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English Literature: We Knew It All Along

The solution to my dilemma surfaced as I was reading Madame Bovary’s Ovaries: A Darwinian Look at Literature (Barash & Barash, 2005), a book loaned to me by a biologist colleague, and realized that I could incorporate it into lessons I was developing on literary criticism and theory to use with Kate Chopin’s The Awakening. I have known about this phenomenon for years; it is what has kept me both engaged and inundated with work. This phenomenon, which provided the solution to my dilemma, is that fact that teaching English literature and composition should involve every way of knowing, every discipline, every genre, every paradigm. English teachers don’t have to be plunked over the head with a paradigm shift; we are always scoping for alternative paradigms. Planning each new unit offers a myriad of possible choices, varieties of potential futures for the class and the students in it—as well as the instructor. 

As you will have guessed, the dilemma was on which of the various topics I had been researching should I focus. Early on, I had decided to abandon my first research question: How has leisure television viewing affected students’ leaning with broadcast technology? I knew a little bit about and was interested in all of the topics on the exhaustive list of project ideas, so nothing jumped off of the page. I am still thrashing about trying to settle on a dissertation idea; part of me wants to do what I want to do and part of me says to go with a marketable, manageable topic. I have read ten books and countless articles, but all they did was open the field, not narrow it. As a compromise, I have decided to systematically explore how various ways of knowing contribute to my work as an English teacher.  While this way of knowing is not new to me and this is a departure from my original research proposal, I believe that it will accomplish the intended purposes of the assignment in that I have researched, discussed, observed, and reflected in order to come to a new understanding of the complexity and value of my work.  Parts also tie in with several of my research interests. 

To focus this I am going to organize my exploration around the lessons I planned to teach The Awakening to gifted senior high school students. As usual, a multitude of objectives populated my lesson plan. I will summarize the most critical of these, adapting the standards established by the National Council of English Teachers (NCTE) and the International Reading Association (IRA) in 1996.  These objectives for students will also establish the basic assumptions as well as the nature and characteristics of English teachers’ ways of knowing.  

1. Students read a wide range of print and non-print texts. . .from many periods in many genres to build an understanding of texts, of themselves, and of the many dimensions (e.g., philosophical, ethical, aesthetic) of human experience. 

2. Students apply a wide range of strategies to comprehend, interpret, evaluate, and appreciate texts.
3. Students use a variety of technological and information resources to gather and synthesize information and to create and communicate knowledge.
4. Students participate as knowledgeable, reflective, creative, and critical members of a variety of literacy communities.
5. Students use spoken, written, and visual language to accomplish their own purposes (e.g., for learning, enjoyment, persuasion, and the exchange of information). 
It is clear from the standards that this discipline values multiple perspectives,  context, situated learning, socially constructed meaning, reflection, and emotion  and imagination as well as intellect.  
Beyond these objectives, I had other considerations: I had to broadcast lessons to students at four remote sites. Instruction was restricted to five class sessions. These seniors needed to experience the Blackboard environment and blogging before they go to college; I also felt like they needed exposure to writing in a variety of hypermedia genres. I needed to include interdisciplinary connections.  I wanted to introduce them to literary criticism and literary theory, which provide a good introduction to the ambiguity, variability, and complexity of the real world. 

My biggest worry was the broadcasts.  I have sat through some truly appalling instructional television and didn’t want to impose that passive, boring mode on anyone.  I interviewed (Smith, 2006) four gifted sophomores about their attitudes toward broadcasts and their perceptions of their own learning styles; they affirmed my belief that broadcasts frequently encourage passivity and don’t work well for students who require social interaction or hands on activity—or even for students who maintain that they can handle huge “data dump” modes of instruction.  These gifted students—who normally would have considered this insulting, tedious baby work—said that the most effective method they had experienced on the broadcasts was having to fill in blanks on a sheet related to the topic of the talk!  While they all maintained that their preferred mode of learning was discovery and hands on problem solving, the norm was “PowerPoint—that’s all” as Molly
 put it.  Occasionally teachers threw in video clips and other visuals, but students had complaints about these.  According to Derek, the visuals are often just cute irrelevancies; “I guess you take it less seriously as a broadcast tool; maybe subconsciously you don’t pay as much attention because you’re figuring ‘Well, I’m not going to learn anything from this anyway. They don’t seem serious about it.’”  Tiera suggested that video clips could be effective but only when clips were short and used for a specific stated purpose.

Another problem with broadcasts was lack of interactivity.  Kelly was one of the few who admitted to occasionally speaking during broadcasts unless directly questioned. Even Kelly said she usually held queries until there was a break and she could ask her site teacher because she didn’t want to hold everyone up. Another issue retarding interaction was students’ losing a sense of ownership or responsibility because of the medium.  Students consistently said that they would not speak up unless they felt very strongly about a topic and someone else had made an egregious error that needed to be corrected. Derek went so far as to state that “It’s really not my problem.  And if I know the answer, then, oh well, they need to figure it out for themselves. It’s a selfish attitude maybe.”  He is really not selfish.  I have seen Derek spend hours reviewing other students for a European history test on site, but students at other sites are not part of Derek’s learning community; they are only talking—or mostly invisible—heads. 

Part of the problem is that the technology imposes lag time on all discussion, so students perceive discussion as wasting time. Before interviewing students, I had the notion that they tuned out during broadcasts because they associated television with entertainment. Tiera nixed that: “Broadcasts don’t really seem like TV.  It seems like a person is there, but it’s like somebody is always watching you.”  This sense of being watched lowers the probability that students will explore or take chances themselves during those lessons; what adolescent will knowingly and willingly expose himself to possible public humiliation?  

Literature on student satisfaction and instructional television (ITV) is sparse—and sometimes contradictory.  Royal, Bradley, & Lineberry (2005) reported studies that suggested that remote-site students found ITV courses more satisfying and other studies that suggested that host-site students were better served.  The students I interviewed found no difference in the efficacy or enjoyment of broadcasts that were sent from or received at their site. Studies suggested that student personality traits influenced students’ satisfaction with ITV.  The students I interviewed universally loathed it despite the variety of their perceived (as well as documented) learning styles. Studies claimed that students’ satisfaction increased as they took more ITV classes.  The students I interviewed had taken eight classes in two years that were partially conducted via broadcasts but were becoming increasingly disgusted not increasingly satisfied with ITV.  

I decided that the best way to circumvent the ITV problems was to make the students do most of the broadcasts.  I introduced Kate Chopin’s The Awakening with a 20 minute broadcast guaranteed to terrify my colleagues and titillate the students, using Madame Bovary’s Ovaries: A Darwinian Look at Literature and some virulent book reviews from 1899 as the basis. I started the broadcast with a quote from Madame Bovary’s Ovaries: “So let’s talk about what Kate Chopin is implying but is too delicate to state explicitly: female orgasm” (Barash & Barash, 2005, p. 111). (You will be relieved to know that none of the teachers fainted, and I didn’t get sued or even reprimanded! These are exceptional students, and the rest of lesson made it clear that this was not simply sensationalist drivel.)  I displayed some biting criticisms of Chopin’s work from her contemporaries (who obviously “got” her implications). I explained that the thesis of the book that takes a Darwinian look at literature is that many “discoveries” in biology, cognitive science, psychology, sociology, and other fields had, in fact, been anticipated by writers starting more than 2000 years ago.  

We discussed female orgasm and infidelity in several species of mammal; students from other sites even chimed in with information about insects (infidelity, not orgasm—no one else touched that!!). I mentioned that as we read the novel they were to look for support of the biological theories we had discussed and that they would also be functioning as literary critics.  I read hugely divergent one-liners about Great Expectations (which we had finished weeks ago) from Marxist, feminist, new historicist, archetypal/myth, Freudian, and Deconstructionist critics. They quickly saw that perspectives were so varied that often critics seemed to be writing about different texts. 

I read excerpts from an article by Ewell; she points out the disagreement about and political ramifications of categorizing literature such as Chopin’s as being an example of regionalism or local color. (They already knew what regionalism and local color are.)  I assigned each site two discordant schools of criticism  on which to become experts—hoping students would totally disagree with at least one approach they were forced to examine and adopt—and informed them of the Blackboard location of uploaded background materials on literary criticism.  I later emailed them directions about accessing and using Blackboard and instructions for the format and logistics for presenting their perspective.  Their presentations later exceeded even my expectations as being pedagogically sound and engaging.  Viewing the same experience from multiple perspectives was also beneficial in the ways that I anticipated. We had huge debates during their broadcasts—something that rarely happens.  

English courses have historically been responsible for teaching students about logical fallacies, persuasion techniques, and propaganda. This assignment was also designed to broach those topics by its very nature since each school of criticism involves taking a moral stance and using textual evidence and persuasion to argue a point. I wanted to use hypermedia to introduce students to an idea proposed in Media Virus (Rushkoff, 1994) and more current texts: media viruses infect our culture with “ideological code—not genes but a conceptual equivalent we now call ‘memes’” (p. 10). According to Rushkoff, “Like real genetic material, these memes infiltrate the way we do business, educate ourselves, interact with one another—even the way we perceive reality” (p. 10).  These memes, of course, are rampant in the hypermedia environment, but students rarely have the opportunity to examine these memes with scholarly intent.       

The other issue was having them blog and use Blackboard.  Part of my motivation for this was caused by my discovery that students felt little connection to students at other sites and that this affected their willingness to talk during broadcasts.  I also wanted them to become used to participating in various writing communities.  They tend to think that writing is one of two extremes: very formal or consisting of emoticons, rampant abbreviations, and no punctuation or capitalization.  I wanted to nudge students and teachers into using what Tapscott (1998) calls the Eight Shifts of Interactive Learning: (1) from linear to hypermedia, (2) from instruction to construction and discovery, (3)from teacher-centered to learner-centered education, (4) from absorbing material to learning how to navigate and how to learn, (5) from school to lifelong learning, (6) from one-size-fits-all to customized learning, (7) from learning as torture to learning as fun, and (8) from the teacher as transmitter to the teacher as facilitator (pp. 142-148).  I wanted to take harness of the digital expertise that our students already possess.   I wanted to expand their repertoires.  

Vielstimmig (1999) believes that while there are three ways of constructing information—narration, exposition, and pattern—traditional academic texts and composition assignments privilege exposition, “[b]ut as writers move between print-based alphabetic literacy and electronic literacy, we will see a shift in how we represent what we know” (p. 89).  Students needs opportunities to both navigate and invent nonlinear texts such as these. George and Shoos (1999) go even further by asserting that the most important critical literacy skills students need is the ability to take personal responsibility for ideas and action “both as a producer of texts and as a reader” (p. 125).  

I had students read an online hypermedia version of  “A Story of an Hour,” a one-page short story by Kate Chopin that has similar themes to The Awakening. The hypermedia version had roll-overs. Each person’s reading of the text would vary, depending on personal interests, explanatory footnotes, and provocative questions/comments (s)he clicked and pursued. It was possible to follow a trail that led far away from the original text; for example, readers could get mired in the minutiae of 19th century customs.  I asked them to do a short version of this with one paragraph of The Awakening from one of their critical stances. (I provided technical assistance so that all they really had to do what paste text into the html code at the appropriate intervals.)  They also had to do individual narrative and creative postings on Blackboard and blogs and respond to each other, with the caveat that the writing had to have voice but that English teachers would be reading it.  Their literary criticism broadcasts had to include relevant visuals and ways for the audience to engage with the material.   Students had to write reflective pieces.    

There was more to the five weeks of lessons for The Awakening, but this covers the parts that addressed my primary concerns that students experience a multitude of ways of knowing within varied contexts, using varied perspectives, working with different groupings and media, and constantly negotiating meaning for themselves.  I was also conscious of this process myself.      

In Fahrenheit 451, Ray Bradbury (1953) describes a world in which books are burned to protect the public because books are too controversial and present people with too many options, too many choices, too many opportunities to see the emptiness of their own lives, too many ways of knowing. While Bradbury’s culture destroys books, it has technological advances that are prophetic in 1953: wall to wall television screens and interactive soap opera shows that mail parts to viewers so that they can participate in their own homes; audio shells to put in their ears so that they are never confronted with silence, with the need to rely on their own emotional and intellectual resources. Even that culture recognized people’s need for knowledge, community, and connection.  The novel starts with the attempted suicide of the protagonist’s wife Mildred, who has been trying to escape life in other ways for years: “In her ears the little Seashells. . .an electronic ocean of . . .music and talk. . . [came] in on the shore of her unsleeping mind.  The room was indeed empty. . . .  There had been no night in the last two years that Mildred had not swum that sea, had not gladly gone down in it for the third time” (p. 12).  Forty years later Rushkoff (1994) commented that “media always serves to promote intimacy. . . .  Media not only creates lines of communication between people, but it also fosters the chaotic systems devices of feedback, iteration, and phase-locking between members of the societal organism. A population that can communicate with itself is difficult to deceive or control” (p. 286).  Today’s media can help form communities rather than isolate people like the shells and TV walls in Fahrenheit 451. Students must navigate and negotiate within media and use it to provide social justice, tolerance, and personal satisfaction. 

Bruner (1986) stated that “the impact of ideas about mind does not stem from their truth, but seemingly from the power they exert as possibilities embodied in the practices of a culture” (p. 138). He is right, and that’s why literature classes are critical.  All cultures need a discipline that intentionally exposes its practitioners to a variety of perspectives, claiming truth for none but enlightenment from all.  This study has done for me what the national board certification process did.  It’s not that I have learned anything revolutionary or totally new; rather I have reframed the theoretical underpinnings of what I already, know, do and believe. The language arts standards developed by the NCTE and IRA demonstrate the importance of multiple perspectives, context, situated learning, socially constructed meaning, reflection—all of the ways of knowing available to the human intellect, emotion, and imagination. I am convinced of the importance of what I do and of the need to craft lessons that engage the whole person and multiple ways of knowing.  No matter how long it takes. 
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