whether to commit 

suicide. And Anna could feel the anguish of Kurtz in Heart of Darkness. But no 

student could connect the literature to life in general--the political, social, cultural 

realms they also lived in. The irony here is that by excluding such discussions 

from the literature classroom, the students did 110t share a cultural commonality. 

Thus reading common texts did not produce a uniform cultural literacy at all. It 

exacerbated a deeply personal bias toward what literature is or means and 

negated any sort of ability to use literary themes to make sense of the world or to 

connect to other human beings. 

Second, because of how literature had been taught to these students, 

individual differences in families, communities, and high schools affected the 

students' resistance to or acceptance of diversity far more than a Great Books or 
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common classics' curriculum. Kevin reflected his blue collar worker father's 

attitudes just as Brad reflected a life of schooling on a Navajo reservation. Joel 

never had AP English but as a debater was the most comfortable with a different 

approach to literature--the oral essay. Ashish's multicultural family life affected 

his openness to diversity just as Matthew's experiences of living abroad did. 

Jane's Thai background made her uncomfortable with confrontation and agonistic 

stances from critics and along with Sarah was the most uncomfortable with a 

solitary relationship with a text. Both Sarah and Jane clearly avoided the 

intellectual and efferent approach to literature, either searching for a personal 

voice or else writing about peripheral issues (like Sarah's rant about honors 

students rather than a critique of Pratt or Bennett or Jane's reprimand of Pratt's 

lack of manners). 

Though these students had little exposure to anything other than text

centered approaches to writing about literature (New Critical methods), they were 

open to reader-response methods (providing they weren't graded) and they could 

respond emotionally and aesthetically to literature (provided they weren't graded). 

In other words, a reader response and a multicultural approach to literature 

curricula were essentially immersions in totally new phenomena for these 

students--thanks largely to AP English and high school English in general. But 

these students were not rigidly opposed to multiculturalism nor in any way 

"unteachable." They certainly did not accept readily different kinds of texts and 
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methods, but there were changes. And that brings us to the next chapter which 

might aptly be renamed after the country western dance "One Step Forward, Two 

Steps Back." 



384 

CHAPTER 7 

POETICS FOR THE FUTURE: STUDENTS VOICE THEIR OPINIONS 

Students ended this course in multicultural literatures by writing an in-class 

essay (final examination) during a two-hour time period. Students had three 

choices of questions--each posing a different rhetorical situation but all asking for 

a personal poetics of literature (see Appendix F). In the first section, 

"Recommendations to High School Seniors in the Year 2000," students addressed 

the first question of the exam by focusing on their own high school community. In 

the second section, "Recommendations to First-Year Composition Curriculum 

Committee," students directed their arguments for canons of texts and methods to 

the chair and committee members of the First-Year Composition Curriculum 

Committee at their present university. In the third section, "Recommendations to 

Advanced Placement English--College Board," students wrote directly to the 

College Board of the Advanced Placement English Examination. Students chose 

only one of these questions. Finally, in "Evaluations of First-Year Composition: 

Multicultural Literature Currriculum," students wrote confidential evaluations of 

this course in multicultural literatures--perhaps the most honest barometer of 

what really happened. 

In my final "Afterthoughts" to this course, I reflect on the "Canons of Texts" 

and "Canons of Methods" these students pad absorbed and were recommending 

after a one semester course in multicultural literatures. In commenting on these 
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end-of-the-year essays and evaluations, I find myself looking for change and for 

resistance to change. In particular, the poetics of literature expressed by these 

students suggest they are idealistic, and they feel reading literature is of value. 

Sometimes they argued for value that was practical but as you'll see, what they 

were really talking about was relevance to their lives, to the present. They 

wanted to believe in their country, their leaders, and a future--and they felt 

literature might provide some answers and inspiration. They also wanted freedom 

to take aesthetic stances rather than efferent stances toward literature. In other 

words, they wanted a return to some semblance of balance, as one student wrote, 

to "appreciate and not just analyze and criticize." Finally, they recognized the 

importance of cultural awareness to negotiate differences in the real world, as 

they put it. So they argued for diversity--not just in texts but in aesthetic 

experiences and in writing assignments. Their poetics definitely seemed 

influenced by this course in multicultural literatures. While their theories were 

postmodern, the texts and methods they argued for in support of their theories 

showed the absence of much exposure to difference other than in this course. 

Recommendations to High School Seniors in the Year 2000 

Students answered the following question: 

Question: Write a letter to the graduating class of the year 2000 of 
your high school urging them to read certain literary texts. Tell 
them why they should do so. What questions should they ask of 
those texts? How should those texts be presented in relation to 



each other? Should they write about them? What kinds of things 
should they discuss in their written analyses? 
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Brad chose this question and titled his final examination 'The Brad __ 

Crash Course in Practical Literature or How to Win Nations and Influence 

Countries." It seemed as though the practical emphasis in his high school literary 

experience took hold here. His AP teacher, you may recall, has to justify 

pragmatic reasons for teaching literature to the parents in Brad's community. 

Literature, to Brad, was religion. He encouraged students to read "Shakespeare, 

Eliot, Hemingway" since "within them lies religion--that which gives life meaning." 

But realize, he warned, these "contain relatively little of any tangible practical 

value." 

He was idealistic in that he hoped literature might hold some answers for 

contemporary culture. He talked about current affairs and the world of politics--

how poorly Congress dealt with the Clarence Thomas-Anita Hill hearings, how 

"his" President lies and starts wars, how he tried "to dismiss with a laugh which I 

don't feel" the recent date rape trials. In short, he was disillusioned. The country 

is in need of leaders, not politicians. His answer was to recommend "literature 

you won't find on your college reading lists." But this was literature with practical 

value because it could shape people into leaders. 

Before you can govern others, one must be able to govern oneself. 
There is a need for a moral code. 
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He then launched into his recommended reading: the Bible because the 

Ten Commandments give us moral direction; Musashi's Go Rin No Sho because 

he teaches us to "not think dishonestly;" Machiavelli's The Prince and The 

Discourses to learn about people and politics; Sun Tzu's Art of War because 

unless we understand war "it will be impossible to solve conflicts without fighting." 

He related his reading list to his theme of studying "texts not in college but on 

your own" to challenge students to "prepare yourselves to lead." 

Brad's final examination did not incorporate texts from either AP English 

or from this multicultural unit. But it was idealistic and it showed absorption of 

principles of multiculturalism: embracing difference. He also strove to include 

texts from other cultures. His final exam essay introduced a theme that recurred 

for many of the students--that of incorporating language to talk about curricular 

practices which varies widely from the texts recommended. In Brad's case, he 

does suggest some non-western texts. Many of his classmates do not. Many 

students wrote "book reviews" instead of weaving a theory of why we should read 

literature into a tapestry supported by texts. They paid attention to the particulars 

but not the universal. 

Other students who wrote on this question were also interested in cultural 

comparisons and critiques. One student thought since real life was about "meeting 

different types and kinds of people" then literature should give one that "cultural 

awareness" to negotiate such difference. Students who felt cultural diversity was 



388 

important in a literature class were unable to recommend specific texts. The only 

authors or titles mentioned were Paton's Cry the Beloved Country, Momaday's 

The Way to Rainy Mountain, readings of Confucius, Mares' I Returned and Saw 

Under the Sun with Cather's Death Comes for the Archbishop, stories by Silko, 

Autobiography of Malcolm X, poetry by Langston Hughes, Ellison's Invisible 

Man. In short, they recommended the same texts read in this composition course 

or in AP English. Students had seemed to buy into the idea of multiculturalism, 

but had few resources to accomplish the mission with. 

Furthermore, comparing texts from different cultures often meant teaching 

Victor Hugo's Les Miserables with other "foreign texts" like The Way to Rainy 

Mountain and Death Comes for the Archbishop! Another favorite "cultural 

comparison" was Shakespeare with Ralph Ellison to learn a "story of different 

times, different place, different culture." But most common of all was the 

argument that reading texts from other cultures taught us some kind of historical 

lesson about that culture. We should read Silko to break the stereotype of 

"Indians in teepees" and Paton to learn about apartheid and Momaday to 

understand Native Americans. Not one student suggested holding these texts up as 

valuable for their literary hence aesthetic characteristics. Rather, these texts help 

us see the world through another's eyes. They are valuable for historical, 

sociological, emotional reasons--not particularly for literary ones. Only one 

student seemed to incorporate some of the lessons of difference; he wrote that 
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reading texts from cultures he knew nothing about taught him that "thinking 

different from ours is an end in itself and not a lesson in how one is better or 

worse than the other." 

But the influence of AP English was apparent when this same young man 

warned about how to read Ellison's Invisible Man: a readers must not involve 

himself/herself with characters as people but as devices to convey meaning." He 

argued that poetry should be read for its schemes and tropes, that literary analysis 

meant relating parts to whole, and finally, that students must "know the meaning 

of the work as intended by the author or otherwise there might be scandals like in 

Death Comes for the Archbishop." Another student argued for only the classics 

because of all the literary allusions that would be helpful in reading literature. 

She got a bit schizophrenic as she buried her personal feelings and explained how 

she "hated Aristotle's Rhetoric more than life itself' and then went on to say it 

was "important to read parts of it." 

Finally, three students were concerned about emotions and personal 

investment. One student was especially critical of AP English. This student was 

Chinese-American and graduated valedictorian of his high school. He wrote that 

literature should teach about people and different cultures, but often that aim is 

lost: 

You probably didn't realize that since you had to analyze the works 
bit by bit. You had to pick out and identify every single symbol and 



metaphor. You worked so hard that most of you probably now have 
a hatred for literature. I know I did. 
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He ends with a plea to "keep an open mind and try again." He wants students to 

read holistically, to let the images "wash over you" and learn to enjoy. Another 

young man argued that there is a "world of different between needing to know 

(like on the AP Exam) and wanting to know. All across America, literature 

students aren't being taught to want to know." He feels that literature shouldn't 

be "to endure but to enjoy." He argues that "current curricula" teach you to 

"analyze and critique, but not to appreciate." He is careful not to blame high 

school English teachers since he believes they do not control curricula. 

Another student felt literature would help expose students to "universal 

concepts or at least to one culture's ideas." Still another thought that reading for 

cultural awareness would help students in the real world in dealing with different 

types of people. And one student wrote an entire essay about context and 

personal response, about having a "social and interactive relationship with 

literature." She wanted students to start reading and responding to the text and 

then "gather in groups of friends to discuss it and make it come alive" and to ask 

"what moved you? disturbed you?" She argued for context--sending students out 

researching biography and history. Her examples included reading Steinbeck 

along with studying the Depression, reading Wilde and talking about his 

homosexuality, reading Faulkner while studying the history of the South, reading 
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Kafka's Metamorphosis followed by his short work. Reading, to this student, was 

a social act and she argued for collaboration wherever possible. 

Recommendations to the First-Year 
Composition Curriculum Committee 

Students responded to the following question: 

Question: Write a speech to the chair and committee members of 
the Freshman Composition Curriculum Committee at the University 
of Arizona urging them to adopt your philosophy of literature 
(poetics) and suggesting specific texts they should adopt. Consider 
how the course might be organized, what sorts of things students 
should learn in the course, and choose your theory and selections 
accordingly. 

Matthew, Ashish, Kevin, and Joel chose to address this audience and topic. 

"Cultural diversity" was getting to be a buzz phrase. Students used language that 

suggested they wanted curricula that offered more variety in texts and wanted 

texts from other cultures included. No one could name many texts, though. 

Matthew was pro-multiculturalism yet the texts he discussed were Heart of 

Darkness, Othello, and Farewell to Arms. Ashish thought "exploring cultures and 

understanding cultural differences" was one of four curricular concerns. He 

suggested pairing texts like Heart of Darkness with Achebe's Things Fall Apart, 

Hamlet and Othello with essays by Montaigne (to "encourage introspection"), and 

the Cather's Death Comes For the Archbishop with Mares' I Returned and Saw 

Under the Sun--novels that are "relatively obscure in relation to what is normally 
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considered literature, such as Shakespeare." Kevin digressed more than most on 

cultural diversity, its consequences, and its curriculum. 

His final examination essay was entitled "Necessary Diversity or Around 

the World in 80 Books," a tease if anything. He was far more adept at discussing 

the universals than the particulars. Kevin explained how literature can be a 

"springboard to many other worthwhile educational persuits[sic], as well as being 

important and necessary in itself." He feels we need a "common definition of 

literature" in order to "rationally discuss it." He then essentially reiterates his 

midterm essay's definition of literature, though he ads this tag line: 

It is important to note, when speaking of important themes, that 
cultures vary enormously. The definition of what is "important" can 
therefore change considerably from culture to culture .... it must 
be significant to some major culture. 

He also thinks choosing "entertaining texts" is important in helping students 

continue reading literature after the course. 

He digresses on the advantages of multicultural texts: they help us "view 

other cultures with a more universal and less ethnocentric perspective." He even 

thinks exposure to this attitude is more important than specific works. He seems 

intrigued with how exposure to 

alternate views about the nature of the world causes the reader to 
re-evaluate his opinions and preconceptions about his own culture. 
This leads to an understanding of one's own culture that is the 
produce of careful, critical thought and not of blind acceptance of 
the view of those educating the reader. 
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Before recommending specific texts, Kevin reminds the Committee that "the 

importance of the classics cannot be denied. These books by 'dead, white men' as 

they are sometimes called, are nonetheless some of the most significant works in 

existence." 

His recommended texts are Hamlet, essays by Mark Twain, Virginia 

Woolfs Room of One's Own (to make students "more sensitive to continuing 

sexual inequality"), Native American myths (he names no specific texts), "African 

folk tales, Japanese poetry and literature, Indian religious texts, Chinese 

literatures, and material about Middle Eastern religions and culture." Lest there 

not be enough classics, he suggests the curriculum be balanced out with Heart of 

Darkness and Canterbury Tales. 

In sum, he argues that the "teaching of a more tolerant, unbiased view 

towards other cultures is perhaps one of the most important goals in education 

today." If students are given this "attitude," then that is "far more beneficial than 

the ability to write an essay about the use of color symbolism in Conrad's Heart 

of Darkness" to both "society as a whole" and the "student as individual." 

There were several students who felt that personal choice was critical. Joel 

was one of these. He built his entire essay around "personal investment" which he 

spelled out dramatically in all capital letters. He was not interested in "cultural 

diversity" but rather in "cultural literacy." In E.D. Hircsh fashion, he would give 

students a test in their cultural literacy and then determine the curriculum. If 
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students did not do well on the "Greek myth section" they would read Greek 

myths. They need to read The Legend of Gilgamesh, Shakespeare's plays, 

Odyssey, Aristotle's Rhetoric, and Machiavelli's The Prince. Naturally students 

will have a special three-week unit on Shakespeare since "knowing him is the key 

in our society." When Joel is satisfied the students are culturally literate, they can 

move to a thematic unit on the "individual and society" reading Brave New World, 

Catcher in the Rye, Invisible Man, Scarlet Letter, Metamorphosis, One Flew Over 

the Cuckoo's Nest. Finally, students will receive a list of thirty texts and will 

chose one to write a paper on "their philosophy of life." Texts include poetry by 

e.e. cummings, works by Gandhi, Autobiography of Malcolm X, Mein Kampf, 

Walden. 

The heart of Joel's curriculum lay in the writing assignments. It was here 

that Joel felt students would find their "personal stake." With the classical section, 

students would compare Gilgamesh to a novel, TV show, movie, or play. With 

Greek mythology they would compare a personal experience to a character's 

mythological adventures. With Aristotle and Machiavelli, students would have a 

debate using the principles of Aristotle and Machiavelli on a current issue. With 

Shakespeare, students will pick a play and perform a scene (with a group of 

classmates). In the thematic unit students will give oral presentations and parallel 

the book with a personal experience. Finally, they will write original stories on 
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this theme. Last they write their own philosophy of life based on the text(s) they 

read from the final list. 

Joel didn't choose multicultural texts, but he did choose a detailed 

curriculum that supported personal interaction with the texts, making literature 

relevant to students' lives. Other students had scantily developed pedagogues, but 

shared Joel's concern for personal relevance. One female wanted a personal 

reading list to coincide with the "classics." This way students could read what they 

wanted along with a generally agreed upon common text. One young man got 

even more elaborate on how to structure reading lists that allowed for choice: 

divide them by genre and have two lists, one of classics, one of "non-standard and 

popular" literature. Make students choose from each list. Another female student 

argued that students should always discuss the significance of the text at this time, 

in this place. She wanted goals for literature courses "reevaluated." She 

complained because she'd read the Odyssey as a sophomore in high school and 

now reread it in college and was "amazed at what she missed." She blames her 

high school teacher rather than her own maturity and growth. Most of these 

students had never "reread" texts after several years to realize the difference over 

time. She made a strong point that "what texts are used is not as important as 

how they are used." Another student argued for a list of classics but then argued 

for "social criticism" as a way to make them relevant to today. 



Recommendations to Advanced Placement Englisb--College Board 

Students responded to the following question: 

Question: Write a letter to the College Board of the Advanced 
Placement English Examination suggesting how the AP English 
course should be organized and why. Suggest a rationale for 
choosing texts and suggest specific texts to be included on a reading 
list. Finally, critique the AP English Examination for the AP 
College Board: What should be excluded? added? changed? 
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Anna, Jane, and Sarah answered this question. Anna, you may remember, 

reiterated what her AP English teacher had done. Jane, also, argued for many 

aspects of the curriculum she had in AP English (thematic units interspersed 

throughout the year), but she also was critical of the exam. Sarah was critical of 

both. 

Jane argued for "more diversity because students in AP English are more 

mature." The implication seems to be that less mature students should not read 

diverse texts? She believes that seniors in high school are at a "pivotal age" to be 

influenced and introducing diverse texts would change them more. Jane also 

wanted more community--more group work, oral presentations and discussions. 

This all meant "less writing" to her. 

Reading lists needed changing. Jane argued for including children's 

literature on the reading list but her only criticism was one text which she could 

not comprehend (Journal of the Plague Year) and therefore should be cut. Jane 

felt the classics were fine as long as students could read other texts, too, but she 
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names none. Sarah felt there was too much "European or European-American 

authors before 1940." If texts from other cultures are included, Sarah believed 

they were "so old they resemble European texts very closely." She wanted the 

criterion of inclusion to be "Does the work provoke thought and force students to 

look in a new way at something or see something new?" Students had a myriad of 

suggestions to open up the reading lists, creating elaborate categories to somehow 

make everyone happy. You could have a classical versus modern list, a popular 

versus classics list, a genre list with choices from standard and nonstandard texts. 

But students listed few actual titles by name--other than canonical texts, most of 

them read in AP English, or texts from this course. 

Sarah's final examination essay had an angry tone as she lashed out at the 

APE as "archaic in design" and insisted the whole program needed "desperately to 

change." Most of her attention was focused on the APE. The scoring is all 

wrong--the "essay writing sections do not weight enough in the overall score." 

Sarah believes that "writing effectively is the most important aspect of language." 

Second, the AP Exam like the curriculum, is "too rigid." Questions are either too 

literal or subject to pure interpretation in the multiple choice section. For 

example, a question like "What does the pronoun 'it' refer to in Line X?" shows 

how well the student understand the text, says Sarah. But a question like "What 

does the glowing candle in Line X symbolize" are subject to interpretation and 

therefore cannot be answered only one way. 



By forcing students to pick A, B, C, or D, the exam forces students 
to put aside their own interpretation to look for the answers they 
think those who grade the exam will want. In the AP exam, 
students are not asked to think for themselves, but rather to think as 
someone else would have them think. 

398 

Jane concurred. She felt the multiple-choice section was "too picky" and stressed 

the "significance of identifying where onomatopoeia is at the expense of grasping 

the full comprehension of the meaning of the text." She wanted the essay portion 

stressed more since a student can take a test and look for literary devices but only 

in writing can the student "discuss specific themes and how the text makes sense." 

Another student who criticized the APE felt the multiple choice section, if 

offered, should be interspersed with the essay portions to "break up the stress." 

Several of the students besides Anna, Jane, and Sarah, discussed the 

influence of the APE on the AP English curriculum. Sarah felt that teaching is 

"completely directed at the exam, and anything not on the exam is ignored." She 

says she spent her entire senior year "writing essays from past exams and 

practicing multiple choice sections." She allows that she did read "many great 

works" and "wrote an essay or two every week," but she believes she learned 

nothing of value. "Students in the AP curriculum are not taught how to write, but 

what to write .... students are not taught how to think, but rather what to think." 

One student felt that covering so many texts "was stressful" and done in 

order to prepare for the APE. She begged for more time, though her solution 

was to make AP English a three to four semester course. Another student felt 
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the pressure was on the AP teacher to do two different things: prepare students 

for the APE and teach English. She felt one interfered with the other and 

"teaching English became secondary to teaching the exam." Worse, she felt she 

spent an entire year preparing for a three unit exam but not preparing for college. 

She learned to "receive information and not be creative." She called multiple 

choice "multiple guess" and wondered at the relevance in college to being an 

expert "multiple choice test-taker." The poignancy of this student's exam was that 

she truly was not prepared for college and struggled to receive passing grades all 

semester long. Finally, the only male student who answered this question argued 

for the Literature and Composition Exam to conflate with the Language and 

Composition Exam. Each was too narrow and college English required skills from 

both. He likened his APE score to a "scholarship." However, he cautioned that 

the "narrow scope of the APE encourages the same in the classroom." To match 

a college writing class with the APE, combine the goals of the exams. "Change 

the test and the rest will fall into place." 

Recommendations for curriculum changes were varied. Students wanted 

the ability to do more creative writing--write and perform original plays, for 

example. They wanted more movies, field trips to attend performances and plays, 

rhetorical analysis and persuasive writing, free choice on reading texts. A theme 

of "reduce the stress" was becoming a broken record. One student offered a 

"couch potato weekend" whereby students could periodically have a weekend free 
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from reading and writing. Sarah wanted help with writing. She was impressed 

with the process workshops and liked the idea of drafts, revisions, conferences, 

workshops, and especially, of an audience, an "objective outsider to reflect back to 

me what I did." 

Sarah was hurt that "her generation" was branded with the label "can't 

think." She blamed television, parents, schools and teachers, and also the students 

themselves for their "lackadaisical attitudes." But also firmly pointed a finger at 

the "AP Board." 

You with your exam and curricula have also done your share in the 
downfall of organized thinking. By forcing students to examine 
Shakespeare and Whitman in terms of A,B,C, or D, you have 
squelched our ability to think, and in its place instilled in us the 
ability to write formula essays and interpret literature without a wit 
[sic] of emotion." 

Life has been reduced to a "simple mathematical equation when all you need to 

do is plug in numbers and answers magically appear," she concludes. 

She closes with a plea: "Please give us the opportunity to think for 

ourselves, to not see the world as multiple-choice questions. Teach us how to 

think, feel, and learn, and we will think, feel, and learn what we choose. Only 

then can we ever be the free human beings we are supposed to be." 



Evaluations of First-Year Composition: Multicultural 
Literature Curriculum 

In the course evaluation, students expressed their feelings about being 
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exposed to multicultural literatures. Comments ranged from "I didn't particularly 

care for Death Comes for the Archbishop" to "The reading of Death Comes for 

the Archbishop was very enjoyable and I liked reading critical analysis of the work 

and then writing my own." Most students liked the literature of the Southwest, 

most commented positively on the oral writing assignment, and most felt their 

writing improved as a result of the writing for different audiences and purposes as 

well as revising. Following are a collage of comments about the course presented 

as randomly as they were submitted and read. To extract parts of each student's 

comments and rearrange them according to my categories distracts from the 

impact of the course evaluations. Consequently, it is my intention to let the effect 

wash over the reader as she or he reads along. I'll comment at the end. 

-Although Momaday was read as an example of writing style rather than 

content, I felt that both Cather and Mares could have benefited from a lengthier 

class discussion. 

-I enjoyed the selection of texts, especially Momaday and Cather. 

-I'm not fond of the reading material. I have no particular love of 

southwestern literature. It was not painful to read, though. The assignments 

seemed like normal English assignments. I liked the paper with the three 
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storytelling voices the best, though. I Returned and Saw Under the Sun was 

annoying, while 1 understood the use of reading it. 1 took this class for a 

challenge and 1 got one. 1 was used to a teacher last year who delighted in giving 

people A + + + + 's so this was a bit of a culture shock. 

-I must admit that 1 don't think the peer response type assignments we had 

did me any good. 1 thought maybe the unit on storytelling could have been more 

diverse, 1 think it was too much about Native American storytelling and not 

enough about other forms. As a non-Christian, 1 did not exactly appreciate having 

to spend so much time and effort on Death Comes for the Archbishop, but there 

was more to it than religions so it came out okay in the end. I did not feel that it 

was necessary for us ~o include two texts in that paper. With little experience in 

this type of writing, 1 think one text is plenty. 

-I think we should've done more with the storytelling ... I personally found 

the stories that we wrote to be my favorite part of the course and the part that 1 

had the easiest time with because 1 could write on a topic that 1 cared about and 

didn't feel restricted in my writing. 

-In the course, I got an opportunity to try new styles of writing as well as 

getting exposed to literature I would not have read otherwise. Instruction was 

casual, not formal like many high school teachers. The only problem I had was 

with Essay III (Cather-Mares essay). After years of having teachers telling us 

exactly what they wanted in our papers, it was hard to comprehend someone 
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saying "write a literary critique" without giving a precise definition of what that is. 

Without the definition, we were more free to write anything, but after years of 

rigid structure, it's almost frustrating to be set free to write however we like. 

-I believe my roommate put it best by saying that he had never seen 

writing like my own. He exclaimed that not only the topics 1 wrote about but the 

manner in which 1 approached them was "strange" and "original." 1 believed this 

course expanded my horizons concerning different and unusual approaches to 

writing. Most enjoyable for me was the 3-part story assignment tied in with Way 

to Rainy Mountain. This assignment allowed for maximum creativity and 

experimentation. 1 hope 1 get the change to try it again. 

-I enjoyed the storytelling section the most because it allowed us to express 

ourselves more creatively. The only problems were that the readings were not 

explained enough and were too hard to understand or to relate to the class topics. 

There weren't enough breaks between assignments. 

-It would be difficult to say I got much out of this course other than more 

practice in writing simply because of the nature of only having two classes a week. 

Swimming to Cambodia was fine entertainment. Definitely keep the storytelling 

assignment. Excellent, excellent, excellent. This assignment gave me the freedom 

that 1 think is necessary in a writing class. Get rid at all costs of the documented 

essay on Cather and Mares. 1 learned nothing and 1 am probably speaking for 

many of my classmates as well. Countless critics have already written on the 
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subject. All that a student can do with this unless he's just incredibly resourceful, 

is regurgitate another person's ideas. It's not that this was difficult, but pointless. 

-What I enjoyed most about the course was its lack of convention: 

assignments generally had fairly broad parameters and were open to some 

creative interpretation. Mrs. Hall, for example, would never hand out an 

assignment with a strict order of guidelines or directions, such as "write a 

paragraph or two about what you , what you , and the 

, and what , etc. ----
-I think the assignments fulfilled a wide variety of goals and my 

understanding of literature as well as my ability to write about it has increased 

considerably. 

-I really liked the amount of flexibility in the assignments. This allowed for 

actual interest to enter into my writing as 1 am used to having to write about 

specific topics. Keep this flexibility. 

-My writing is not the par exsalonce [sic] of the University now, but it is 

better than what it was at the beginning of the semester. 1 did not like having to 

write 10 papers this semester, but 1 must admit that because of writing so much, it 

is much easier for me to write/start a paper. 1 don't have to be in the mood to 

do it. 1 thought the texts used in the course were very interesting. 1 don't think 1 

would have read them on my own, and 1 am glad 1 was exposed to them (I 

especially liked the Cather novel). 1 really liked the storytelling unit. 
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-I enjoyed the process of producing an effective essay or presentation to be 

observed by different audiences. My favorite project dealt with the use of voices 

and types of writing to express an idea. We presented our demonstration before 

the class. My recommendation would be to offer a second semester. 1 found the 

course very rewarding and 1 developed my writing style by leaps and bounds 

because of my class. 

-This year 1 have learned to balance out my previous learning. Now 1 feel 

1 can write an organized paper with enough support in detail. 1 have also learned 

two different styles of writing: rhetorical analysis and storytelling. 1 had always 

analyzed literature. 1 enjoyed this variety, even though 1 would have liked to 

study some more works of literature. Another aspect of the course which was 

new to me was the revision process. 1 had never revised to such a great extent 

before. 

-Looking at works outside of the Anglo culture broadened my respect for 

authors such as Scott Momaday. 1 thought it was especially beneficial to write 

three different kinds of papers to expand our writing abilities. 

-I learned to appreciate some cultures 1 didn't know existed. 1 finally 

realized that 1 have the ability to write creatively as well as rhetorically. 1 liked 

the course works, also. One complaint 1 have is that the classes have different 

levels of difficulty which seems unfair. We've earned the AP credits but we still 
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course. 
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-There was a special environment in this class like none of my other 

classes. It was small, the setting was rather intimate, and we were all in the same 

boat trying to keep afloat in waves after waves of work. 

In sum, the overwhelming majority of students liked the course. They felt 

they were more culturally diverse, they loved the freedom to choose topics to 

write about and the creative freedom of the oral essay assignment. Most students 

felt the variety of writing assignments was enjoyable and that their writing 

improved. Apparently, a casual teaching method and freedom of choice of topics 

were new experiences for these students. Consequently, some felt anxiety and 

others appreciated it. Most of the students liked the literature, though the 

Cather-Mares unit brought as many "yeahs" as "nays." Students admitted to little 

experience with critics and some resented the difficulty of working with critics 

while others welcomed it. One student felt the unit wasn't diverse enough, though 

the specific comment was a criticism of "too much Native American literature." 

Finally, the only comment on peer work and collaboration was negative. 
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Afterthoughts 

Canons of Texts 

The poetics of literature these students propose suggest theories of 

literature which now embrace or at the very least tolerate other cultures. Indeed, 

the language used to discuss poetics suggests anything from rudimentary to 

sophisticated cultural awareness. And I attribute that to the influence of this 

course. But the theories were far more advanced than the actual texts 

recommended. Here the students fell back on "oldies but goodies." They 

recommended what they were familiar with and it is painfully obvious that what 

they are familiar with are male classics almost exclusively. So the thinking was 

changing but students simply lacked the specifics to implement their ideas, 

something attributable to their schooling and their lives prior to this course. 

The students may have been used to thinking of their culture as a straight 

line from Homer to Shakespeare to Voltaire to Joseph Conrad. But now they 

began to see Greek culture as "other." Their ideas of how to pair texts--an idea 

they resisted mightily in this class yet frequently recommended in their final exam 

essays--included Greek texts with European and American classics as examples of 

cultural diversity. At least they knew they weren't Greeks, a thought they had 

probably not reflected on previous to this course. So they included Greek 

literature, same as always, only now they thought they were being multicultural. 
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While their theories were more modern than the texts to back them up, 

students frequently thought of reading "other literatures" as something done for 

anything other than aesthetic reasons. Thus Paton's Cry the Beloved Country 

could be taught to learn about South Mrica and apartheid and Momaday's The 

Way to Rainy Mountain could teach us about Native Americans. Shakespeare's 

Hamlet, on the other hand, could be taught for the beauty of the language, the 

craft, and the moving themes of identity in crisis. This is where I began to think 

we had taken "one step forward, two steps back." 

I attribute this argument for why we should read culturally different texts-

for historical, sociological, political reasons--directly to these students' lack of 

exposure to different cultural experiences. Familiarity with an author or culture 

helps us get beyond a concern with differentness until we can experience craft or 

evoke an emotional response. Thus different and new aesthetic experiences are 

just that, different. They're some kind of cultural oddity tacked onto a course in 

literature. Culturally different but familiar texts--Iike Shakespeare, I would argue

-lend themselves to aesthetic experiences because the unfamiliar has become 

familiar. 

One student commented that there was "too much Native American" 

literature. I never thought to count texts and categorize by gender and race. I 

always organize my curricula with the goal in mind of offering balance and 

diversity. But I rarely count heads in anyone group. Nonetheless, this comment 
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prompted me to do so. I was shocked to discover after listing all the texts and 

authors read or viewed from day one that we had read or seen literatures by 

thirteen Anglos, seven Native Americans, and four Mexican Americans. There 

were eight females, fourteen males, and two authorless texts in the course 

(Genesis and the Bering Strait Eskimo Tale, though one can surely argue those 

are also male-written texts). I began to wonder if even one Native American 

would have been "too much." 

Along this same theme of resistance to difference, another student 

wondered why he or she had to read Death Comes For the Archbishop since he 

or she is not Christian. Again, I wondered at the assumption that we only should 

read texts of our own culture or beliefs. Differences had never been embraced as 

that. Students simply absorbed the belief that Shakespeare was theirs and 

Momaday was someone else's. These students were saying "teach the classics but 

not the conflicts," in spite of Graffs recommendation that that is precisely what 

students and the classics need (1992a). 

So for the most part, these students enjoyed the multicultural texts read in 

this course and they enjoyed creating texts different from the standard literary 

analysis paper they were used to. They were slowly becoming aware of who they 

were and who they were not. But their repertoires of diverse texts were almost 

nonexistent. 
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Canons of Methods 

Students readily adopted the method of pairing texts as a way of 

introducing conflict and studying culturally different literatures. Since their AP 

English classes did not pair texts, and since they claimed this was an unfamiliar 

method to them, I attribute this suggestion directly to the influence of this class. 

How they paired texts was not as farsighted as the fact that they did believe a 

curriculum should offer lots of diverse perspectives at once. In other words, they 

might teach Victor Hugo's Les Miserables with other "foreign" texts like 

Momaday's The Way to Rainy Mountain or Cather's Death Comes for the 

Archbishop. Furthermore, their solutions to how to open up the canon was seen 

in terms of adversaries: classics versus moderns, personal versus classics, non

standard versus popular. 

Several students repeated anxiety or concern or even anger at not being 

told everything by a teacher. Other students welcomed the freedom. It seems 

you either were ready to finally be set free or you resented it mightily. One can 

only assume that those who resisted discussions not led by the teacher were 

merely suffering the consequences of being in teacher-led classrooms their entire 

life. They wanted someone to tell them what the text means and how the texts 

means. When told to respond freely, they were frustrated. They wanted more 

discussions, more time spent on each work, more frequent class meetings, more 

direction in choosing a topic. In short, they did not like the freedom, flexibility, 
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and risks involved in making decisions and in approaching a text with "no strings 

attached." They had little experience in aesthetic stances to literature. Because 

they approached literature from an efferent stance, they did not relax and "go with 

the flow." They got nervous and waited for instructions on what to look for 

before reading. When told to read and mark passages they really liked, they 

looked baffled. 

On the other hand, reader response methods worked well with these 

students as long as the assignments were ungraded. They enjoyed reacting and 

responding to whatever they liked. The exceptions were Jane and Sarah who 

remained uncomfortable with the reader response method and consistently wrote 

either superficial comments or wrote on altogether different topics than the texts 

read. 

In spite of this resistance to a lack of pre-reading instructions (that is, 

being told what and how a text means prior to reading it instead of being 

encouraged to read first, respond next, and then start analyzing what and how a 

text means), most students came to prefer the flexibility and freedom. They 

admitted they were reading new worlds of literature--texts they would never have 

thought to read without this class. And they liked responding freely in their 

journals to ideas in the texts. They just didn't know how to bridge the gap 

between those free responses and a critical analysis. 
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Several students were especially critical of the narrowness of AP English 

and the APE. They felt the text and course stunted how they read and how they 

approached literature. They truly felt that preparing for the exam and being 

tested objectively on literature or even writing literary analyses based on prompts 

led them away from personal investment in what they read and also made it 

difficult to think critically and independently. 

Students also felt their writing improved. They experienced the revision 

process as re-vision or as a process larger than "editing for mechanical errors" for 

the first time. They also appreciated the freedom to be creative and choose 

topics on their own. Many wrote that the "rhetorical analysis" and the 

"storytelling" unit were new writing styles for them, mentioning they were most 

familiar with literary analyses. In spite of commenting on this aspect of pedagogy 

in the final course evaluations, only one student detailed writing assignments in 

the final examination essay. Several felt writing different styles of papers was 

important, though most students focused on why literature is of value and what 

texts should be read. Pedagogy was dealt with secondarily and then suggestions 

were vague and involved one or two illustrations of how to pair texts and general 

advice on allowing more diversity in writing assignments. 

The classroom climate of an informal workshop atmosphere was new to 

them--one where peer work, collaboration, and student-generated discussion 

dominated. Some students felt peer workshops on writing were irrelevant. Others 



413 

wanted to read and discuss more works with friends in an informal setting. It 

seems peers were starting to be welcomed for discussion but still not as valuable 

assets for writing. Resistance to critics and to peer collaboration goes back to 

Elbow's doubting and believing game and to the ideal of intellectuality valorized 

in hegemonic culture in this country. These students were not used to working 

with other's ideas. They saw their relationship with critics as adversarial and their 

relationship with peers (in writing workshops) as a waste of time. Peers, after all, 

may not be as objective or fair as the teacher and the teacher gives the grades 

anyhow (I admit guilt). And critics have all the good ideas and just get in the way 

of the students' illusions that their responses to prompts on the literature aren't 

totally original ideas. After all, the AP teachers had told the students what to 

write about and the students never read each others' papers. They didn't seem to 

know that almost all of them had compared the jungle to London in Conrad's 

Heart of Darkness on the APE, for example. Instead, they were quite pleased 

with themselves for having such a great idea. No problem, except when they did 

start reading critics after the Cather' and Mares' texts, they were angry once 

again. Duped into believing they had original ideas, they were lost about how to 

proceed, to collaborate, to build on other's work. 

The theme of "personal investment" in writing played out over and over 

again, in the final essays and in the evaluations. These students were tired of 

being told what to think and what to write. And they appreciated reading 
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different texts, learning about other cultures (even if Willa Cather and Leslie 

Marmon Sitko were "foreigners" to them), and writing papers with different 

purposes for different audiences. What is amazing is that reading more than a 

token woman/Native American/Mexican American/African American/Asian 

American and writing arguments on personal issues and writing creative essays 

and viewing films and experiencing the oral tradition and even revising an essay 

were new ideas to these students. 



CHAPTER 8 

RE-VISION: LOOKING BACK, LOOKING FORWARD 

Literature is indispensable to the world ... the world changes 
according to the way people see it, and if you can alter, even by a 
millimeter, the way a person looks at reality, then you can change it. 

James Baldwin 

o that my tongue were in the thunder's mouth. Then with passion 
would I shake the world. 

William Shakespeare 

Adrienne Rich in "When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-

Vision" (1979b) explains that "Re-vision--the act of looking back, of seeing with 

fresh eyes, of entering an old text from a new critical direction" is especially 

important for women as an act of survival (p. 35). I would think that's good 
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advice for all of us, teachers and researchers, males and females. A basic premise 

of this study has been to unearth and then make students conscious of the cultural 

assumptions they bring to the reading of and writing about literary texts. Rich 

would agree that until we "can understand the assumptions in which we are 

drenched we cannot know ourselves" (p. 35). 

As I reflect on the experiences of the past year and a half--immersed in 

dialogue with students and teachers around the state, friends and colleagues in my 

university, and critics and theorists across the nation--I recall a speech Dr. Jesse 

Perry gave while President of the National Council of Teachers of English. He 

was speaking in a dusty little town in Arizona on February 22, 1992, at the annual 
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conference of the Arizona English Teachers Association. His talk, "The Power of 

Literature: Equipment for Life in a Multi-Cultural Society," was literally lifting 

me out of me chair. It was full of common sense, rich content, and inspiring and 

idealistic goals as he answered over and over again the simple question, "Why 

should students read literature?" Some many months ago, I was asking the same 

question of the students in this study. 

With some sense of circling, I return to the research questions I posed in 

Chapter 1, the questions that guided the design of the multicultural literature unit 

and the gathering of data: Are these students culturally literate? How do these 

students perceive literature before, during, and after experiencing a multicultural 

literature unit? Both questions are related specifically to who the students are in 

this study--former Advanced Placement (AP) students who have received 4s or 5s 

on the Advanced Placement English Examination (APE) and experienced a 

traditional, classics' curriculum in literature. Their similar schooling backgrounds 

made me wonder if these students would be more resistant to diverse texts, or 

would they just ask the old questions of the new texts? 

I seem drawn irresistibly to the debate over cultural literacy and what 

proponents of the same see as a backlash, multiculturalism. The whole concept of 

cultural literacy has developed a bad name--and deservedly so. It has been used 

to polarize us and its negative arguments have increased anxieties. As I comment 

on the issues raised in this study, I hope to separate the politics of cultural 
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literacy, the canon wars, and multiculturalism from the genuine debate over the 

curriculum for students--the "present-becoming-future" (Clifford, 1983). I can only 

do that by focusing on what real students really think, speak, and write about 

canonical and non canonical literary texts. So in fore grounding this analysis, let 

me say that there is a phony debate and a genuine debate. 

The former argues that it's the West versus the Rest, that the future of the 

republic rests on teaching a "traditional" curriculum (Le., inculcating the proper 

values). It is a conservative (and conservationist) political position that ironically 

charges advocates of multiculturalism of the same thing--politicking--while 

insisting their own position is somehow above politics (Hirsch, 1983, 1987, Bloom, 

1987, W. Bennett, 1988, Cheney, 1989, Finn, 1989). But both positions are 

political: the difference is in whose politics are preferable. In sum, what I will 

call the phony debate creates false dichotomies, pointing a finger of blame at 

teachers and schools, charging that the prestige and power of America will 

somehow be diminished without a common canon of past texts to unify us. 

The genuine debate, I believe, focuses on how a democratic and pluralistic 

society, a society committed to acceptance of diversity, changes in ways that 

improve students' lives. It does not shy away from political disagreement. As 

political theorist Amy Gutmann (1987) argues, "In a democracy, political 

disagreement is not something that we should generally seek to avoid. Political 

controversies over our educational problems are a particularly important source of 
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social progress because they have the potential for educating so many citizens" (p. 

20). The genuine debate recognizes that culture and politics belong together. 

And it welcomes the connection between equity among people and works of 

culture--"cultural equity," if you will. As more and more people are legally 

entitled to equal social standing, so, too, works of culture must be granted the 

same (Gates, 1992b, p. 36). And this debate recognizes that change is inevitable. 

As Dewey (1944) writes: "The most notable distinction between living and 

inanimate things is that the former maintain themselves by renewal" (p. 1). So 

whether "cultural literacy" or "multiculturalism" gives you a "bitter mouthful," what 

is curiously at stake are old, old questions, says Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (1992b): 

"What does it mean to be an American? Must academic inquiry be subordinated 

to the requirements of national identity? Should scholarship and education reflect 

our actual diversity, or should they, rather, forge a communal identity that may 

not yet have been achieved?" (p. 37). 

I offer this "recap" of the issues raised in this study to foreground the 

ensuing analysis of the findings. The organization of this chapter follows the 

chronology of the study. There will be a "Before" section, re-visioning Advanced 

Placement--the course and the examination--and its legacy as these students enter 

college. Next is the "During" section where I reflect on the resistance and 

acceptance of these "former AP, now first-year college students" to new canons of 

texts and methods. Finally is the "After" section where I recommend directions 
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for future theories and pedagogues regarding the cultural and canonical conflicts 

raised in this study. This final section suggests curricula for the 21st century, 

openly advocating movement toward multicultural education in United States' 

education. 

Before: The Legacy of AP and the APE 

Spending most of the last seven years of my life enveloped in higher 

education--teaching, attending conferences, reading journals like College English, 

diving into postmodern courses like "Woman as Sign" or "Southwest Spaces and 

Women's Texts" or "Women's Rhetoric: Gender, Language, and Writing"--made 

me a facile pluralist. I was one of the "saved"--I'd climbed the mountain and 

come back down to preach the good news. New Criticism is dead. French post

structuralists started the demise and Feminists finished it off. 

The past several months spent listening to high school English teachers, 

sitting in on classes, collecting syllabi, have first shocked me, second humbled me, 

and last puzzled me. In sifting through piles of books and articles under a ragged 

note card marked "Read for Conclusion," I read two opening sentences of articles 

printed in College English which will serve to demonstrate my point. The first 

was in 1987 and begins, "If there is one thing that contemporary observers of 

American literary studies agree on, it is that the New Criticism must finally be 

transcended" (Walhout, 1987, p. 861). The second article, from 1989, begins like 
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this: "As most everyone teaching literature must know by now, the various kinds 

of study and analysis grouped under the rubrics of 'New Criticism' and 'formalism' 

are very much in retreat" (Martin, 1989, p. 377). 

Most scholars of literary theory in higher education would agree with these 

statements, and admittedly the audience for these articles is college teachers. 

Both writers go on to argue for sound pedagogy based on contemporary literary 

theory. And I realize their purpose is not to "reinvent the wheel" by explaining 

post-structuralist theories in order to debunk New Critical ones. The problem is 

in the naive assumption that the "good news" is really out. That's where the shock 

sets in. It is not a fait accompli. My experiences in AP English classrooms and in 

reviewing the Advanced Placement English Examinations (APEs) are that, au 

contraire, New Criticism is alive, well, and dominating the high school AP English 

classrooms. So now I feel both puzzled at how the chasm can be so deep between 

literary theory in higher education and secondary education. Have we just been 

talking to ourselves? 

In "keeping close to home: class and education," bell hooks (1989) writes 

about the language barrier between the academic world and real life. She 

believes the "academic setting is separate only when we work to make it so;" 

indeed, the dichotomy between intellectuals and "the masses" is a matter of 

choice. In other words, we choose our audiences, the voices we hear and do not 

hear. "If I do not speak in a language that can be understood, then there is little 
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chance for dialogue," says hooks (p. 78). I bring this up because of the language 

barrier between higher education and secondary education. Perhaps more of us 

working with contemporary theory about canons of texts and methods in higher 

education are not speaking a language versatile or commodious enough to be 

heard by our colleagues in secondary education. Yet I know that methods courses 

in English Education do stress contemporary literary and composition theory. But 

this is not enough. A methods course or two does not have as much influence as 

the school environments--the workplace--once these student teachers leave the 

"ivory tower" and enter the "real world." One need only look at the theory and 

pedagogy of AP English, a high school course touted as "college level" not "college 

preparatory" by the College Board. 

Close reading of the text is the dominant teaching method in AP English. 

It is so common it is institutionalized in the form of the APE. Indeed, explication 

de texte might be a synecdoche for the essay about literature. The students in 

this study could pick out schemes and tropes almost anywhere and then quickly 

write tight little analyses of anything put in front of them. (That was another 

issue. If an English teacher "put it in front of them, it was literature." Otherwise, 

they weren't sure.) At any rate, as Heather Murray (1991) points out, "tropes and 

structures do not necessarily reflect, aid, or assist content; nor do all features of a 

text 'work together'" (p. 207). Yet this is how these students were taught; this is 

also where the APE leads. 
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The eight AP teachers in this study were unable to see theory as theory 

because they were so comfortably inside it. As they taught Conrad's Heart of 

Darkness year after year after year, they taught an interpretation of it shaped by a 

certain theory. Gerald Graff (1992b) reminds us that theory is not added on after 

teaching a text. It is intrinsic not extraneous (p. A48). Trinh T. Minh-ha (1989) 

writes that theory is oppressive when it "wills or perpetuates existing power 

relations, when it presents itself as a means to exert authority--the Voice of 

Knowledge" (p. 42). In AP English, theory serves the APE, the "Voice of 

Knowledge" about canons of texts and methods. Students' voices are not 

considered those "of Knowledge" and rarely make it into the conversation. Even 

if this theory as imparted in AP English is implicit (that is, the teachers are 

unable to articulate it or reflect on why they do what they do), it nonetheless 

serves to perpetuate the status quo, the "existing power relations." On the rare 

occasion when students are asked in AP English to read a critical essay about 

Heart of Darkness, for example, this criticism is "after the fact." Most likely, no 

critics are allowed. Students instead focus on the words on the pages of the text, 

searching for metaphors and allusions to the past, oblivious of the tempest within 

the text, trying to make a whole out of parts all revolving around certain themes. 

They need only have read Chinua Achebe's "An Image of Mrica: Racism in 

Conrad's Heart of Darkness" to connect this novel to another context. But history 

is also an "add on" in the AP English classrooms I visited. 
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Besides focusing on schemes and tropes in preparation for the APE, 

students were also limited by the themes they found worth writing and talking 

about. I am reminded of my high school and undergraduate English courses in 

the 1960s where I learned there were three great themes in literature: man versus 

self, man versus man, and man versus nature. Aside from the obvious eliding of 

women, today I am struck by the agonistic stance of "versus." 

The methods of AP English, then, allowed for little spontaneity of 

responses to texts. Reader response methods were used sparingly, if at all. 

Writing was almost exclusively formal literary analyses. Revision and 

collaboration were nonexistent. Though my conclusions lead me to say that 

cultural literacy does not fulfill its promise of producing a common culture to 

unify America, I could also argue that cultural literacy does produce a common 

cultural vision but only if the methods and texts are as controIIed as they are in 

Advanced Placement (AP) English and the Advanced Placement English 

Examination (APE). It's as if closed canons will produce a common culture but 

there's a catch: you may also get closed minds. This study is about control: the 

control of the classroom, of a uniform curriculum, of a national test. 

The lack of diversity in approaches to texts, possible themes to discuss, and 

texts themselves--all well documented in Chapter 5--suggest that these teachers 

are not really aware of what revising the canon means. Furthermore, by not 

introducing context (realizing that history is embodied in the text), the options for 
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introducing issues other than narrow analyses of literary devices as they relate to a 

narrow theme are minimal. As Gregory Jay (1991) would argue, "undoing the 

canon" means "disturbing the internal security of the classics themselves, not just 

adding on excluded works" (p. 171). In order to undo the canon in this way, we 

need to "stop thinking in terms of canons altogether and we need to abandon 

notions of literature's intrinsic value and look at contingencies of writing's values" 

(Jay, 1991, p. 271). This is not to say there is no difference between literature 

and nonliterature (Shakespeare and the encyclopedia), nor is there no difference 

between a good poet and a bad poet (Adrienne Rich and Lois Wyse). It is 

suggesting, though, that the values of a poem may vary in 1893 from 1993, that 

different individuals may imagine the world differently and may respond to 

different elements of a text because they are reading it at this time and in this 

place. In short, literature has value only when placed in a particular context. 

Isolated from a system, determining aesthetical value becomes murky territory. 

When literature is taught in such a lopsided white and male-dominated 

curriculum as in AP English, it is hard to say what the effect on students might 

be. Mter all, these are predominantly white students in middle class schools 

(those who score 4s and 5s on the APE and matriculate to this university). At 

least half are males. Patricia Lake (1988) says the old-fashioned rationale for 

teaching literature that boys like to read is that girls will read anything. So the 

curriculum becomes skewed to what a dominant culture believes boys like to read 
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(p. 37). Lake (1988) writes that she considers herself "up on women's issues" and 

has taken "courses in women's literature." Yet as a high school English teacher, 

she, too, offered "lopsided male-dominant syllabi." After a sabbatical, she 

returned to her job surprised at how gender-imbalanced her AP English syllabus 

was. She began to research the psychological damage to gifted girls of being 

subjected to males-only literature or almost as bad, arbitrarily gender-balanced 

courses (meaning a woman tacked on here and there). She found that 

psychological requirements are different for gifted girls than for gifted boys and if 

not met, the results to women include poor self-image, ambiguous career goals, 

poor career planning, and failure to achieve potential after college (1988, p.36). 

Obviously the causes for these problems stem from family as well as school 

conditions--both of which can encourage female students toward passivity instead 

of assertiveness, include peer pressure to conform rather than excel, and result in 

a lack of role models and mentors to serve as positive examples (Lake, 1988, p. 

36). 

In this study, Anna, Jane, and Sarah all suffer from some of these 

problems. Jane and Sarah were especially unable to find a stance they were 

comfortable with: Sarah remained angry about everything, Jane was 

uncomfortable with anger about anything. Anna was a conformist, passive in 

accepting received knowledge. We know that cognitive development takes place 

in primary settings (like the family) as well as in secondary settings (like the 
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school) (John-Steiner and Smith, 1979, p. 2), so it is hard to pinpoint precise 

causes for the attitudes of Anna, Jane, Sarah or any of the students in this study. 

We do know that all the students in this sample were from families where 

education was stressed, and all these students were singled out for special 

treatment in high school honors' classes, particularly AP English where canons of 

texts and methods were fairly uniform. It is safe to say that in high school, Anna, 

Jane, Sarah, Matthew, Joel, and Ashish were not exposed to diversity-

theoretically, pedagogically, or humanly. Diversity, of course, assumes gender

balanced curricula. So additionally, we know that all the students in this study 

have read women authors as occasional "add ons" to the curriculum--with adverse 

effects on Anna, Jane, and Sarah especially. In terms of human diversity, only 

Kevin and Brad attended high schools where at least the human population was 

not overwhelmingly white and middle class. Finally, it is also safe to say that of 

these eight students, only Jane and Ashish are from "multicultural" families. Jane 

is Thai and Ashish is Indian; both families are bilingual and surely, bicultural. 

It is impossible to leave the discussion of AP English without discussing the 

APE, particularly its effect on the curriculum. In The Current State of 

Assessment of Literature (1989), Brody, De Milo, and Purves report that most 

testing practices on literature focus on reading comprehension and that both the 

test producers and the states who utilize these tests are satisfied with assessment 

of a low level of cognitive processing. Furthermore, they "do so without a clear 
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differentiation between reading a literary text and reading a non-literary one" (p. 

29). Essay exams (as opposed to objective or multiple choice exams) obviously 

allow for more student judgment on what to write about, how to write about it. 

Brody, De Milo, and Purves (1989) report that the "tests that now exist in the 

United States do not live up to the standards set by the examination systems of 

countries in which student achievement in literature is high" (p. 30). This 

practice, of course, is contrary to what theorists call for in cognitive development 

as well as literary education. Brody, De Milo, and Purves (1989) write: 

The imaginative power of literature and the power of literature to 
capture the imagination and intellect of the reader remain 
unexplored in most of these assessments, which treat the texts as if 
they were no different from articles in encyclopedias. Under these 
conditions, it would seem difficult for students to see literature as 
anything but dead and lifeless; this view of literature is perpetuated 
by the most potent force in the curriculum, the test. (p. 30). 

The APE is a test designed for students who have acquired lots of facts 

about literature. These students know how to find onomatopoeia, alliteration, and 

a good metaphor. In fact, on the midterm essays they went in search of all the 

above in encyclopedic definitions of comets as well as in Shakespearean sonnets. 

They could not distinguish between a good poem or a bad one--no one had ever 

even asked them if it mattered. Whether or not their knowledge of literary 

devices has any coherence or utility when used to solve a problem--like why do 

Shakespeare's kings and queens always face dilemmas between the monarchy and 

the people and ultimately choose the people?--is less clear. Nor is it necessary to 
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know that Heart of Darkness is not just a novel to be studied within the matrix of 

fiction but also a story by a male, born of Polish parents in the Russian Ukraine, 

a master seaman, a man who did not begin learning the English language until 

adulthood yet produced some of its greatest literature--Joseph Conrad. 

Additionally, students do not study the conflicts about Heart of Darkness in the 

1990s--accusations of racism by Conrad as he locates the story in Africa yet makes 

the African people the background of a story which foregrounds white European 

males, analysis of colonialism then and now, women and their depiction in this 

novel. The APE tests discrete items and skills; it only allows for three essay 

answers to questions about texts. The APE is careful to point out that all literary 

excerpts are without context and that students need not even have read or be 

familiar with the entire work, the author, the period, etc. Furthermore, what 

APE-takers learn, as Anna so aptly stated, is that knowing ahead of time what to 

expect on an exam is far better than the process of finding it out. Indeed, 

Duckworth (1987) suggests that students believe that the more time they spend 

figuring answers out, the less intelligent they'll look (p. 68). 

On the other hand, essay tests as assessment instruments where holistic 

scoring is used have been shown to be a highly reliable way to score something 

subjective (Easton, 1991, p. 55). Two thirds of the APE grade is based on the 

essay portion of the exam. This is what Easton would call an "authentic" test 

because it asks students to do something (1991, pp. 22-23). The problem is 
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exacerbated by the scoring: it is possible to write a mediocre essay and a superior 

multiple choice portion of the APE and pass the exam, earning college credits. 

The range of writing abilities among the 28 students in my classes, all receiving 4s 

and 5s on the APE, is evidence of the unevenness and unreliability of using an 

APE score to determine writing ability or competence. 

The other problem is in the power of the APE to drive the curriculum. 

Many of the AP English classes I visited focused the majority of their attention on 

preparing for the APE. As Resnick and Resnick (1985) cleverly put it, 

WYTIWYG (What You Test Is What You Get) and WYDTIWYDG (What You 

Don't Test Is What You Don't Get). It was as if any weakness in assessment (too 

many low APEs or too few students even taking the APE) suggested a weakness 

in the curriculum. This phenomenon has been noticed by the California 

Education Summit (Educational Assessment, 1989, p. 2), and produces an 

"anticipation principle" in which the tail wags the dog and defensive teaching 

occurs. Another way of putting it is that taking the test doesn't take much time 

but preparing for the test takes all year (Harvard Educational Letter, 1988, p. 2). 

Students in this study also reported that AP English was substantially different 

from their other English courses in high school. Haas, Haladya, and Holen (1988) 

suggest that in preparing students for tests, teachers engage in different activities 

from the normal curriculum, supporting my own observations in this study. 
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Furthermore, the APE is guilty of what Wiggins (1989) calls "after the fact" 

testing--meaning that testing occurs not while learning is taking place but after it 

is completed (p. 42). The question remains, does the test come first? or the 

curriculum? In this study, half the students came from AP classes where the 

APE came first--Anna, Matthew, Sarah, and Ashish. Both they and their teachers 

readily admitted this. In the other students' AP classes, the APE was more in the 

background. Kevin and Brad were in classes where the teachers clearly thought 

about and prepared students for the exams, but due to the large percentage of 

students who did not take the APE in their AP classes, the teachers made 

pragmatic decisions to minimize teaching to the test. Only in Jane's and Joel's 

AP English classes did the teachers ignore the APE. 

So in this sample, with half the students coming out of classes where the 

test came first, does that legitimize teaching to the test? Wiggins (1989) would 

say "yes." The key, he believes, is in designing a test that enhances rather than 

impedes education (pp. 90-91). If we agree with Wiggins, then I would argue the 

APE needs a major overhaul. Tests are only as powerful as they are perceived. 

They are a sort of "synecdoche for standards" (Madaus, 1988, p. 89). The APE is 

a high stakes exam in half of the schools in this study. That means it controls the 

curriculum. And Madaus (1988) suggests that teachers teach to high stakes tests. 

Furthermore, the more tests are used in decisionmaking, the more "they'll distort 

and corrupt the situation about which decisions are made" (p. 68-69). One way 
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the curriculum becomes corrupted, of course, is by reducing literature to its 

simplest units--multiple choice questions about schemes and tropes. The APE 

becomes an end in itself rather than an indicator of some achievement (Madaus, 

1988, p. 69). 

One of the "side effects" of this after-the-fact testing was that most students 

could not remember much of anything about their APE less than four months 

after taking the exam. To a letter they were unable to remember one single 

detail about the exam except on the free choice essay question (where most of 

them, without every knowing each other, all from different schools, chose Heart of 

Darkness and compared London to the jungle). Either the APE left very little 

impression on them or they had taken so many practice exams in preparation for 

the APE that they were virtually numb with literature questions. They also had 

no idea why they did well or poorly. The secrecy of the exam remains 

undisturbed to this day. In fact, Educational Testing Service (ETS) will not 

release its tests and would not help me in any way obtain any materials more 

recent than 1987--making it difficult to conduct current research on any ETS

administered national test unless sanctioned or underwritten by them (which is 

why most research on AP is owned by ETS). 

The APE calls into question the entire issue of national testing, especially 

as it relates to contemporary learning theory. One of the more optimistic trends 

in education recently stems from work in developmental psychology. From 
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theorist Piaget's work in the 1960s to the translation of Vygotsky's work in the 

1970s, attention has turned to social interaction and to how it affects the 

construction of knowledge (Piaget, 1928, Vygotsky, 1986, Winkler, 1992, p. A6). 

As researchers examine what active learning actually means, curricular reform and 

research on learning processes come together under the rubric of assessment. 

Some scholars are working on national examination systems while others are 

trying to refine standardized tests or develop new criteria for assessment-

portfolios of student work, writing assessments, demonstrations--that follow the 

learning process more closely (Winkler, 1992, p. A 7). On the one hand, a 

national test such as the APE might measure and maintain national educational 

standards. But would it assure high goals and standards for all students? Critics 

suggest that national tests are just another "quick fIx" and that they divert 

attention from genuine educational reform. At worst, overtesting produces 

"dumbed-down" curricula and imposes barriers to equal opportunity (Neill, 1992, 

p. A9). 

If the AP course is any indication, then I would strongly argue against 

national testing. What has happened in half the schools in this sample are 

classrooms turned into test-coaching centers rather than classrooms offering 

quality education. I fear the APE is already a gatekeeper--used to judge quality 

in a school. Neill (1992) writes that research shows that "testing decreases 

motivation and fails to help develop competent adults who can think clearly and 
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solve difficult problems" (p. A9). Neill also maintains that most "major education, 

civil rights and educational measurement organizations ... oppos[ e] national 

exams" which are top-down mandates in favor of bottom-up school restructuring 

(p. A9). 

Indeed, along these "quick fix" lines, Project PRIME (a statewide 

partnership to improve minority education in Arizona) founded the Arizona 

Advanced Placement Institute in order to train teachers in the advanced 

placement technique, particularly in "targeted schools" (schools offering few AP 

courses and schools with high racial or ethnic percentages). Their goal is to 

"promote high expectations in every school in Arizona and most particularly in 

those schools where the tradition of AP has not taken hold" in order to increase 

the number of "college eligible students with appropriate representation from all 

of Arizona's communities" (Project PRIME, 1992). As a result of a number of 

workshops and scholarships offered to Arizona English teachers from high schools 

not offering AP or not enrolling many students in AP and from schools with high 

racial or ethnic percentages, Project PRIME has raised the number of minorities 

taking AP Exams (in all subjects) over 300 percent in 1988. For example 163 

Native Americans took AP Examinations in Arizona in 1991 compared to 28 in 

1986. Blacks went from 16 to 68, Hispanics from 103 to 504, Whites from 1621 to 

3848 during those same years (PRIME Times, 1992). 
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Most interesting is what these statistics do not say: what the scores were. 

All we know is that an AP English curriculum which is organized around the APE 

is based on "texts of recognized literary merit" and on preparing for an exam 

which stresses basic skills rather than holistic understanding or appreciation. And 

we know that if the syllabi of these eight schools in this study are any sort of 

indication of what is taught in other AP English courses in Arizona, then the 

canon of texts includes few authors who are women or minorities, and the canon 

of methods is text- and content-centered almost exclusively. So one could argue 

whether increasing the number of AP courses in high schools around the state of 

Arizona and increasing the number of minority students taking APEs is really 

progress or equity at all. 

In conclusion, AP English students are taught to read "efferently" rather 

than "aesthetically" (Rosenblatt, 1938, 1978). And the reading of literature is 

severed from history. Each work is taught in isolation from other works and from 

history, past and present. Each work has an intrinsic value, is organic, complete 

unto itself. Why compare to other texts? Why compare to other disciplines? 

Why look at history today and then look back into the text? Indeed, the way 

literature is taught in AP English classes is fragmented, unrelated to experiences 

in students' lives and in contemporary history. What unity is found is in what B. 

Thomas (1987) calls "temporary, self-enclosed moments" (p. 513). In arguing that 

students still need sensitivities to the nuances of language that New Criticism 
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methods provide, Thomas goes on to suggest that we can "start much as we always 

have" but we "cannot stop where we normally have" (p. 515). He says that "just 

when we used to conclude by tying all the threads of the text together and 

demonstrating its organic unity, we need to unwind a loose thread to open it to its 

historical situation" (p. 515). In other words, we can.!ill but we must also undo. 

Robert Scholes (1991) argues for something similar when he suggests that 

Great Books curricula often present "disconnected texts" from history itself. He 

argues against one extreme or the other. If history is included in the study of 

literature, then historical studies "should be preceded or accompanied by another 

core, designed to help students situate themselves in their own culture, and, in 

particular, designed to make the basic processes of language itself intelligible and 

fully available for use" (pp. 766-767). He argues for organizing curricula around a 

"canon of concepts, precepts, and practices rather than a canon of texts" (p. 767). 

The eight AP teachers in this study all shared two goals: to teach students 

to read closely while looking for particular literary devices (which the teacher 

usually told them to find before reading); and to teach the "greatest" works of 

literature, a canon they offer as sacred and of undisputed merit. The courses are 

usually organized chronologically suggesting that past history is important. But 

history is only superficial in that scheme. Only some of the teachers also cared 

that their students "love literature." Whether it is the influence of the APE alone 

or other factors, it is obvious that the kinds of skills-drills and writing-to-
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manufactured prompts that these students have "endured" in the interest of 

passing the APE has had less than the desired effect of engendering a "love of 

literature." 

The APE (and the College Board and ETS by extension) has an inordinate 

amount of power and influence on the teachers' and students' lives in this study. 

Perhaps it is time to take some century-old advice from H. G. Wells (1892): 

The examiner pipes and the teacher must dance--and the examiner 
sticks to the old tune. If the educational reformers really wish the 
dance altered, they must turn their attention from the dancers to the 
musicians. (p. 380). 

During: The Promise of Multicultural Curricula 

I began with the assumption that the eight students in this study were 

"culturally literate" in E. D. Hirsch's sense of the concept (1983, 1987). If 

literature is to have any effect at all in helping glue together a national American 

identity, if a uniform curriculum is to make people less divisive, if reading the 

Great Books and writing the same sorts of things about them is to have an 

uplifting, humanizing effect on students (all claims of proponents of cultural 

literacy), then surely these AP English students share that common cultural vision 

that advocates of national curricula and uniform reading lists desire. But what 

exactly happens to these students during a multicultural literature curriculum, an 

experience with canons of texts and methods they are largely unfamiliar with? 
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The first thing students did in the multicultural literature unit was write a 

midterm essay defining literature. I wanted to use this essay as a sort of 

"benchmark" from which to measure change. After all, these students had been in 

a literature course that in terms of quantity of texts read and written about, was 

arguably intensive. So what did they believe made a text literary? How did they 

approach reading texts as varied as letters or Shakespearean sonnets or Yaqui 

deer songs or rap? These students told me they were proud of their abilities to 

read and write about literature and were anxious to "perform" for me. (This is 

true. These students viewed the classroom as a performance rather than as a 

workshop or a laboratory.) It seemed reasonable as a preliminary to this unit to 

step back and reflect on the whole category of what we call "literature" and on 

what signals one to read "aesthetically" versus "efferently" (Rosenblatt, 1938). 

The midterm essays were predictable and disappointing. As reported in 

Chapter 6, students absorbed the humanist's fantasy that literature must be 

written, permanent, transcendent--without being aware there were alternative 

poetics. They argued for intrinsic value based on their own nonreflective values 

("universal is synonymous with Western which is synonymous with what I learned 

in school"). Also, students searched for and found familiar texts, especially 

classics read in AP English. They generally ignored unfamiliar texts regardless of 

the literary merit. They set about analyzing literature like some kind of objective 

science, unable to tell a good poem from a bad one. They applied the methods of 
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close critical reading with as much gusto to newspaper editorials and scientific 

definitions of comets as to sonnets by Keats and Shakespeare or a sappy poem by 

Lois Wyse. Finally, they read the paradigms in their heads, relating to the love 

poem of Wyse but not to Native American poetry about a powwow. Contexts-

their present and prior lives and school experiences--were the most powerful 

influence on what they believed was of aesthetic value. 

In re-visioning that essay, I realize that I designed an essay exam which 

revealed how students are influenced by yet unaware of, context when responding 

to literature. Ferdinand de Saussure knew that literature texts have value only 

when embedded in particular frameworks (qtd. in Tompkins, 1988). Essentially, 

when texts are isolated from systems, things fall apart. All value, identity, etc., is 

relational. It becomes endowed with value when "it is part of a system within 

which it becomes articulated in relation to other elements in the system" 

(Tompkins, 1988, p. 737). Yet I gave these students a packet of thirty excerpts of 

texts with no identifying features such as authors, titles, dates, histories. I just said 

"Are these literature? Why or why not?" Could these students tell what was 

literary or not? How? Or would they "plug in" their New Critical methods to any 

old thing as long as someone said "this is literature?" True to my expectations, 

this contextless midterm essay examination demonstrated that these students did 

not seem to think there was anything wrong with writing about or approaching 

literary texts in this way. And the results support the influence of context on 
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meaning. Without knowledge of Yaqui culture, for example, students could not 

respond nor instantiate a literary theory that included Yaqui Deer Songs. With 

knowledge of rap, they could and did. They responded to what they knew-

contexts they recognized from AP English or from their lives. 

Most of these students did not realize that something in the text itself 

might signal a particular psychological stance relative to it. In a helpful sense, the 

"contextless" midterm exam showed me that only one student, Anna, talked about 

feelings. The rest of the students did not look for clues in the text to signal an 

efferent or aesthetic stance from them (Rosenblatt, 1938). They mostly ignored 

feelings altogether in search of "objective" features of literature, applying the 

methods honed in AP English. They argued for closure, for this specific 

interpretation, instantiating schema that led them on quests for intended 

meanings. A circle again. 

Nor were they conscious of their methods nor of how their methods 

predetermined their interpretations nor of how isolated the texts were from any 

history nor even of themselves as subjective readers with all sorts of history and 

emotional baggage. In other words, they were oblivious of the position they wrote 

from and the position they described. Yet post-structuralism has shown us that 

the "conventionality of aesthetic value, the sense in which aesthetic value, literary 

value, the value of sculpture, the value of painting is conventional, constructed, 

traditional, habitual, not natural, not intrinsic" (Tompkins, 1988, p. 738). Instead 
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of focusing only on the reader (subject) or the method (interpretive framework) 

or the text (object) or the reading (interpretation), the "post-structuralist model 

... collapses all four of these entities into a simultaneity, into a single, continuous 

act of interpretation so that, instead of four discrete items in a row ... all are 

part of a single, evolving field of discourse" (Tompkins, 1988, p. 733). 

Mter the midterm essay but before the multicultural literatures unit, 

students lacked John Keats' "negative capability" or as Adrienne Rich would say, 

they didn't understand the assumptions they were "drenched" in. As the course 

moved on, exposure to different texts and the worlds they represented helped 

these students see from another's point of view. I am not sure they ever saw their 

own world from an outsider's view, though. In other words, the insider-outsider 

roles were never switched. There were attempts at this, like when Leslie Marmon 

Silko turned the lens and focused on them, telling stories which poked fun at 

"white people" in Running on the Edge of the Rainbow (Evers, 1978). As you 

may recall, the students didn't much care for Silko's stories, citing as reasons her 

poor storytelling "style" or referring to her content as "gossip," a pejorative term to 

them. 

There are iimits to what can be accomplished in a multicultural literature 

unit when the only exposure to another viewpoint is a written or oral text. What 

these students also needed was exposure to human diversity--real, live students 

who were not so similar to them. But in terms of educational backgrounds and 
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most homogeneous group of students I'd ever taught. 
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When literatures contemporary and diverse were introduced, they started 

to understand that "universal" was really just a synonym for "western civilization" 

to them. Their intellect changed, though it's too early to say if their emotions did, 

too. It was when students tried to write and perform essays following a spider 

web form that they began to see aesthetics as cultural, taste as taught, not natural. 

They did not just read about other literatures, they literally did them: they tried to 

think and write and perform in another aesthetic. They got inside a different 

poetics and created a text in that tradition. This oral essay assignment had the 

greatest impact on most of the students in terms of realizing how much could be 

gained by opening up their lives to diverse literary experiences. I attribute this 

partly to the direct (overt) and indirect (covert) manipulation that are possible in 

visual mediums such as films or oral presentations. There simply are more factors 

influencing responses, thus more opportunities for aesthetic responses. Also, the 

tripartite essay they wrote and performed--telling a story, connecting it to history, 

then reflecting personally on it, making all connections implicit rather than 

explicit, forming a web not a ladder--allowed students to re-imagine literature and 

its aesthetic possibilities. In short, the oral unit, from filmwatching to creating to 

performing, regenerated an ability to view art as "lived through experience." 
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Introducing critics also made the literature classroom a field of play. Lots 

of conflicting ideas were out in the open and students at first felt stunned and 

resentful. Once history became part of the discussion while reading Willa 

Cather's Death Comes for the Archbishop (1927) and E. A. Mares' I Returned 

and Saw Under the Sun (1989), questions about context--who was Willa Cather, 

where did "white man's burden" come from, what happened in the 1920s to make 

Cather take the side of the French over the Mexicans in the Southwest, what 

motivated E.A. Mares to challenge Cather so directly--became integral to the 

experience of valuing and revaluing art. Even so, students would have preferred 

only reading Willa Cather's novel and writing an analysis of how the literary 

devices contributed to some theme in the novel. They wanted to discuss how a 

poem means. They also preferred the illusion that all their ideas were original. 

They were possessive of their thoughts. They were not conversationalists nor 

active listeners with each other. They wanted a teacher's undivided attention. 

They liked writing papers "for my eyes only" and waited anxiously for what I 

would say to them. They weren't particularly interested in what their peers had to 

say and were often disdainful of the critics and each other. So in terms of 

classroom demeanor, they were similar. In terms of their thoughts and responses 

to the literatures, their beliefs about the world and themselves, they shared very 

little, as is obvious in the "discontinuities" of Chapter 6. 
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B.D. Hirsch, Allan Bloom, Lynn Cheney, Chester Finn, and William 

Bennett are vastly underestimating the influence of students' families and friends 

in assuming that a common curriculum of Great Books will unite America. 

Another way of putting it might be to suggest that cultural literacy and its promise 

of a unified common culture for citizens of the United States is vastly overrated. 

Even in this most homogeneous group of students, students who never knew each 

other until they walked into my classroom, students who all took the same APE 

and read similar texts in high school English, students all from middle class 

families and college preparatory high schools, there was little agreement on 

anything once we pulled our eyes off the words on the page and began to make 

connections to our lives, our histories, our futures. The students shared a canon 

of methods--agreement on an interpretive framework--but little else. If nothing 

else, these students are powerful evidence of the diversity of United States' 

culture even within its most similar groups. 

E.D. Hirsch is also naive about cognitive psychology and how students 

learn, ignoring the influence of the home on cultural views. Schooling, I'm afraid, 

does not have such a powerful effect as to mold these students' minds into a 

single cultural gaze. It does suppress "chaos" in the classroom if all you teach are 

"texts of recognized literary merit," as the College Board recommends for AP 

English, and if you teach only to the APE resulting in relatively uniform 

interpretations of texts. But students don't live only in school. Social 
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constructionism takes the philosophical position that what we know is determined 

by or relative to the community in which we live. All these factors mitigate the 

influence of a Great Books curriculum. 

There are similarities in families and backgrounds with these students, 

already documented. But in an attempt to generalize, what urges itself to the 

forefront of the discussion are the particularities of these eight students and their 

lives and their spontaneous responses to literatures. Here are contexts: 

Anna--daughter of insurance salesman and bank manager, attended an 

upper middle class high school where almost all the students go on to college, the 

only student who lived at home and commuted, embraced Willa Cather and E. A. 

Mares eagerly but resisted N. Scott Momaday and Leslie Marmon Silko and the 

oral storytelling unit, had anxiety about how easily influenced she was; 

Jane--daughter of a physician, first-generation American, Thai, bilingual, 

educated in an exclusive all-girls' Catholic college preparatory school, 

uncomfortable with the agonistic stances of William Bennett and Mary Louise 

Pratt and the pedantic art of E. A. Mares but writes movingly of the sensuous 

imagery in Willa Cather; 

Ashish--son of college professors, born in Calcutta, India, became a U.S. 

citizen during this course, bilingual, attended an exclusive high school for gifted 

students, on scholarship, comfortable playing with conflicting ideas and poetics, 

accepting of diversity in all texts; 



Sarah--daughter of high school teachers, from middle class suburban 

college town and a high school where most students attend college, on 

scholarship, writing on extraneous issues whenever the texts were too 

confrontational but loved history and became most animated when she related 

history to stories in her oral essay and when she researched the history of the 

Willa Cather-E.A. Mares' controversies; 
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Joel--Jewish son of a college professor, from the same community as Sarah, 

Freshman Man of the Year in college, on scholarship, most appreciative of the 

oral storytelling unit and the only student able to appreciate the Appalachian 

storytellers, most threatened by the critics because "they already said everything" 

and left no room for him to join in the debate; 

Matthew--son of retired parents in one of the wealthiest school districts in 

the country, escaped from Kuwait with mother before "Desert Storm" while father 

and brother were held as POWs, never speaking in class but writing sensitively 

and movingly in his reader-response journal of Gary Soto, N. Scott Momaday, and 

Leslie Marmon Silko; 

Kevin--son of blue collar parents, the only child of divorced parents in this 

study, one of only two students in this study from a family with more than two 

children, from lower middle class neighborhood where the high school has a high 

percentage of racial-ethnic minorities and where only a few students attend 

college, National Merit Scholarship winner, loved William Bennett and was 
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moved by the Navajo creation story, ambivalent about N. Scott Momaday; 
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Brad--Mormon son of blue collar workers, one of two students from a 

family with more than two children, attended a rural high school near a large 

Navajo reservation where a majority of students are nonwhite and very few 

students attend college, on scholarship, loved all writings about the Southwest and 

Native Americans because they reminded him of home. 

Did the common literary experiences shared by these eight students prior 

to this course make them more resistant to diversity? Hardly. Their responses to 

the multicultural literatures are as varied as their lives. Kevin, exposed to human 

diversity in school yet resisting it mightily in literature, did not want the 

sacredness of Plato disturbed but openly embraced the land ethic expressed in the 

Navajo creation story. Brad alone liked Leslie Marmon Sitko; most did not like 

her storytelling style nor her content, especially compared to Spaulding Gray's 

tour de force performance. They were mixed on N. Scott Momaday, though most 

students liked The Way to Rainy Mountain after they had some time to become 

more familiar with the idea of such an unusual form. Only Kevin didn't particular 

like Momaday. All but Anna loved modelling an essay after the poetics of Silko 

with her spider webs and the tripartite form of Momaday. Some thought E.A. 

Mares' was a pedantic artist next to Willa Cather and one felt Cather's book was 

Catholic rather than catholic. But when given the freedom to respond to texts 
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first and to figure out a stance without prompts, they all managed to get a footing. 

I felt relieved that literature did have "some effect" on them. 

Some of the students felt multiculturalism was an idealistic and necessary 

goal--Ashish, Anna, Brad, Joel. Kevin, on the other hand, felt too much attention 

on differences was only divisive. Jane and Matthew couldn't decide what to 

believe; they saw pros and cons for diversity and for uniformity. Sarah wouldn't 

get involved. Throughout the course, Kevin changed the most. His views seem 

the most elastic; he often reacted vociferously to new ideas, eventually trying them 

on for a while. Ashish, on the other hand, seemed the steadiest throughout. He 

carefully pondered everything, but he didn't change much throughout the course: 

he was open--before, during, and after the course--to diversity. 

It is almost impossible to see a pattern or to generalize about these eight 

students regarding their responses to multicultural literatures--except to say that in 

spite of similar schooling (AP English and the APE), these students' responses 

when given the freedom to respond openly were as diverse as their personalities 

and their lives. 

The question, then, is can you be more open to difference if you have first 

learned the techne of reading literature, honed at the hands of New Criticism? 

Should you do before you undo? Are you more accepting or less accepting of 

multiple cultures and canons when your schooling has ignored them? Future 

researchers might try providing multiple readings of diverse texts with a different 
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population of students, one not so highly trained in a method of reading and 

writing about texts. Their responses to the literatures might have fractured in 

very different ways. Or we might only learn that the dominant canon of methods 

is so powerful that it compels us toward that unified, contextless, true reading no 

matter what. 

After: Cultures, Canons, and Conflicts 

I was encouraged by how these students answered the question, "Why 

should we read literature?" They believed that literature should give pleasure, 

should challenge and clarify values, teach about other cultures, allow for people to 

share feelings and experiences with others. They also showed the influence of 

their AP English classes. Brad, whose teacher stressed the pragmatics of reading 

literature because so few students go to college in that community, argued for 

practical moral guidance from literature. Joel argued for long, complicated texts, 

dismissing short poems as not providing enough to "chew on." Sarah ranted 

against the constraints and boredom of "writing" and "teaching to" the APE all 

year long. Many students were critical of the skills-drills and efferent readings 

stressed in AP English or any English course. 

Students began the course culturally invisible. They felt they were free 

from culture and almost cherished the idea. For to be culturally invisible is to be 

a member of the dominant culture. Most were not more resistant to diverse 
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aesthetic experiences, though, nor were they unwilling to recognize they had not 

read the only traditions out there. They did not, however, want to hear much 

criticism of "the classics." They would give a little on the point that there might 

be another viewpoint they did not share about Hamlet or Death Comes for the 

Archbishop, for example. That was "sort of' all right. And they actually enjoyed 

reading and imitating diverse and different (from what they were used to) 

literatures. Their poetics were expanded even if the specific texts to support their 

poetics were unknown and unavailable to them. 

In trying to show effects of AP English and this multicultural literature 

course on these students, I would argue that though the students absorbed the 

methods and never questioned the value of the texts of AP English, they were not 

particularly resistant to diversity. They could and did change during this course, 

as evidenced in Chapter 7 where in their final examinations they show that they 

embraced a multicultural poetics of literature and argued for the value of 

literature and for the value of a course like this. When given the freedom to 

respond openly to literature, what influenced students more than anything were 

their own contexts. Finally, when literature discussions were opened up to show 

how texts and values are influenced by politically and culturally diverse aesthetics, 

and when students were released to respond personally to the texts, all notions of 

commonality, of a uniform cultural literacy, evaporated. 
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Based on this study, I would make the following recommendations to 

educators, curriculum designers, college composition programs, Advanced 

Placement and the College Entrance Examination Board. 

1. Stress Collaborative Learning. Canons of methods have been too text-

and content-centered in AP English. Discussions are teacher-led; prompts before 

reading and writing are too specific. These students work in isolation from each 

other and believe that "intellectuality" is synonymous with solitary pursuits (Elbow, 

1973). They see collaboration as "cheating" and not "having one's own ideas." 

Writing and reading are not viewed as social acts, thus ignoring contemporary 

cognitive psychology. 

K. Bruffee (1984) writes that to think well as individuals, "we must learn to 

think well collectively--that is, we must learn to converse well" (p. 640). He 

recommends maintaining the sorts of social contexts that "foster the sorts of 

conversation members of the community value" (p. 640). 

The range, complexity, and subtlety of our thought, its power, the 
practical and conceptual uses we can put it to, and the very issues 
we can address result in large measure directly from the degree to 
which we have been initiated into the potential 'skill and 
partnership' of human conversation in its public and social form. (p. 
640). 

Bruffee (1984) goes on to argue that "normal discourse" only serves to maintain 

knowledge and is therefore inadequate for generating new knowledge. He cites 

Richard Rorty's use of "abnormal discourse" as more essential to learning. 



451 

Abnormal discourse occurs when consensus among the community is gone. 

Someone has to join in the discourse who is ignorant of conventions or someone 

has to intentionally set them aside. This in turn helps us see the provinciality of 

normal discourse. ''To teach this way ... seems to require us to engage students 

in collaboration work that does not just reinforce the values and skills they begin 

with, but that promotes a sort of reacculturation" (Bruffee, 1984, p. 652). 

New educational dialectics, then, must be based on epistemological 

frameworks that do not privilege individual voice and experience over engagement 

with other intellectual frameworks. New epistemologies must precede new 

syntheses. And that means incorporating contemporary cognitivists' learning 

theories (Vygotsky, 1986) into classroom practices. 

2. Foreground Reading, Writing, and Thinking about Literary Texts 

with Reader Response Theory. One need only read the impassioned pleas from 

students to "let us think for ourselves" to realize that while close reading of a text 

and formalist methods may surely help one see the nuances of a text, 

overemphasis on the methods of New Criticism has somehow stifled a love of 

literature with these students--or at least taught students there is a time and a 

place for everything. And reading literature in school is a time to respond 

efferently. Teachers need to encourage aesthetic readings of texts. One way to 

do this is by asking open questions of texts--read this and tell me what you think 

or tell me what you liked or tell each other what you didn't like or what puzzled 



you or what moved you--students can get a "foot in the door" before being told 

what is important. We can begin teaching "where they are" rather than begin 

teaching "where the teacher or the test says we have to be." 

Eugene Garber (1986) states three fundamental working principles of 

reader response criticism: 

1. The act of understanding and interpreting a work of art must be 
preceded by engagement--an imaginative, emotional, even visceral 
experience of impact. 
2. Students cannot fully understand a work of art or truly make it 
their own until they have viewed it carefully from a variety of 
perspectives. 
3. Students cannot convincingly verify for themselves or for others 
that they fully understand a work of art until they can resymbolize it 
in other terms, usually verbal. (p. ii). 

Reader response criticism does not preclude other approaches to texts. 

Students can approach texts formally, historically, culturally, archetypally, 

psychologically, etc. Context can always be included in multiple approaches to 

texts. Garber uses the analogy of a viewing a sculpture from many different 

angles, coming back again and again, talking to friends, reading critics. But art 

appreciation always returns to finding a way to personally relate to the work. 

3. Revise the Advanced Placement English Examination. The APE 
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exerts tremendous influence over high school AP English curriculum. If the tail 

wags the dog, then revising the APE will revise the curriculum. I am not 

particularly enamored of national testing or of testing-by-credit. Indeed, we may 

be particularly susceptible in the United States to single sweeping ideas about 
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education because school may be at best only a memory or theory for most 

Americans today since less than a third of U.S. families even have school-age 

children (Stiehm, 1992, p. F3). All the more reason for those of us who are 

professional educators to get involved. High school and college English teachers 

along with the College Board need to form more of a partnership in articulating 

contemporary theory and pedagogy into an APE we can all live with. The APE 

must be brought more in line with cognitive theories about learning-

collaboration, portfolio assessment, etc. AP and the APE are good focal points 

for curriculum revision because their network of schools and teachers is already in 

place. 

4. Do Not Use the Advanced Placement English Examination as 

Exemption From College English. Presently, on a scale of one to five, a score of 

3 represents passing on the APE. Colleges award credit for scores of 3, 4, or 5 

depending on the particular policy of the institution. Sometimes college 

composition is waived altogether and students scoring 3s, 4s, or 5s on the APE 

take no further English courses. If a certain score on the APE is high enough to 

warrant awarding college credits in English, so be it. But considering the 

differences among the AP courses I observed, the vast differences in writing 

abilities among my 28 students all scoring 4s and 5s on the APE, and the lack of 

exposure to contemporary composition and literary theory in AP and on the APE, 
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it would be a disservice to students to not require at least one semester of college 

English. 

5. Diversify the Curriculum: Methods. Texts. Experiences. Only when 

students have diverse experiences with all three, methods, texts, and experiences, 

will we have a workable multicultural society. First, methods. Rhetoric is 

organized around a canon of methods just as poetics is organized around a canon 

of texts. Both "manipulate" us in different ways and different mediums (Scholes, 

1991, p. 767). I have already suggested ways to change canons of methods. And 

in diversifying canons of texts, we must first open our classrooms to more 

mediums than written texts. Oral mediums (films, oral performances, etc.) allow 

for more direct and indirect factors to affect responses. In this study, for example, 

students responded "aesthetically" more readily to visual mediums. In their 

surveys on AP English, they overwhelming reported the lack of any audio visual 

experiences in high school AP English and they overwhelmingly felt there should 

be more of these experiences. In addition, allowing for the oral medium opens 

the canon to literary experiences from cultures where written texts were not 

valorized. Redoing the canon means offering gender-balanced curricula, texts in 

alternative forms (letters, diaries, autobiographies), and texts representative of 

multiple perspectives in the world. And as Rosenblatt (1938) would say, no one 

can take a steady dose of masterpieces. So, open the classroom to popular 

literature in tandem with more serious literature. 
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Lest there be any utopian idealism about diversity or multiculturalism, it is 

perhaps wise to recognize that diversity does not equal peace. As Reginald 

Wilson, Senior Scholar with the American Council of Education says, "People 

think diversity will mean harmony. But it means conflict, and people should 

expect thaf' (1992, p. A24). It is also best to be cautious of claims about the 

effects of multicultural education. Advocates tend to insist on vast outcomes in 

society--as do the cultural literacy folks. I would be wary of expecting too much 

from a few changes. The best English teaching is still that which "tears down 

barriers which make pupils invisible" to themselves, each other, and the world 

(Rosen, 1982, p. 23). That can be done with any literary text. 

We have come full circle--back to culture and anthropology and Franz 

Boas' definition of culture, new at the time, which "sought to demonstrate that no 

national or racial group was superior to any other" (Weiner, 1992, p. B1). 

Diversifying the curriculum, offering vast choices of multicultural literatures, is a 

start. But this study suggests that the personal environments of these eight 

students had a far greater influence on them than a "common" curriculum 

intended to make them culturally literate. 

Students also need strong and early interracial friendships (Blanchard, 

1992, p. B1). In a recent study after the Rodney King verdict and ensuing riots in 

Los Angeles, people were interviewed about their racial attitudes. What was 

surprising was how elastic their views were. People were apt to mimic whatever 
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the person ahead or near them said, showing no deep values about race. Statistics 

today also indicate that few whites are entering college with any exposure to 

diversity--having had no teachers, employers, organizational experiences, or friends 

who were nonwhite. The result might be an "honest commitment to egalitarian 

values and a belief system not supported with a full range of interpersonal skills, 

sensibilities, and knowledge to allow them to fulfill the commitment" (Blanchard, 

1992, p. B2). Blanchard argues for "remedial" education in racial sensitivity. That 

is, college students need extensive experiences with interracial interaction in order 

to become "interracially competent." So like the lack of diverse texts to go with 

the progressive multicultural poetics (in the final exam essays of the AP students 

in this study), these students may also lack the behaviors to go with their idealistic 

and egalitarian commitments to diversity. 

David E. Hayes-Bautista (1992), Professor of Medicine at UCLA, believes 

that the future definition of an educated person in a multicultural society would 

be one who is fluent in at least two tectonic plates (major cultures) and who has 

an overview of all others. Bicultural, then, like bilingual would take on a new 

meaning. His challenge is to the first university to provide such intellectual 

preparation. It will, he believes, become the standard all other universities will 

measure themselves against in the future. It will be to the 21st century what 

Berkeley was to the 20th, what Harvard was to the 19th, what Oxford and 



Cambridge were to the 18th. Multiculturalism is the reality of living with 

diversity. 

6. Develop New Metaphors for Teaching. Body of knowledge has 
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discrete parts, rigidly defined borders, organicity. Now is the time for change, a 

move away from the language of science and positivism. Any old metaphor won't 

do, for metaphors have been used to exert power and mastery, to restrict and 

reduce just as they've been used to liberate. I am using metaphor as M. Altman 

(1990) does, not as a specific formal figure but as a rhetorical strategy. She 

writes: "Metaphors are things which feel or sound true, which you can get people 

to agree are true, but which make no literal sense when dissected by a skeptic" (p. 

496). Metaphors, then, have "truth effects without having actual truth value 

narrowly defined" (Altman, 1990, p. 496). Metaphors have the "power to exclude 

that lies implicit in the power to name" (p. 504). It is important, then, to be 

aware of the limits and powers of metaphor. Indeed, when metaphors become 

concepts and then mottos, they can become orthodoxies and limitations or 

restrictions on what we read and talk about. Here are some new metaphors for 

places, methods, and people in a multicultural society. 

For a start, I like Houston Baker, Jr.'s metaphor for multiculturalism: the 

ramada. For those of you not familiar with the Southwest, a ramada is a 

"minimally framed patio with access to the best breezes" (Baker, 1992, p. 2). 

Speaking of structures like mansions, hogans, attics, ranches, farmhouses, pueblos, 
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Baker decides that it is the ramada that "left us open ... to a repertoire of 

influences that stole over us with the brisk clarity of moonlight" (p. 3). The 

refreshing and open metaphor of a ramada is contrasted with an equally 

reassuring one: a contact zone. 

Mary Louise Pratt (1991) in writing about safe places as intellectual and 

social spaces where we can meet our students in a spirit not of oppression but of 

trust, describes a multicultural curriculum as a "contact zone." These models of 

community are "social spaces where cultures meet, clash, grapple with each other, 

often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power, such as colonialism, 

slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived out in many parts of the world" (p. 

34). Our job as teachers is to look for "the pedagogical arts of the contact zone." 

Sitting under an open ramada instead of enclosed in a classroom, the pedagogical 

arts, like the diverse literatures of a global culture, might wash refreshingly over 

us. These include: 

exercises in storytelling and in identifying with the ideas, interest, 
histories, and attitudes of others; experiments in trans-culturation 
and collaborative work and in the arts of critique, parody, and 
comparison (including unseemly comparisons between elite and 
vernacular cultural forms); the redemption of the oral; ways for 
people to engage with suppressed aspects of history (including their 
own histories), ways to move into and out of rhetorics of 
authenticity; ground rules for communication across lines of 
difference and hierarchy that go beyond politeness but maintain 
mutual respect; a systematic approach to the all-important concept 
of cultural mediation. (p. 40) 



If we have metaphors for multicultural gathering places as well as 

multicultural activities, what might we call ourselves as we gather in these 

ramadas to talk of these pedagogical arts of the contact zones? Edward Said 

wants the migrant or traveler to become the model for academic freedom: 

for if, in the real world outside the academy, we must need be 
ourselves and only ourselves, inside the academy we should be able 
to discover and travel among other selves, other identities, other 
varieties of the human adventure. But, most essentially, in this joint 
discovery of self and other, it is the role of the academy to 
transform what might be conflict, or context, or assertion into 
reconciliation, mutuality, recognition, creative interaction. (pp. 17-
18) 
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I find the diversity of these eight students (even among a group as arguably 

homogeneous as these students are when placed in the context of United States 

society) to be reassuring about the future. I find it distressful, however, that this 

"elite" group of honor students might have come through a national curriculum so 

naively ignorant of contemporary literary and composition theory, and that such a 

course might exempt them from ever learning of other texts and methods. I am 

reminded that these students came to first-year college composition with their 

own preconceived notions about what literature is, what matters in talking about 

literature, and what should be overlooked. I also had my biases. The danger 

always is that in listening to these students, I might make over their stories into 

something only mine. True, there were stories untold here, details brushed aside 

as I rushed to conclusion. When it came to AP and the APE experiences of these 
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students, I tended to err on the side of generalities. When it came to 

multicultural literatures and students' responses to them, I erred on the side of 

particularity. But in talking to these students again, I find that they recognized 

the truth of their stories as I told them. They tell me that they simply did not 

know "that they did not know;" in other words, now they believe there are many 

aesthetic values, many cultures, canons, and conflicts in the world that are worth 

experiencing. They are recognizing intellectually the emotional reality of their 

futures in a multicultural world. 
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APPENDIX A 

Survey for Advanced Placement Students 
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N~E ____________________________________________ __ 

Which Advanced Placement English Examination did you take? 

--- Literature and Composition 
___ Language and Composition 

Give the date of the AP English Exam you took. 

Name of the School where you took AP English. ________ _ 

Name of AP English teacher. _______________ _ 

How many students were in your AP English class? _______ _ 

PART I. Rate the following AP English teaching techniques/tools used by your 
teacher by circling the appropriate number on each scale. 

5 = Most Important 
1 = Least Important 

1. Lecture 
2. Discussion 
3. Silent reading 
4. Independent study 
5. Dramatic reading 
6. Field trips 
7. Teacher reading aloud 
8. Student reading aloud 
9. Large group work 

10. Small group work 
11. Individual work 
12. Creative interpretation 
13. Journal writing 
14. Textbook exercises 
15. In-class writing 
16. Individual conferences 
17. Writing workshop in class 

Most 
5 4 
5 4 
5 4 
5 4 
5 4 
5 4 
5 4 
5 4 
5 4 
5 4 
5 4 
5 4 
5 4 
5 4 
5 4 
5 4 
5 4 

3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 

2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 

Least 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
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18. Class presentations 5 4 3 2 1 
19. Television 5 4 3 2 1 
20. VCR 5 4 3 2 1 
21. Filmstrips 5 4 3 2 1 
22. Projects 5 4 3 2 1 
23. Records/tapes 5 4 3 2 1 
24. Chalkboard 5 4 3 2 1 
25. Overhead projector 5 4 3 2 1 
26. Other 

PART II. Rate the following AP English evaluation techniques used in your AP 
English class by circling the appropriate number on each scale. 

5 = Most Important 
1 = Least Important 

Most Least 

27. AP English Examination 5 4 3 2 1 
28. Homework 5 4 3 2 1 
29. Quizzes 5 4 3 2 1 
30. Conferences 5 4 3 2 1 
31. Students by students 5 4 3 2 1 
32. Whole group 5 4 3 2 1 
33. Notebooks 5 4 3 2 1 
34. Compositions 5 4 3 2 1 
35. Poetry/prose analysis 5 4 3 2 1 
36. Book reports 5 4 3 2 1 
37. Special projects 5 4 3 2 1 
38. Vocabulary tests 5 4 3 2 1 
39. Objective tests 5 4 3 2 1 
40. Essay tests 5 4 3 2 1 
41. 50% objective, 50% essay tests 5 4 3 2 1 
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PART III: Please answer each of the following questions as fully as possible. 

42. List the name of the textbook you used in AP English. 

43. How many novels did you read in AP English? ______ _ 
44. How many poems did you read in AP English? ______ _ 
45. How many short stories did you read in AP English? ___ _ 
46. How many plays did you read in AP English? ______ _ 
47. How many essays did you read in AP English? ______ _ 
48. How many essays did you write in AP English? _____ _ 

49. List the titles and authors of the novels you read in AP English. 

50. List the titles and authors of the poems you read in AP English. 

51. List the titles and authors of the short stories you read in AP English. 

52. List the titles and authors of the plays you read in AP English. 



53. Name of novel you liked best. ____________ _ 

54. Name of poem you liked best. ____________ _ 

55. Name of short story you liked best. __________ _ 

56. Name of play you liked best. ____________ _ 

57. Describe the types of writing you did in AP English. 

58. How long were these assignments? __________ _ 

59. Who was you audience for your writing assignments? 

60. Revision: a) Was revision required? b) How often were essays 
revised? c) What did a typical revision entail? d) Why did you usually revise? 
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1991 List of Useful Resources for Language and Composition AP Examination as 
it appears in A Student Guide to the AP English Courses and Examinations 
(CEEB, 1991, pp. 16-17). 

Autobiographers and Diarists 
Maya Angelou, James Boswell, Charles Dana, Thomas De Quincey, Frederick 
Douglass, Lillian Hellman, Helen Keller, Maxine Hong Kingston, T.E. Lawrence, 
John Henry Newman, Samuel Pepys, Richard Rodriguez, Richard Wright, 
Malcolm X, Anzia Yezierska 

Biographers and History Writers 
Walter Jackson Bate, James Boswell, Thomas Carlyle, Winston Churchill, Leon 
Edel, Richard Ellmann, Antonia Fraser, Edward Gibbon, Gerda Lerner, Thomas 
Macaulay, Samuel Eliot Morison, Francis Parkman, Arthur M. Schlesinger, 
George Trevelyan, Barbara Tuchman 

Critics 
Michael Arlen, Matthew Arnold, Kenneth Clark, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Arlene 
Croce, Ralph Waldo Emerson, William Hazlitt, Samuel Johnson, Pauline Kael, 
Joyce Carol Oates, Walter Pater, John Ruskin, George Santayana, George 
Bernard Shaw, Susan Sontag, Oscar Wilde, Edmund Wilson 

Essayists and Fiction Writers 
Joseph Addison, James Agee, Margaret Atwood, Francis Bacon, James Baldwin, 
G.K. Chesterton, Joan Didion, Paul Fussell, Nadine Gordimer, Zora Neale 
Hurston, Charles Lamb, Normal Mailer, Mary McCarthy, Scott Momaday, 
Montaigne, V.S. Naipaul, Tillie Olsen, George Orwell, Cynthia Ozick, Adrienne 
Rich, Richard Steele, John Updike, Alice Walker, Eudora Welty, E.B. White, 
Virginia Woolf 

Journalists 
Roger Angell, Elizabeth Drew, Nora Ephron, M.F.K. Fisher, Frances Fitzgerald, 
Janet Flanner (Genet), Ellen Goodman, Andy Logan, John McPhee, H.L. 
Mencken, Jan Morris, Red Smith, Lincoln Steffens, Paul Therous, Calvin Trillin, 
Tom Wolfe 

Political Writers 
Hannah Arendt, Simone de Beauvoir, William F. Buckley, de Crevecoeur, W.E.B. 
Du Bois, Margaret Fuller, John K. Galbraith, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Thomas 
Hobbes, Thomas Jefferson, George Kennan, Martin Luther King, John Locke, 
Niccolo Machiavelli, John Stuart Mill, John Milton, Thomas More, Olive 



Schreiner, Jonathan Swift, Alexis de Tocqueville, Gore Vidal, Mary 
Wollstonecraft 

Science and Nature Writers 
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Jacob Bronowski, Annie Dillard, Gretel Ehrlich, Loren Eiseley, Clifford Geertz, 
Stephen Jay Gould, Peter Matthiessen, Margaret Mead, Carl Sagan, Lewis 
Thomas 
*Compare the previous list for students with the following list for teachers. 

The 1989 List of Useful Works on Composition as prepared by the Development 
Committee for AP English in the teacher's guide to Advanced Placement Course 
Description: English CEEB, 1989a, 
pp.6-8). 

Critics 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, William Hazlitt, Matthew Arnold, John Ruskin, George 
Santayana, Edmund Wilson, Kenneth Clark, Arlene Croce, oscar Wilde, Ralph 
Waldo Emerson, George Bernard Shaw, Michael Arlen, Walter Ong 

Diarists 
Samuel Peppys, James Boswell, Winston Churchill, T.E. Lawrence, Helen Keller, 
Charles Dana, Thomas de Quincey, Richard Wright, Malcolm X, Maya Angelou, 
Frederick Douglas, Maxine Hong Kingston, Richard Rodriguez 

Essayists and Fiction Writers 
Joseph Addison, Richard Steele, Charles Lamb, Virginia Woolf, E.B. White, 
James Baldwin, Francis Bacon, Mary McCarthy, Norman Mailer, Annie Dillard, 
Joan Didion, V.S. Naipaul, George Orwell, James Agee, Hannah Arendt 

Political Writers 
Alexis de Tocqueville, Thomas Jefferson, Hector de Crevecoeur, Niccolo 
Machiavelli, Thomas More, Karl Marx, W.E.B. Du Bois, John Milton, William F. 
Buckley, John K. Galbraith 

Biographers and History Writers 
James Boswell, Thomas Carlyle, Barbara Tuchman, R.W.B. Lewis, Leon Edel, 
Samuel Eliot Morrison, James Axtell, Henry Steele Commager, Carl Sandburg, 
Francis Parkman, William Shirer, Winthrop Jordan, Richard Hakluyt, Raphael 
Holinshed, Thomas Macaulay, George Trevelyan, Arthur M. Schlesinger 
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Journalists 
H.L. Mencken, Lincoln Steffens, Jacob Riis, John McPhee, Calvin Trillin, George 
Kennan, Walter Lippmann, Tom Wolfe, Nora Ephron, Jane Kramer, Richard 
Reeves, Nat Hentoff, Sidney Schonberg, David Shaw, Andy Logan, Hunter 
Thompson, Janet Flanner (Genet) 
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In the 1991 A Student Guide to the AP English Courses and Examinations is this 
list of useful resources for the Literature and Composition AP examination 
(CEEB, 1991, pp. 52-53). 

Poetry 
W.H. Auden, Elizabeth Bishop, William Blake, Anne Bradstreet, Gwendolyn 
Brooks, Robert Browning, Lord Byron, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, H.D., Emily 
Dickinson, John Donne, T.S. Eliot, Robert Frost, George Herbert, Gerard Manley 
Hopkins, Langston Hughes, Ben Jonson, John Keats, Philip Larkin, Robert 
Lowell, Andrew Marvell, John Milton, Marianne Moore, Sylvia Plath, Alexander 
Pope, Adrienne Rich, William Shakespeare, Percy Bysshe Shelley, Alfred, Lord 
Tennyson, Walt Whitman, Richard Wilbur, William Carlos Williams, William 
Wordsworth, William Butler Yeats 

Drama 
Edward Albee, Samuel Beckett, William Congreve, Oliver Goldsmith, Lorraine 
Hansberrry, Lillian Hellman, Ben Jonson, Arthur Miller, Sean O'Casey, Eugene 
O'Neill, Harold Pinter, William Shakespeare, George Bernard Shaw, Richard 
Brinsley Sheridan, Tom Stoppard, Oscar Wilde, Tennessee Williams, August 
Wilson 

Prose Fiction (Novel and Short Story) 
Chinua Achebe, Margaret Atwood, Jane Austen, James Baldwin, Saul Bellow, 
Emily and Charlotte Bronte, Willa Cather, John Cheever, Kate Chopin, Joseph 
Conrad, Stephen Crane, Charles Dickens, George Eliot, Ralph Ellison, Louise 
Erdrich, William Faulkner, Henry Fielding, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ford Madox Ford, 
Thomas Hardy, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Ernest Hemingway, Zora Neale Hurston, 
Henry James, James Joyce, D.H. Lawrence, Bernard Malamud, Katherine 
Mansfield, Carson McCullers, Herman Melville, Toni Morrison, Vladimir 
Nabokov, Flannery O'Conner, Cynthia Ozick, Katherine Anne Porter, Jean Rhys, 
Jonathan Swift, Mark Twain, John Updike, Alice Walker, Eudora Welty, Edith 
Wharton, Virginia Woolf, Richard Wright 

Expository Literature 
Joseph Addison, Matthew Arnold, James Baldwin, James Boswell, Thomas 
Carlyle, Ralph Waldo Emerson, William Hazlitt, Samuel Johnson, Charles Lamb, 
Norman Mailer, Mary McCarthy, H.L. Mencken, John Stuart Mill, George Orwell, 
Richard Steele, Lewis Thomas, Henry David Thoreau, Barbar Tuchman, Virginia 
Woolf 
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Write an essay answering the questions "What is literature? Are these 
examples of literature? Why or why not?" Please use the handout of thirty 
excerpts given out in class last week to support your argument. This essay asks 
you to evaluate the thirty excerpts against criteria that you establish and define. 

Basically, you will need a rationale for excluding or including particular 
works as evidence for your argument. You do not not need to discuss all thirty 
examples, obviously. You do need to discuss enough examples to support your 
argument. 

Please use pen and write in a legal-sized blue book. You have 75 minutes 
to write the essay. You may use one page of notes which you brought to class 
and you may use the collection of examples. You may also use a dictionary. 

Good luck! 
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The following list contains the bibliographic data for the texts and excerpts of 
texts used in the midterm examination. Due to the complexities of copyright laws, 
the texts are not reproduced here. This key should be helpful in locating the 
exact texts. 
Students were not given any of this identifying information, however. 

KEY for Midterm Examination on questions "What is literature? Are these 
examples of literature? Why or why not?" 

1. Excerpt from David Owen (1985). None of the Above: Behind the 
Myth of the Scholastic Aptitude, Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., p. 200. 

2. Explanation of "comet" from a 9th grade science textbook. Wm. L. 
Ramsey, Clifford R. Phillips, Frank M. Watenpough (1983) Modern Earth 
Science, New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Pub., p. 51. 

3. John Keats (October 1816). "On First Looking into Chapman's Homer." 

4. Joseph Conrad (1898-1899). Heart of Darkness, last page. 

5. Ogden Nash (1931). "The One-L Lama." In A Book of Poetry (1960). 
Sister M. Teresa Clare, S.c. (Ed.). New York: The Macmillan Co., p. 116. 

6. Richard Brautigan (1968). "I Feel Horrible. She Doesn't" from The Pill 
vs. the Springfield Mine Disaster, New York: Dell Publishing Co. 

7. New Testament, Gospel of Matthew 8:18-27. 

8. Recipe for swordfish 

9. Conference Program for a University of Arizona, Department of 
English, graduate student conference on literary theory. 

10. H.D. Thoreau (1854). "What I Lived For" in Owen Thomas (Ed.) 
Walden and Civil Disobedience, Norton Critical Edition, 1966. New York: W.W. 
Norton and Co., p. 61. 

11. Lois Wyse (1969). "Are You Sure You Love Me?" from Are You Sure 
You Love Me?, New York: World Publishing Co., p. 9. 



12. Public Enemy (1988). "Night of the Living Baseheads" on the album It 
Takes a Nation of Millions to Hold Us Back, CBS Record Company. 

13. Marcela Christine Lucero-Trujillo (1989). "THE MUSICOS FROM 
CAPULIN" in New Worlds of Literature. Jerome Beaty and J. Paul Hunter 
(Eds.), New York: W.W. Norton and Co., pp. 348-349. 
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14. Audre Lord (1986). "Reins" in New Worlds of Literature (1989). Jerome 
Beaty and J. Paul Hunter (Eds.), New York: W.W. Norton and Co., p. 1080. 

15. Editorial. Arizona Daily Wildcat. 6 May 1991. 

16. Memorandum. 

17. "Dear Abby" column. Arizona Daily Star, 8 April 1991. 

18. Jeanne Dixon's Horoscope column. Arizona Daily Star, 8 April 1991. 

19. William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act III, Scene i, lines 56-86. 

20. Felipe Molina, Yaqui Deer Songs (1983). In The South Corner of Time, 
Larry Evers (Ed.), Tucson: University of Arizona Press, p. 194. 

21. Personal Ad, Tucson Weekly, 8 April 1991. 

22. Cartoon by Gary Larsen (1991). Far Side. 

23. E.B. White letter to John Updike. In Letters of E.B. White (1976), 
Dorothy Lobrano Guth (Ed.), New York: Harper and Row, Publishers, p. 507. 

24. Letter to Santa in Children's Letters to Santa Claus (1967). Bill Adler 
(Ed.), New York: Essandess Special Edition (Division of Simon and Schuster, 
Inc.). 

25. Paula Gunn Allen (1984). "Powwow 79, Durango" in New Worlds of 
Literature (1989). Jerome Beaty and J. Paul Hunter (Eds.). New York: W.W. 
Norton and Co., p. 362-363. 

26. Papago Songs: Danny Lopez ''I'itoi Songs" (1983). In The South Corner of 
Time, Larry Evers (Ed.), Tucson: University of Arizona Press, p. 124. 
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27. Papago Songs: Danny Lopez "Curing Song" (1983). In The South Corner 
of Time, Larry Evers (Ed.), Tucson: University of Arizona Press, p. 126. 

28. William Shakespeare, Sonnet 116. 

29. Antoine de Saint Exupery (1943). The Little Prince. New York: 
Harcourt, Brace, and World, Inc. pp. 86-89. 

30. Richard Armour (1954). "Hiding Place." In A Book of Poetry (1960), 
Sister M. Teresa Clare, S.c., (Ed.). New York: Macmillan Co., p. 121. 
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In this unit we have been exploring forms of stOIytelling including myths, legends, 
poems, essays, short stories, verbal performances (oral tradition included), and 
films. Issues of voice, style, and language characterize the forms and mediums we 
have experienced. 

You will now need to prepare two versions of an essay: a script and a 
performance. The form you create will resemble the spider web Leslie Marmon 
Silko writes of. You must have a prologue, three chapters in a tripartite structure 
(like Momaday's three voices), and an epilogue. 

First choose a theme to unify your structure. Then explore that theme using your 
whole memory, like Momaday does in The Way to Rainy Mountain, taking a 
journey that is legendary, historical, and personal. You may need to do library 
research on the first and second voices. Finally, you must write an epilogue as a 
conclusion to the project. You will need to decide on an organizational strategy 
for your essay (chronologic, symbolic, thematic, geographical, etc.) to unify your 
voices and chapters. 

Here are some summaries of features of the three voices with suggested 
possibilities in each one. Remember, you can begin your "journey" in any of the 
three voices (you don't need to start with the legendary and end with the 
personal). 

First voice--Explore the origin of an idea in myth or 
legend, or use a few interrelated myths. 
You may wish to explore your personal 
literary cultural heritage through family 
stories or favorite authors. You may use 
novels, short stories, poems, interviews, 
etc. You may choose to recall the signi
ficance of a landscape, person, object, or 
experience. Form for this storytelling 
voice depends on the genre you choose to 
use (myth, legend, fairy tale, fable, etc.). 



Second voice--Research the myth, legend, story, poem, 
etc., bringing historical facts about the 
subject matter (or author or context) into 
the dialogue. Paraphrase and document your 
research as you give a reasoned explanation 
for some aspect of the first voice's subject. 
You can draw on geography, anthropology, 
statistics, history, etc. in this 
objective voice. 

Third voice--This is an autobiographical reflection on 
some aspect of the first two voices. You 
can use poetry or prose forms. This voice 
must bring together the symbols and themes 
found in the other two voices, apply 
personal memories and observations, explore 
patterns, make analogies or associations 
developed in the other sections. The 
purpose of this voice is to give personal 
meaning to the myths~stories and historical 
perspectives by showing how the traditions 
live in you. 
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What you are doing in this essay is approaching a single topic in three different 
ways, saying similar or related things while realizing that each voice has its own 
format and its own methodology. Myth and reality, stories and history interact to 
create or define a culture. So, too, literature and history have a place in your 
cultural lives. 

The performance: You will present in front of the class a ten minute excerpt 
from your script. You must frame your story (set it up by introducing it in some 
way that seems comfortable and natural to you and yet helps your audience 
understand). You should perform and read from at least one example of each 
voice. And you need a conclusion. This oral presentation will be a performance 
of sorts. Consider oratorical strategies that make for effective public speaking and 
consider different storytelling styles. You can ask the audience to close their eyes, 
sit in a circle, participate, be silent, etc., etc., etc. Your oral performance will be 
evaluated on (1) how well you engage your audience and maintain their interest, 
(2) the quality of your ideas, (3) the clarity of your presentation of those ideas. 
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Finally, you must have three copies of your script (Essay 2). One will be given to 
your instructor and two to the two members of your peer group. The three of us 
who have the scripts will compare and contrast the performance from the script. 
As a result, you all will be graded on your peer response to at least two student 
performances and scripts. 
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------------------
Directions: First take notes during the performance. Next write an analysis of the 
performance (Part I) before reading the essay. Then read the written essay and 
respond in writing to it (Part II). Finally, analyze in writing the significant 
differences between the two texts (oral and written). 

I. Oral Performance 

Respond to the performance--the teller, the telling, the tale, and the reception. 
How is the story told (does the teller do anything to enhance the meaning)? 
What is the effect of the story on you? How does the teller interact with the story 
and the audience? What part did you, the listener, play in creating meaning in 
this story? 

II. Written Text 

Now focus on the text. Analyze content, form, and style. Pay attention to the 
craft (rhetorical figures, symbols, etc.) of language and its effects. What is 
happening in this text? How is it happening? And why is it happening? Do 
these elements of texts work together to make meaning? 

III. Putting It All Together: Oral Performance and Written Text 

What are the significant differences between the part of the text that was 
performed and the same part in writing? How did hearing and seeing the 
performance enhance the meaning of the text? How did reading that part of the 
text add to the understanding learned in the performance? In discussing 
differences, please notice use of the storytelling features. Were some more 
noticeable in one form than the other? 
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Essay III is a documented, critical analysis of literature focusing on Cather's 
Death Comes for the Archbishop and Mares' I Returned and Saw Under the Sun. 
There are several possible approaches to this assignment. First, you may consider 
one of the different paradigms for interpreting literature that we discussed in class 
(historical, biographical, reader response, feminist, etc.). Whichever approach 
you take, you will analyze both texts. 

Second, in this essay you will be developing your own ideas about the texts, using 
the paradigms as initial ways of approaching the texts, a base from which to ask 
questions. You must offer your own perspective in coming to some understanding 
of how these texts interact. You must show you have read closely, can think 
critically, and write clearly. 

Third, why not take some risks? Be imaginative. Write an essay you would like 
to read, not the essay you think you ought to write .... 

Fourth, don't forget you have an audience: your classmates and myself. 

Fifth, document your essay. There are critical essays on reserve in the Main 
Library Reserve Book Room (now on the 2nd floor of the library). Also, there 
are resources in Central Reference such as Contemporary Literary Criticism and 
Twentieth Century Literary Criticism. You must have at least three outside 
sources. Use MLA documentaiton style. In the Student's Guide (on reserve also) 
you might look over pages 161-214 for sample papers and ideas about writing 
about literature. They feature three approaches: reader response, rhetorical, 
documented critical. In particular, the essay on page 191 is on Death Comes for 
the Archbishop (written by one of my students last year though the Guide 
erroneously identifies her teacher as someone else). Also, in the Guide on pages 
249-257 is one of the essay contest winners' essays on the Cather' and Mares' 
texts. So you might want to look over all or some of this material. 

How do you intergrate ideas and quotations from the critics into your own 
analysis? Use critics to (1) support you in developing your own interpretation, (2) 
argue against as a way of introducing opposing viewpoints, (3) discuss the social 
and literary context of the texts, (4) emphasize a major point. A warning: figure 
out your own ideas before you immerse yourself in the secondary texts or you 
might feel intimidated by these "big shots." 
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Finally, the nuts-and-boIts business. Your essay must have a clearly stated thesis; 
be well organized; have a clear style. This is an argument: you are asserting 
something (your interpretation) about these two texts to an audience. Consider 
your rhetorical stance. Essay should be 8 to 10 pages long. Be sure you answer 
all the issues you raise. Essay is worth 20 percent of your grade. You will write 
two versions: first version will be duplicated for two peers and myself (so you'll 
need 4 copies--one for you and one for each of the other three people). Fully 
develop your first version with both textual evidence and scholarly citations. 
Include photocopies of all sources not in the reserve book room. 
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Respond to the following topic in a well-developed essay. Take the time to plan 
before you write, using any method you think will help. Keep in mind that your 
audience is an educated one and expects a well-structured essay with an arguable 
and interesting thesis and enough evidence to illustrate and support your ideas, all 
expressed clearly and correctly. 

Make sure that when you make specific references to particular texts, you write 
the author's last name in parentheses after the title. If you quote or paraphrase 
from any texts, put the page numbers in parentheses after the quote/paraphrase. 
Give your essay a title. 

When you have completed your essay and have proofread it, make sure you have 
written your name, my name, your section number, and the date on your blue 
book. Then put all the notes you brought to the examination and made during it 
inside the blue book, along with the exam questions, and turn the package in. 
Please write in pen. GOOD LUCK! 

Questions: What should high school seniors and college freshmen be reading in 
their English classes? Choose one of the following rhetorical situations and write 
an essay in which you argue for a theory of literature (poetics) while suggesting 
what specific works should be included/excluded to illustrate your theory. You 
may discuss why you choose to include a particular work as well as explain why 
you choose to exclude certain works. You may choose from mediums other than 
written texts and you may choose from forms other than traditional ones (like 
poems, plays, short stories, novels, essays). There are no right or wrong choices. 
What matters is your theory, how well supported it is, and your ability to practice 
rhetoric effectively (balancing ethos-logos-pathos for a particular audience). 

1. Write a letter to the graduating class of the year 2000 of your high 
school urging them to read certain literary texts. Tell them why they should do 
so. What questions should they ask of those texts? How should those texts be 
presented in relation to each other? Should they write about them? What kinds 
of things should they discuss in their written analyses? 

2. Write a speech to the chair and committee members of the Freshman 
Composition Curriculum Committee at the University of Arizona urging them to 
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adopt your philosophy of literature (poetics) and suggesting specific texts they 
should adopt. Consider how the course might be organized, what sorts of things 
students should learn in the course, and choose your theory and selections 
accordingly. 

3. Write a letter to the College Board of the Advanced Placement English 
Examination suggesting how the AP English course should be organized and why. 
Suggest a rationale for choosing texts and suggest specific texts to be included on 
a reading list. Finally, critique the AP English Examination for the AP College 
Board: What should be exluded? added? changed? 
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