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Frontispiece

All the world's a stage,
And all the men and women merely players;
They have their exits and their entrances,
And one man in his time plays many parts,
His acts being seven ages. At first, the infant ...
Then the whining schoolboy, wdh his satchel
And shining morning face, creeping like snail
Unwillingly to school.

As You Like It, II, vii, 138-145

ABSTRACT
Wrth the implementation of a new high school English language arts

program of studies anticipated in September 2001, two questions have arisen,

How have we come to understand what it means to read literature? How do
these ways of thinking about the reading of literature affect students and
teachers?
To explore these questions, I undertake a discourse analysis of the
texts that have shaped my practice: mandated programs of study, other official
curricular documents, supplementary resource materials, and images of
practice. Using a poststructuralist framework, 1 employ Foucault's notions of
powerlknowledge, subjectivity, and regimes of truth to unearth and examine

two dominant discourses that have shaped the study of literature: competence
and humanism. As a result, students have been positioned as depositories of

mandated truths while teachers have been invited to transmit those truths.
With the above inquiry providing a basis from which to consider
alternative approaches, Ilook to cultural studies to open up the yet uninvited in
high school English language arts.
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Something is rotten in the state of Denmark.
Hamlet. I, iv, 100

ACT ONE
SCENE l

'The Time is Out of Jointn
(Hamlet. I, v. 215)
Mandating and Covering
English Language Arts Curriculum in Alberta:
Questions that Arise

'I don't do readiq out loud.*
"How about jus+ a few lines?" I said.

'I

+

don'f gef this Shakespeare M. Why do we hwe to read if

doesn make any

anyway?k

sense. Nobody talks like +his anymore! I've hated it since grade

10. The only reason I'm

in +his course is because I need it to gef i n b universi+y.*

The lesson's rlow came to a compleie half. Up until this mornmi, the

sbdents seemed fo be with me, or at leasf that was what I had perceived. My
brain began to file through +he dozens of p ~ ~ i b i l i i i efor
s my next move wiih the

students. However, my mod immediate goal was to minimize any e m b a m e n t
this parficular student mighi have been feeling and relieve +he less relaxed

a+mosphere that had suddenly developed. At

he same f i r m ,

an infiiily of thoughts

sped through my mind within rnilliseccnds.

Moments such as this one are common in the dassroom. Looking back
at this particular instance. t wondered about the ways in which my students and

i had interacted. 1 also wondered about the tensions that had been emerging

and were now evident: those experiences of constiicting strain that arose

between the curriculum I was required to teach, the students who were to be

taught, and the methodologies Iemployed to teach them. In fact, these
incidents of tension had become increasingly noticeable to me vvlth each group
of students that entered my classroom over the past ten years. In other words,
instead of being complementary to my students' moods and interests, I often
felt that my attempts to cover the mandated cumculum were met with apathy,

disinterest, and resistance.

Covering the Mandated Curriculum
In considering my most recent experiences with students, the notions of
mandated cuniculum and coven'ng the cum.wlum became increasingly
problematic for me. The earlier vignette, for example, is only one instance of
heightened uneasiness that I experienced with what was taking place in my
classroom. That is, I felt there was an ongoing struggle, whether subtle or
overt. between getting my students to meet cumculum requirements and
keeping them interested during class. The following scenario illustrates this
within a conventional high school classroom setting.
The scene begins with students filing into the classroom and taking their
places. Once the teacher is ready to begin. the students colledively refocus
their attention on the day's work. The teacher then provides the students with
an overview of the topics and concepts to be covered and proceeds by meeting
the intended objectives and goals as mandated by Alberta Learning. Wile the
lesson is in motion, the teacher strategically poses questions to encourage
discussion so that the students can actively participate in the learning process.

At the end of the lesson, the teacher reviews the intended objectives and
outcomes with the students as a summary of the class. If this lesson had been
unfolding during an English 30 dass (the grade twelve English language arts
course in the academic stream), the knowledge, skills, and attitudes to be
acquired would include those associated wtth being able to read one of
Shakespeare's plays.
Reminiscent of my days in high school English classes, this familiar
scenario identifies the teacher as authority and purveyor of knowledge. In
return, the students are, for the most part, receptacles to be filled. In further
consideration of my own recollections as an English 30 student reading various
literary selections, the strategies employed by my teacher to guide my
comprehension of the text induded fill-in-the-blank quiues, vocabulary
exercises. timed oral presentations, multiple choice tests, and diploma practice
examinations. For me, these activities and forms of evaluation were simply part
of the "how-to-get-a-good-grade"game. Developing an appreciation of the
author's artistry or even what these texts meant to me was not my primary goal.
Instead, I felt I had to navigate through a maze of questions and assignments
without being duped by the teacher. Success at this would have been
symbolically represented by a grade of 'A".
Even my university experiences seemed to focus on the same game. At
the post-secondary level. though, it was more challenging because the
instructors did not provide the literary interpretationsas readily as was the case
in high school. Nevertheless, the providing and receiving of knowledge, from

my perspeche, seemed to continue. Again, the puzzle of English literature
took on a very rational, strategic, methodical, and almost mathematical
appearance. That is, students were required to read a text and respond to the
author's intended meanings while the instructors were charged with the task of
determining the worth of the students' responses, again identified by a grade of
A, B, C, D, or F.

My thoughts halted. What does it mean to cover the cumculum? Who
does the covenflg3 Who decides what is to be covered? Why is it necessary
to cover the curriculum? Immediately, I retrieved the automatic and rehearsed
response: Alberta Learning (the government department previously known as
Alberta Education), through a cumculum outline and guide, mandated what was
to be learned by students at each grade level. Mandated cumculum ... again,
the same questions: What does it mean to mandate the cumculum? Who

does the mandatfng3 Who decides what is to be mandated! Why is it
necessary to mandate the curriculum? Upon reflection, I surmised that the
mandate to cover cuniculum defined my role in the classroom as Keeper of the

Cumculum. That is,I was required to ensure that my students acquired the
knowledge, skills. and attitudes deemed to be significant by the policy
document defining what it meant to read literary texts in the high school
language arts classmom.
For the last couple of decades, Alberta Education's Senior High School
Language Ads Cufimlum

Guide (1982) sewed as the primary framework for

English language arts teachers. More recently, the Western Canadian Protocol

for Collaboration in Basic Education's The Common Cuniculum Framework tbr
English Language Arts. Kindergarten to Grade 72 (1 998) has informed the
development of a new program of studies. Implementation of Alberta
Learning's Program of Studies for Senior High School English Language Arts
(2000) is anticipated to begin at the grade ten level in September 2001
(Treheame. 2000).

High School English Language Arts in Alberta ...in My Classroom
After these thoughts pfted fhmuqh my brain, I fowsed on the need to
reach out to the student who likely echoed the thoughts of a number of the others
in the class.

Of course, I could have simply ignored the situation by seeing if

another volunteer would come forward +o read. However, I decided that this was a
teachable moment. The only d i i i u k y seemed to be to figure ovt what I was going
to do with this opportunity.

I began by asking the students to close their Marnlef M for the moment.

"Okay, Dean, you don't have to read oui loud right now. In fad, why don't we all
take a hi+ of a break.-

A whispery chows of sighs was detectable. "Let's talk

about what you all Iike and don*+Iike about thii Shakespeare M as you folks pvt
it..
"Oh, Miss, we're no+ really going to do work now, are we?" grumbled Elaine.
'Don'+ think of it as work We're just going to chat.'
"So what if we decide that we don'+ do &ding?' piped up another sfudent
while the others twitted in amusemen).

"Good pain+, Nathan, but we atways have the option of some refieriive and
individual reading or wr%ing.'
-On second though+. a good discussion

is very educdiond, rigM Ms.

Mipetlo?
"I'm glad you're seeing iS my way, Ndhan.' Affer I uttered +hese words, I
was taken

aback for a moment. Was I h I y seeking for .)).lings+ogo my way, or was

+hisa hamlw expression? Somehow, I was beginning to feel +hat no expression
was innocent. Neverfheless, I decided to push forwad

- whatever di&on

tld

was. "So, eve? one, fell me: whaf do you like and dislike abod reading
Shakespeare's plays?'

A Few seemingly eternal and almost painful momenfs of siience passed.
finally, Susan offered her !bugMs. 'Rs not fhaf I like a or don't like it. l j u d feel

that we have +o know a h + it because everyone el* does. Ifs like you hear
abod it all +he time They're even doing movies about Shakespeare's M.I've
seen DiCaprio in Romeo a d Juhef, and he was preffy cool in thd. Even if I didn't
always cakh what he said, I figured out what was going on.

H was just

a love

stoly. We see ihaf on television and in +hemovies all the fime. I just don't get

why we have +olearn abod ~ e s p e a e ~ s f o t i e sWhat's
.
so special abed his
dories? Didn3 vou +ellus +hat what he tells ahd is really stuff thaf we hear

about dl the t i e ? You how, lwe, hak jealousy, and unow..

This student's realization underscored the widely accepted literary truth

that the themes, characters, and plots of various pieces of literature have
common underpinnings. That is,

literatune ... has a lot to do with identrfyingthe human world with
the natural world around it, or finding analogies between them.. ..
This story of the loss and regaining of identity is, I think, the
framework of all literature. (Frye, 1963, p. 18, 21)
By engaging in an exploration of literary texts with this in mind, it has been

suggested that literaturewould 'free us from the inherent shackles fastened
upon us by our society" (Burton, 1970, p. 5). In other words, reading literature
in the high school classroom would assist students in coming to understand the
human condition and how it is played out in their lives. Support for this goal
can be found in Alberta Education's 1982 curriculum guide:
THE STUDENT SHOULD BE ABLE TO:
- understand that reading literature
can increase his enjoyment,
knowledge and appreciation of
literature;develop his understanding
of h i m d and others; and broaden
his knowledge of his cuttural
L ~ h e r i t a g e 9. Human experience and : - become aware of some of the
values can be explored
variety. origins. wnfiiis and lnmds
I
through literature.
in human values;
appraise the values expressed in a
I
literary selection.
7.

CONCEPTS
The study of literatore
can fulfill a variety of
goals for the individual.

'

,-

'

,
I

4I

1
;

Is this what ought to constitute the reading of literary texts? Are these desired
goals of our high school English language arts program?

"Absolutely,Sue Shakespeare's themes are universal; his stories are
timdess. In other words, wh&

we read h
is plays in

high school or see them

performed in Strdford at the age of ffi, we can identiQ with them."

As an English language arts teacher, I perpetuated the truth that the
thematic topics explored in literary texts were universal and timeless; Iworked

to convince my students that love, hate, betrayal and revenge, for instance,
were common to the emotional experiences of all human beings (Halpem,
1997; Bloom, 1998). Consequently, students ought to be able to easily

recognize these emotions in Shakespeare's plays, or any literary text for that
matter (Burton, 1970; Macon et al., 1982).
It was at this moment that another flashback came to mind. l was
reminded of Pablo Neruda's essay 'Shakespeare, Prince of tight." In it he
explained that each age of human enlightenment had people of wisdom who
entertained us and moved us. He referred to Dante, Hugo, and Whitman
saying that above all of these was Shakespeare.
These [other] bards amass leaves ...; beneath these leaves roots
grow. They are the leaves of great trees.
They are leaves, and eyes. They multiply and gaze down on us.
. .. and help us discover ourselves: they reveal to us our
labyrinths.
In the case of Shakespeare, there is ... the sorcery of his distilled
poetry. Few poets are so compact and secret, so secure in the
heart of their diamond....

A phantasmagoricalwind blows through the tunnel of each play.
The oldest sound in the world, the sound of the human heart, is
the matter from which these unforgettable words are formed.. . .
.... There will always be time and space to explore in
Shakespeare. to lose ourselves .... And though we may go a
long way without reaching the end. we always return with hands
filled with fragrance and blood, with flowers and somws, with
mortal treasures. (Neruda, 1983, pp. 162-165)

As someone who uncovered a latent appreciation for literature, I felt the
sentiments expressed by Neruda. Somewhere in my memory there was a
glimmer of hope about what I was doing with my students. Northrop Frye, as

well as others (Pheian, 1980; Bloom, 1998), echoed similar sentiments when
he explained that, through literature, humans regained their identity and, in
doing so, strove to create a world of which they would like to be a part (Frye,
1989). But, how did I come to accept these notions as my own?
I simply believed that what my teachers told me was truth. If they said

that Shakespeare was the greatest poet that ever lived, I accepted that based
on their role as instructors. Icame to love literature mostly because my
teachers maintained that it was deserving of my admiration. It would seem that
I allowed myself to become a receptacle of information, abilities, and opinions.

Was I doing cartwheels to please my teachers (Wong 8 Wong, 1998)? It was
now disturbing to realize that I had never considered the possibility that it might
not be necessary to learn or teach about Shakespeare's works.
-

It was only

with experiencing moments like my most recent dassroom ones that I even
wondered about the validity of choosing to study Shakespeare's plays. In
contrast, Alfred Whitehead questioned what I had not considered by suggesting
that, as a separate subject, the 'most dreary of all, [was] Literature, represented
by plays of Shakespeare, with philological notes and short analyses of plot and
character ..." (Whitehead, 1929, pp. 6-7). In his estimation, this did not
constitute what a curriwlum ought to teach.

So what was I to do now? Unlike my mindset in high school and during
my undergraduate days, that of my students was not simply going to be btind
acceptance. How was I to get them to believe what Neruda passionately
wanted the world to know? Were my students and I positioned in such a way

that Neruda's message was no longer possible to take up in the contemporary
English 30 classroom? Ought it to be possible? Or, was Neruda's message a

truth that served its purpose, but had no place in the present reality of our
students? What was this present reality?

'But, Ms Fiiipto, why c a ' t we just read other sMT that's easier? You
know, that

makes sense? Or why can't they translate his stuff so we can

understand it,*asked Lany.
During moments of resistance like this, I would have wanted to point out
that learning was not usually easy or ahvays fun (Wong & Wor:g, 1998).
Somehow, however. I decided that this would be better left expressed at
another time. So, in inquiring about the origin of their fnrstrations, my students
had pointed to the unfamiIiar language in Shakespeare as the source of their
discontent A ha! Perhaps, then. ifwe, as educators, were able to render his
texts more accessible to students, they would be able to comprehend, enjoy
and appreciate Shakespeare's plays for their literary value (Alberta Education,
1982, p. 24). Needless to say, 1 was not the first person to consider this as a

solution.
Teacher resource materials are in abundance and teeming with activities
for overcoming the language bamer students often experience when reading
one of Shakespeare's plays. As a possible strategy for overcoming this barrier,
teachers are encouraged to have students restate a portion of Shakespearean
text using contemporary diction and phraseology. Another suggestion has
students enacting a section of a play in the style of a popular television program

such as The Sirnpssns or Fnends. Unfortunately, while many creative
suggestions exist in response to student frustration with Shakespeare's
language, many of my colleagues have pointed to student motivation as the
source of their struggles with students. Upon questioning, some of my students
reacted to this observation by remonstrating that, aside from occasionally brief
backgrounds on authors and their times, a number of their teachers did little to
assist them in developing an understanding of how a particular literary work
could have importance for them (Willinsky, 1991). Perhaps, then, the solution
was to approach the reading of literary texts from a personal perspective, one
that led students to explore their inner selves. "Presumably, they w[ouldl enjoy
reading, discussing, and writing more ifthe focus [wals on their own reactions
with literature rather than on the literature as an object or artifact" (Price, 1989,
p. 11). With all of these possibilities and latest motivational trends available for

enticing the inner student, many teachers of English language arts have been
perpetually preoccupied with finding the magical key to engaging their students.
Unfortunately, many students have continued to be dulled by English classes
that seemed perfunctory in purpose and execution.
With this in mind, my thoughts returned to my students and my language
arts lesson on reading Hamlet. I could quite easily have rattled off a dozen
objectives and goals as prescribed by either the Senior High School Language
Arts Cumculum Guide (1982). the Common Cumculum Framewok fPr English

Language Arts, Kinderyarten to Grade 12 (1998), or the Program of Studies for

Senior High School English Language Ads (2000) to justrfy my pedagogical

choices. It would also have been easy to lull myself into the complacent belief
that I was succeeding in my role as a teacher of English by being able to do so.
After all, I was covering the mandated cumculum whose standards had been
rigorously reviewed, thoroughly researched, and collaboratively finalized. l was
also employing supplementary resources such as Responses to Literature:
Grades K to 8 while paying strict attention to the English 30 diploma

examinations. These documents, though not official curriculum guides, also
shaped how we read literary texts in my classroom thereby guiding my practice
of covering the mandated curriculum. Somehow, though, this view of the
English teacher's role and af cumculum standards did not sit well with me. I
could no longer rationalizewhat I was trying to accomplish with my students.
While it might have been acceptable to design lesson plans with the goal of
fulfilling curriculum requirements during my undergraduate days or earlier in my
career, this systematic approach to teaching English language arts was now
problematic for me, I was at odds with the ways in which I had allowed myself
to operate as a high school English language arts teacher. This mode of
operating was in tension with my students' mode of being. Therein lay the
difficulty. Had I gone astray? Had my students? What was different now in
comparison to when Iwas studying English 30 as a student? What was my
underlying purpose in teaching my students to read literary texts?
Unlike many of my colleagues, Idid not choose to be an English teacher
in order to share my love for literature. Ironically, though Iwhole-heartedly
believed in the passion my teachers had for literature, Inever became an avid

reader. Instead, 1 had been a television junkie. As such, I did not possess the

knowledge, skilts, and attitudes that came with the reading of literature as
presented by my teachers. Therefore, Ifelt it was crucial to enlighten students

by helping them overcame their frustrations with the world of reading literature.
I was convinced that they needed someone like them, someone who was

-

immersed in the world of media - instead of the world of books and thus who
also had to overcome a deficiency in what was needed to truly appreciate
literature. As this person, I could help them see the value in reading literature

-

a value more profound than anything that television had to offer. At the time,
these seemed to be noble, worthwhile, and, attainable goals. In fact, I taught
with a particular urgency to accomplish this before students gave up on
literature, as so many of my friends had when we finished high school. They

were more than happy to capitalize on the resale of their English 30 texts and

were delighted at the thought of never having to read another of Shakespeare's
plays. I wondered: did my friends ever actually read the plays when they were
being covered in class? Somewhere along the line, a tiny thread had begun to
unravel into a growing jumble of knots.

I id+ a+ a loss +o respond to Larry's quesiions, Af +hesame firne, fhe echo
o f some of the more experienced colleagues in my depar)men+diittacted me.

'Wha+'s w a y d h the kick today?! They don't want to do anything. They whine
every time +hey acfvally have +o read

and fhink Television is frying their brains.

They're happy with heit virtual real+ life and living through the characters +hey
wdch who appear and disappear every

halfhour, every evening. They don't want

to listen; h e y done+want to work and they don't w a d t~ learn anything! Worse!
Their parents serve them their Nike shoes and Calvin Klein jeans on a silver plafler.

Plus, every iim fhese kids turn around, someihing new is competing for their
attention! How can school compete with the ~ntemet?'

These colleagues' sentiments were common amongst the English
teachers with whom I interacted, most noticeably in times of frustration. Itoo
had found occasion to utter the same lamentations. Perhaps this generalized
representationof high school students had become one of the truths accepted
by many adub. Perhaps it was in response to this perception that those who
decided what ought to be taught deemed certain skills, concepts, or
behavioural characteristics as necessary for students to possess (White, I982).
In these terms. the what of what students ought to know was being made very
clear through mandated documents. Most importantly. the objectives within
these documents comprised the guiding principles upon which teachers were
expected to base their pedagogical practices. Unfortunately, these incremental
objectives did not speak to the frustrations I had been experiencing for a
number of years now. Instead, I was faced with questioning what it meant to
read literary texts. That is, my students resisted the established curricular
tnrths that privileged certain ways of reading texts, and they were also doubtful

of the supposed need to study literary texts, especially the plays of
Shakespeare. This resistance caused me to undertake a refiedive re
evaluation of my classroom practices and pedagogical choices.

"Yeah. whafk up with that?' agreed another studen+.

Quite frankly, 1

had no idea. So, what was I +o do? Well, Judy, that's

definitely a valid concern. What if I ease both concerns? First, let's try the activity.

Then, those who wan) it to be evaluated can submit it as a replacernerd assignment
for one of our Ha~nlefquizzes so far.' Sure, placate them into submission. i was
certain that was a valid educational goal.

I

anxiously awaited their reaction.

Unexpectedly, Dean was the first to respond. "I'm game, Ms. Filipetto. As
long as I don't have to read Shakespeare o d loud,

I'll give it a shot. But don't

expect me to enjoy ii. I'm just doing you a favour-.
'No problem. Teniiic! Before anyone thinks to back out, let's move on.'
Reluc+antly,the studenk seemed to perk up. 1 began by asking the students +o
give me a simple sentence describing what they had for lunch such as lafe an
dpple (Trask,

1994). Needless to say, the students were suspicious but continued

to humour me with only a few grumbles being audibly perceptible. I then asked the
students to rearrange the words x, as to ueafe iwo 0
h
t phrases.

"Okay, folks, of your three sedences, choose one that might be unnders+ood
as a question.'
Judy was the first to speak. .My sentence was l hadsome soup. And I
changed it to Hadl some soup?'
"Great. How about an arrangement that emphasizes whatever ii i
s that you

ate?'
Dean piped up, I-low about The B@Mac afe P'

'Okay, Miss, what's fhe pain+ af all this?'

'I wondered how much you'd all endure before I was asked t h d question.
Essentially, I'm hoping that, by aperimeding with words, you'll come to appreciate
the ways that authors play with word order in order to emphasize cdain points
and/or to get the audience's &ention."

I' get your gist, Ms. Filipetto. But, it's one thing to play with everyday
English and another thing to do that with Shakespeare's s+uff.* Jus+ then, the bell
convenienity rang. The sfudents filed out.
My intention for the coming evening was to review my resources and see if I
could explore ofher p o ~ ~ i b i lto
i t iencourage
~
the students to meef me half way
wiSh Shakespeare. Though I was hopeful about preparing for tomorrow's class, I
still felt uneasy about not being able to whole-heartedly explain why I felt if

WEIS

important to study Shakespeare, particularly to myself!
After I arrived home that evening, I eagerly flipped through a number of +he
resource packages that I had acquired over the years. Soon, though, good humour
turned to despair; I was now disappointed to see that almost all of the activities
were iniormdion-based, followed by a quiz or a unit tes+ of some sort.

Any proposed solutions

including the use of the latest motivationaltrend

seemed to simply patch up the perceived difficulties on the surface. This
emphasis on methodology, some suggest, has caused a separation between
pedagogical activity and purpose causing
cultural and educational theory [to] become detached from the
methodology devised to carry it out, leaving students (and
teachers] to grapple with the methodology without any notion of
why they are doing so. (Graff, 1987, p. 34)

It was also unsatisfactory to locate blame for these tirfficutties within any
particular group: teachers, students, curriculum writers, or program

implernenters. The use of any one of these groups as a scapegoat simply
would not suffice. Something larger was at the core of this experience of
detachment
By the time Iwas ready to retire for the evening, 1 had lost sight of what I
had hoped to explore the next day. Why did I really want to engage in an
exploration of Shakespeare's Hamlet? What shaped my individual choices as a
teachef? Was it really because that was what I had been taught to value and,

subsequently, convinced I wanted to teach? What did it mean to me to teach
students about reading literary texts over others? From where did the interest
in reading literature such as Shakespeare's plays in schoots originate?

Surfacing the Questions
What followed, then, was a yearning to question what was and what
ought to be taking place in the high sctlool English language arts classroom.

As a result, it would be necessary to consider how the reading of literature in
the high school English language arts dassroorn had been understood by all
those involved in the classroom experience: government officials, pedagogical

teachers, and
theorists, corporate lobbyists, school district supe~~mrs,
students. Consequently, two questions emerged:
1.

How have we come to understand what it means to read literature in
the high school English language arts classroom?

2. How do these ways of thinking about the reading of literature afFect
students and teachers?
An exploration of these questions in this thesis has led me to reconsider the

historical past, examine the lived present, and anticipate a hopeful future for the
reading of literature in the high school classroom.
In what follows, I present a response to these questions in a form that
parallels a five-act play. Ialso incorporate excerpts from Shakespeare's
Hamlet as my section titles to echo the prominence that such literary pieces are

given. This thesis invites us to question such privileging in English language

arts.
In Act I, I introduce the layered complexity of literature's role in the high
school English language arts classroom. In Act II, Ioutline the conceptual
framework that I employed and haw I chose to approach the study. In Act Ill, 1
consider the two dominant influences on the construction of English language
arts in Alberta high schools. In general, I examine official documents,
classroom texts, and my own pradice to unearth these influences. In Act hi, I
probe the (im)possibilityof a cultural turn in English language arts in the hope
that it might address the frustrations and tensions that Ihave experienced and
witnessed within my own practice. In Act V, I explore how cultural studies could
be enacted in the high school English language arts classroom.

ACT TWO

SCENE l
'There Is Nothing Eiier Good or Bad But Thinking Makes It Sow
(Hamlet, 11, ii,265-66)

Conceptual Framework: A Poststnrcturalist Reading

The conceptual framework I draw upon in this study is the
poststructuralism of Michel Foucault. Though not specifically recognized as

a reading theorist, Foucault has explored a number of socially. culturally, and
historically (Ward, 1997) constituted practices including sexuality, madness,

and discipline and punishment (Rabinow, 1984). These explorations have
proven helpful in considering a wide variety of constructions within society
(Bogdan, 1992). With this variety in mind, Foucault can be said to have

authored more than a series of texts. That is. he has created the foundation
upon which and from which other texts can be constructed (Rabinow, 1984).
Evidence of this can be seen in the proliferation of studies on or using

-

Foucault's ideas to enlighten a variety of social theories wrtfi one

exception: those within the field of education. This scarcity might be
reflective

of the inevrtable clashes that would occur if the largely modernist

discourses in education were brought to bear against Foucault's ideas
(Popkewitz & Brennan, 1998). That is, the ideas that have largely shaped

the schooling of young people in Canada aver the past century or so have
primm-ly reflected the notions of rationality and objectivity within society.

These Western European notions were challenged by Foucault who called

for a re-examination of how people interactedwithin the organizations
created by society. Wih attention to applying Foucault's ideas to education,
then. his constructs will be employed to consider the effect that the institution
of education has had on those who operate within it. In English language
arts, poststructuralism proves particularly useful in identijring and analyzing
the ways in which literature has been read in the high school classroom by
recognizing that language, the structures of society, and each person in
society are historically and socially constituted (Davies, 1993). The
implications here are that poststructuralism also opens up the possibility for
determining what is problematic about how literary texts are read in the high
school classroom.
In order to tackle this exploration in the spirit of Foucault, however, it

becomes necessary to begin with the key notions that shape his analytic
approach. These understandings refer to the constructs of discourse,

subjectivity, powerknowledge, and regimes of truth. As a starting point, I
first explore the notion of discourse since it binds all of the others and
represents the production of ideas that are at the basis of our larger
historical, cultural. and social relations (Sardar & Van Loon, 1997).

Discourse
In the simplest of terms. discourse refers to the communication that

takes place amongst people. This communication comes in the form of
talking and wnting, that is, through storytelling, conversation, and other forms

of interaction (Culler, 1997). However, discourse is more than simply the
interactions between individuals and groups. The discourses that are
produced by various individuals, groups within society, and societies as a
whole not only represent the thoughts and feelings they wish to articulate,

but also govem the ways of being for these individuals and groups. That is,
[djiswurses . . . are ways of constituting knowledge, together
with the social practices, forms of subjectivity and power
relations which inhere in such knowledges and the relations
between them. Discourses are more than ways of thinking and
producing meaning. They constitute the 'nature" of the body,
unconscious and conscious mind and emotional life of the
subjects which they seek to govem. Neither the body nor
thoughts and feelings have meaning outside of their discursive
articulation. but the ways in which discourses constitute the
minds and bodies of individuals is always part of a wider
network of power relations, often with institutional bases.
(Weedon. 1997, p. 105)
In other words, discourses are the everyday productions of and encounters
with language that reproduce the bits and pieces of knowledge making up
our evolving cultural codes and societal traditions. Some of the discourses
that have had the most dominant impad on our lives are those with
institutional bases such as medicine and the law (Weedon, 1997). Of these
institutions, education too reproduces traditions of concepts, patterns of
actions. and roles and relationships that are continually being shaped and
reshaped by those who partake in this institution. This sculpting pmcess
calls for students and teachers to gain insight into how to move around,
about, within, and through these traditions. Most importantly, though,
knowledge and awareness of society's traditions potentially enables students
and teachers to atter them (Applebee, 1996).

Furthermore, these cubrally and socially (Ward, 1997) produced
knowledges represent the power structures that perpetuate andlor challenge
existing ways of being and operating - those that are accepted as well as
those scorned within society (Sardar & Loon. 1997). In this sense,
discourses not only represent abstractions, but also mediate concrete
situations (Ward, 1997). It is through this process of participating in the
creation, reformation, and perpetuation of discourses that the individual
experiments with the development of a sense of self within society while
making sense of the world around him or her.

In English language arts education, varied discourses about reading
have been articulated (Lodge. 1988). One view of reading sees it as a way
to construct an understandingof our human existence. The conversations
within this perspective would characterire reading as being
older than printing or writing or even language itself. Reading
begins with wonder at the world about us.... Reading is "signs
and portents," the flight of birds, the changing moon, the
"changelessnsun, and the '%xednstars that move through the
night. Reading is the practical management of the world about
us. (Binter, Dlabal, 8 Kise, 1969, p. 3)

Here, reading is constituted as a synonym for thought and observation and,
thus, the basis for interpreting and operating within the surrounding
environment. At the other end of the specburn, reading is viewed as a

simple process of decoding a series of scribbles on paper. This mechanistic
discourse speaks of reading as a tool employed, perhaps, to acquire
knowledge and develop skills for achieving a particular goal (Ruddell et al.,
1994). Yet another discourse delves into the negotiation of meaning

between reader and text (Rosenblatt. 1995). This transactional view of
reading involves cunversations that revolve around how meaning is created
through the interactions that occur between a reader, a text, and its author.
More recently, reading has been expressed as
an act of creation, a social
that invofves the production
of self.. .. In the reading process, we discover both the
construction of the reader and the text he or she reads. In the
construction of self and text. meaning is also produced. (Block.
1995, p. xv).
Therefore, whether we construct reading as a medium of thought, a tool, a
transactional experience, or a constructivist approach to seff-understanding,
it is notable that a particular view of society and the individual's place in it is
revealed through the discourse that is appropriated. That is, if reading is
thought. then the individual is afforded the capacity to construct reality. If
reading is a tool, then the individuat must make him or herself useful to
society. If reading is a transaction, then the individual forms a concept of self
through interaction with various literary texts. Lastly, in the fourth example, if
reading is a social act of creation, then the individual is seen as an active
constructor of meaning.
In addition to the social and cultural dimensions of discourse, another
aspect of its constnrdion is reflective of the values and beliefs held by a
particular society during a particular historical period. For instance, in Great
Britain's eighth and ninth century societies, the goal of education grew out of
a perceived need to have religious instruction form the basis of a student's
early years of schooling (Applebee, 1974). By the early sixteenth century,

this emphasis on religion led to the indusion of the Lord's Prayer alongside
the alphabet in children's exercise books. Consequently, 'even parents
without any worldly standing began to realize that their offspring stood a
better chance of gaining ... their ultimate heavenly reward if they were taught
to read' (Demers & Moyles, 1982, p. 2). Up to the seventeenth century,
children read books that were intended to improve their behaviour through
the recitation of religious beliefs that were embedded in the selections used
in the classroom. Wfih the reading of texts constituted in this way, students

were positioned as receptacles and teachers were charged with the
responsibility of filling their students with appropriate knowledge.

Subjectivity
In fun'her exploration of discourse and how it positions those who
operate within, about, and around it, an understanding of the self is needed.
In the past, a number of terms have been employed in various ways to refer
to the human person. These terms include 'substance and attribute, form
and matter, subject, mind, ego, and self-identity' (Schrag, 1997, p. 3). More
recently, the individual person, or self, has been d-bed

as the riving entity

that is inserted into the physical being, or subject, with concrete life
experiences.
This notion of subjectivity conceives of the individual person as a
speaking subject who participates in the production of meaning through the
application, manipulation, and consumption of language. This language

becomes instrumental in the production

of meaning because it frames these

meanings. It is also important to note that the producer and consumer of
language is the subject of these meanings. That is to say, the notion of
subject, here, is not to mean topic or theme. Rather, the subject is the self
that creates and is created by the meanings produced through language.
Most importantly, however, this speaking subject is simultaneously acting
from what has already been produced in an attempt to create something that
is newly uttered (Schrag, 1997).
For instance, if we consider the presence of literature in the schooling
of young Canadians, we again see that the reading of literary texts has been
shaped by a variety of discourses and powerknowledge relations that have
created various subject positions over the years. More specifically, it was
under the direction of Ryerson in 1871 that the first official course of studies
was generated for and implemented in the common/publidy-funded school
(Tomkins, 1986). During this historical period. the Canadian curriculum
reflected not only British values and civic goals, but also societal changes.

These changes stemmed from the Industrial Revolution that originated
during in the fatter part of seventeenth and eighteenth century in Europe

(Ward, 1997; Pooie, 1991). This revolution included the assembly-line
approach to production. Consequently. the language of this era, identified as
the Modem Era, included the notions of basic building blocks, separated
elements, division of labour, and precision. Within education,
[k]nowiedge was broken into pieces, reduced to its elements
and compartmentalized; pupils themselves were viewed as raw

material to be processed ... and the precise division of the day
into periods likewise stressed the order, obedience and
uniformity characteristic of the factory system. (Tornkins, 1986,
P- 76)
These modernist notions were echoed by the importance placed on speaking

and writing English precisely such that the emphasis within literature was on

correct reading, memorizing historicaf details of iiterature, and undertaking
detailed analyses of various literary works. Thus, it can be said that the

mechanistic language of that historic period informed the ways in which
literary texts were read in the high school English language arts classroom.

These ways, in turn, affected how students were positioned which, for the
most part, was in the form of receivers of predetermined knowledge and

reproducers of society's norms. Therefore, the regimented efforts of
teachers to ensure that students acquired a proper knowledge and use of

fnglish created a dassmom experience that depended on tfie teacher for
supervisory authority. It was within this authoritative role that the teacher
imparted sanctioned knawledge to students who were disciplined to m i v e ,

accept, and employ segmented knowledge to ensure social cohesion and
progress (Popkewitr & Brennan, 1998). These emerging power relations
shaped how literature was read in the classroom.

PowerlKndedge

Power and knowledge are so intricately intertwined that 'there is no
power relation without the correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor

any knowledge that does not presuppose and c o n m e at the same time

power relationsm(Rabinow, 1984)). An example of this powerhowledge
relationship can be found in Alberta's early years of education. At this time,
the first readers distributed to all of the province's students were the
Alexandra Readers. Through these texts and the primarily British teachers
who presented its contents to their students, Albertan children were infused
with the knowledge that the
British Empire was progressive, powerful and the most
enlightened of avilizations and that the British people were
brave, intelligent and moral. [In contrast,] ... Canadian
selections tended to be descriptive stories of growing wheat on
the prairies or were ... selected because, like 'Flandets Fields,'
they spoke of Canadian love and loyalty for the Mother
Country. (Sheehan et al,, 1986, p. 41)
Following World War I, pride in the contributions of Canadians at the
intemational level mixed with fears of American influence led not only to a
nationalistic shift across the country (Tomkins. 1986)' but also to curricular
changes in Albertan schools. Specifically, the Alexandra Readers were
replaced with the Canadian Readers. These latter readers featured the
Canadian Ensign and the Ottawa Parliament Buildings alongside the Royal
Family. There were also more selections with Canadian settings and heroes
(Sheehan et al., 1986). Therefore, the almost exclusive influence of the
British Empire on Alberta's early days of formalized schooling gave way to
the effects of interactions with the United States and of intemational events
such as war. The impact on education was the redefining of what ought to

be taught. In other words, we see that
it is not the activity of the subject of knowledge that produces a
arpus of kmvledge, useful or resistantto power, but power-

knowledge, the processes and struggles that traverse it and of
which it is made up, that determines the forms and possible
domains of knowledge. (Rabinow, 1984, p. 175)
That is, particular knowledges were altered or replaced by others as certain
power relations were played out over the course of time (Weedon, 1997).
When, over time, certain knowledges continued to be reproduced and
identified as essential to the functioning of society, these ways of knowing
often became fixed as truth.

Regimes of Truth
In earlier times, there existed not only the belief that truth could be
determined, but also that establishing truth through scientific reasoning was
an important goal (Poole, 1991). In more recent times. the notion of truth
has taken on a more conditional quality, one whereby 'statements become
positional, contingent on the space, time, and language in which they are
made and heardn(Miller, 1998, p. 5). For Foucault. truth is produced and
consumed through far-reaching structures such as those of educational
institutions. With this in mind, Foucault has suggested that the investigation
of society's discursive practices needs to take into account the rules of right
being sanctioned (Foucault, 1980). In expanding upon this point, he explains
that
in a society such as ours, but basically in any society, there are
manifold relations of power which permeate, characterise and
constitute the social tmdy, and these relations of power cannot
themselves be established, consolidated nor implemented
without the production, accumulation, circulation and
functioning of a discourse. (p. 93)

That is, the extent to which discourses are afforded authority and authenticity
determines which discourses are identified as knowledge and which become
interconnectedwith power. In this sense, people do not possess, exert,
fabricate. or institutionalize power. Rather, p e r 'is the name given to a
complex strategic relation in a given societg (Foucault, 1980, pp. 235-236).
The resulting powerfknodedge creates a conceptual framework: what we
think we know about the w d d and how we are brought to think of it in that
way.
For instance. the medieval grammar school of England emphasized
that, wtthout a strong grounding in Latin, it would not be possible to
understand other areas of study such as philosophy, history, and the
sciences. Therefore, the study of Latin language and literature was deemed
essential. This study required the development of an understanding of the
structure of Latin itself as well as the ability to comprehend its texts. A
particular notion about language teaming thus became sanctioned as truth.
This way of knowing language emphasized both an understanding of its
structure as well as its production, that is, the creation of a variety of texts
using the form and structure of that language. This belief was accepted in
both Europe and the pioneer communities of North America (Wilson, 1970).
By the nineteenth century, then, general notions about language
learning reflected the medieval M s surrounding the learning of Latin. The
result was the widespread development of courses in English that were
referred to as the study of English language and literature (Applebee, 1974).

This way of coming to know language therefire framed how liiterary texts
would be read in the English language arts classroom, privileging this
particular way of reading literature. Sanctioned

as essential to student

learning, this knowledge of reading literature was given an authority that
wielded influence over those in the classroom (Foucault, 1980). In granting
authority to this way of knowing, these power relations made possible the
formation of particular discourses of truth about how literature ought to be
read. For any discursive investigation, then, it becomes important to locate
the discursive moments of truth's creation, its reproduction, and its relation to
power (Foucault, 1990). In other words,
[tlhere can be no possible exercsie
of power without a certain
economy of discourses of truth which operates through and on
the basis of this association. We are subjected to the
production of truth through power and we cannot exercise
power except through the production of truth.. .. Power never
ceases its interrogation, its inquisition, its regismaonof truth: it
institutionalises, professionalises and rewards its pursuits.
(FoucauJt, 1980, p. 93)
In analyzing these discourses and regimes of truth that privilege a particular
way of reading literary texts in the English language arts classroom, we need
to keep the following questions in mind. Which dominant power retations
were at work during a specific historical period? How did these relations
privilege certain discourses over others? How did these discourses sustain
the particular relations of power that were in operation? Finally, how did
these discourses inform what was to be privileged as truth? (Rabinow, 1984)
Wih respect to the landscape of reading, then, the discourses that
shaped what was eventually appropriated as English language arts

education in Alberta were those that informed the formation of knawledge
and truths in eastern Canada and, before that, Western European societies.
Accompanying the view that students must come to learn the structure of
English as well as become able to comprehend its literature, another truth
that became sanctioned was that certain texts were more worthy of study
than others. It was for this reason that, during the nineteenth century,
references were made to a literary cannon - a collection of poetry and prose
considered essential for study (Willinsky, 1991). As one example, literary
pieces such as 'Scott's 'Lay of the Last Minstrel' could be found in the
syllabi of most provinces where they often endured for the next half century,
contributing to a national curriculum, albeit one based on Old World culture"
(Tomkins, 1986, p. 84). Not surprisingly, Shakespeare's works were also
included in that academic tradition. However, it is rather noteworthy that,
prior to the end of the nineteenth century, his writings were taken up
primarily as a part of popular culture (Applebee. 1996). In this instance, we
see how the reading of Shakespeare -today considered an essential aspect
of English 10120130 courses - was, at one time, not perceived as required
reading for high school students. The regime of truth surrounding
Shakespeare was thus a relatively recent development in the history of
language arts education. Nevertheless, it is significant that reading in
schools - whether for the promotion of moral and civic values andlor the
appreciation of literature -was based on the reading of particular selections
deemed worthy of study as part of the education of a society's youth.

In general, however, we have seen that the reading of literary texts in
schools has been driven by a privileging of modernist notions of knowing and
being. That is, 'knowledge was the motor by which 'reason' could direct
social action and guarantee Mure betterment in society" (Popkewitz &
Brennan, 1998, p. 7). Also significant is that these notions were couched
within a primarily patriarchal Western European culture (Molinaro, 1991).
Attention to this historical context of English language arts was a key starting
point for this study. It provided a backdrop for the reasons behind the
reading of literary texts in the high school classroom and why these texts
were read in particular ways. From this brief historical study, then, insight
was gained into the social conditions and beliefs that led to the development
of certain approaches to reading literature over others (Stoops, 1971). The
value of historical study,
however. is not simply in helping discover the paths by which
the present emerged, but in revealing particulars from the past
which may serve as comparisons with the present, as lenses
through which to consider our own times. (Startt & Sloan, 1989,
p. xii)
One caution, though, must be acknowledged at this point. Given that
historical study has primarily been an exploration of what people have done
and why they have chosen to do so in particular ways, the tendency has also
been to seek out universal human truths (Startt & Sloan, 1989)+ For this
investigation, however, reflection on what has occurred in the past will serve
to illuminate the discourses and regimes of truth that seem to have guided or
were the result of certain societal choices and historical events surrounding

the reading of literary texts. It is also important to recognize the inherent
limitation of a historical study as the act of interpretation based on selective
information. Therefore, it becomes essential to examine more closely what
reading literature in the high school language arts classroom currently looks
like and how it affects the interactions between teachers and students.

ACT TWO
SCENE ll
'Though This Be Madness, Yet There Is Method In't"
(Hamlet, II, ii, 222-23)
Approaching the Study

Wth poststructuralism in mind, the original questions of this study can be
articulated in the following way:
1. How is the reading of literary texts discursively constituted?

2. What subject positions are students and teachers (dis)allowedwithin

these discursive constructions?
I choose to explore these questions with specific attention to the English 30

curriculum. While I believe that any of the high school English courses could
have been selected. English 30 usually receives the most scrutiny by teachers.
administrators, employers, and ofiers in society who hold positions of authority.
One reason for this might be that English 30 is a common requirement for
admittance into post-secondary programs.

The Research Approach
1 have elected to employ a discourse analysis to investigate the

constructions of reading literature that subsequently position teachers and
students. Through discourse analysis, it is possible to gain insight into the
dominant preoccupations and major strategies that influence those who take up
and are positioned by the discourses of society (Pope. 1995). The reason for

undertaking a discourse analysis is rooted in its acknowledgement of language
as a key dimension in the way people function within society and formulate their
symbolic ways of being. This view of language also asserts that it is not possible
to construct an image of reality plainly and clearly (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2000;
Foucault, 1980).
The way language is used does not so much reflect a person's
inner, subjective world, as generate a version of this world that is in
part a transient one. Neither accounts of subjectivity (feelings,
attitudes, notions, values), nor ideas about the external world are
consistent, partly as a consequence of there being no one-to-one
relationship between language use and the phenomenon it is
supposed to say something about (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2000, p.
202).
No longer does language provide a representation of absolute, universal truths
that transcend all societal and human limitations (Ward, 1997). No longer is
there the privileging of the objective, empirical, and scientific approach that had
dominated for the better part of the last three centuries (Stewart. 1997). Instead,
language is seen as being mnstruded and constructive; it is also characterized

as having consequences with no foolproof method for handling the variations of
its productions (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2000). At the same time, this view opens
up an expanded understanding of the production of meaning. That is, there is
the implicit suggestion of 'a crucial critique of the sr>-cailed realistic view of
language, which treats utterances as relatively unambiguous entry points to the
understanding of actions, ideas or events' (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2000, p. 202).
For these reasons, discourse analysis is a qualitative approach to research that

would facilitate the examination of the kinds of meanings that are brought to bear
from reading literature in particular ways.

In part, this study also indudes a consideration of how students become
shaped as readers and what it means to read particular texts such as
Shakespeare's Hamlet. This exploration of the student as reader requires a
consideration of how the student. as an agent in the production of meaning, is
positioned. Wth respect to agency, Idraw upon Bogdan's work (1990) which
identifies three interdependent agents. The first of these agents is the subject,
the actor within society. The second is made up of the concrete and materially
defined objects found in a particular culture. Thirdly, there are the regimented
norms that direct the interchanges and exchanges between the subjects and
objects. More specifically within education. the subjects, objects and regimented
norms can be identified as follows. The subjects include the teachers, students,
government officials, theorists, and other members of society that shape or are
shaped by what is read and how it is read. The objects are, primarily, the literary
texts being read; this includes the author. However, depending on the approach
to reading. it is possibie for teachers and students to be objedified as well as the
text and author. Thirdly, the regimented noms are those objective. goals. and

principles that are revealed to teachers through official documents such as the
provincial curriculum guide. An instance of regimented norms can be seen in the
accepted goals of education referred to previously that were indicative of
Canadian pedagogy in the late 1800's through the cultivation of Christian ethics
and British values (Wilson et al., 1970). During this historical time, teachers were
positioned as moral tutors who were directed to expose students to a curriculum

that privileged particular moral beliefs and acceptable cultural practices. At the

same time, the subject position of the child in this historical instance was
objectified such that he or she was to be molded into an agent of future societal
improvement through the reading of the sanctioned texts of that time (Tomkins,
1986).

The Texts of Study
Just as historical texts serve as an artifact of investigation for the ways in
h i c h literature was read in the past, texts of present significance can reveal

much about present practices. At the same time, it must be acknowledged that
the written form has been accorded particular authority in the Western world.

'We are a paper and ink civilization" (Binter, Olabal & Kse, 1969. p. 10).

However, for this study, texts also need to be understood in the broadest sense.
That is, whether we enjoy a live theatrical performance, notice an ad at a bus

stop, or page through a novel, each of these is a form of language production.
This extended view of text is necessary in order to acknowledge that discourse is
revealed through a variety of language constructions. Within an English

language arts classroom,therefore. a text does not become restricted to novels,
short stories, poetry, modem drama, Shakespeare's plays, and non-fiction

essays. Instead, the study of texts as language productionswould indude
photographs, mime, cartoon strips, film, video, television productions, song
recordings, radio programs, and the Internet (Alberta Learning, 2000).

In considering what is given present significance, Ilook to those
dmments that have informedwhat is taking place in the English language arts

classroom of today. In the Province of Alberta, the SchoolAct specifies that a
'teacher while providing instruction or supervision must b) teach the courses of
study and education programs that are prescribed, approved or authorized
pursuant to this Act" (1999, p. 21). Thus, with education as a public institution
that operates within government guidelines, the official documents published by
Alberta Learning become prime sources for ascertaining what knowledge is of
most worth in the eyes of those who are charged with the task of constructing
these texts. For these reasons, an analysis of these texts is crucial to this study.

These offiaal documents are also significant given that they can be accessed by
anyone in Alberta through public libraries, local school boards, Alberta Leaming,
and the Internet. Consequently, anyone can be informed on what students ought
to know. Equally useful to our analysis are other texts such as supplementary

resource booklets that promise to align teacher practices with official documents.
The third group of texts included in this study is comprised of various images
from my own practice that reveal my recollections of interactions between
teachers and students in the high school English language arts classroom. It is
through an examination of these written and lived texts as artifads that the
layered nature of discourse can be explored. The textual artifacts of this study,
then, are the
Senior High School Language A ~ f sCumcuium Guide (Alberta
Education. 1982);
The Common Cunkulurn Framework bf English Language
Arts, Kindergarten to Gradre 12 (Western Canadian Protocd for
Collaboration in Basic Education, 1998);
Program of Studies for Senior High School English Language
Arts (Alberta Learning, 2000);
Responses to Uemture: Grades K - 8 (Macon et al.. 1997);

English 30 Diploma Examination and related documents; and
a Images of My Practice in the English 30 Classroom.
A discourse analysis of these texts looks at the nuances, the presences, and
absences they reveal.
The first of the documents listed above, the Senior High School Language

Arts Cumculum Guide (Alberta Education, 1982), is the document that mandated
high school English language arts studies for the past twenty years. As a

program guide, this document outlines a philosophy, rationale, goals. and
specific learning objectives for high school English language arts. This document
also includes commentaries on appropriate methodology and a listing of the
literary texts to be studied at each grade level. In reflecting on the shaping effect
,
looking upon it as the high school
of this curriculum guide on my p ~ a ~ c1 erecall
language arts bible. Religiously. I incorporated each of the objectives outlined in
its statement of content into each literary genre Istudied with my students. This
enabled me to justify each lesson by using the student objectives mandated
within this document.
While the Senior High School Language Ads Cum'culum Guide (Alberta
Education, 1982) still shapes the reading of literature in the classroom, for the
past five years or so. The Common Cumculum Framework h r English Language
Ads, Kindergarten to Grade 12 (Western Canadian Protocol for Collaboration in

Basic Education, 1998) has informed the practice of teachers. This curriculum
framework is of particular interest for our study given that it was a collaborative
political production of the four western provinces and two terntories with the
lnig
purpose of addressing the oflw

major goals:

high standards of education
common educational goals
removing obstades to the access of educational opportunities
for students, including improving the ease of transfer from
jurisdiction to jurisdiction
optimum use of educational resources. (Western Canadian
Protocol for Collaboration in Basic Education, 1998, p. vii;
Alberta Education, 1999, p. I)
Using this framework as a basis for development. each province and territory
was then equipped to design a new program of studies. For Alberta, the
Program of Studies for Senior High School English Language Arts (Alberta

Learning, 2000) is expected to guide tile practice of teachers commencing
September 2000 through a pilot program in selected Alberta high schools.
Other textual sources that gamer attention are the supplementary
resources that support the mandated cuniculurn. One example of these
resources is Responses to Lifemture: Grades K

- 8 (Macon et al., 1991).

In this

guide, a variety of visual organizers is provided for use by teachers to assist
students in becoming 'immersed, engrossed, absorbed, and totally invoked in
literaturew(Macon et al.. 1991, p. 3). These organizers are presented as
Engagement Activities with the purpose of involving students as participants in
understanding a story rather than as analysts dissecting the story in order to
construct meaning. Some of these Engagement Activrties include the Story
Frame, Plot Relationship Chart, Story Map, Prediction Chart, Knowledge Chart,
Character Map, and Story Pyramid. The goal behind the incorporationof these
activities is to 'encourage students to become lifelong readers whose sense of
the aesthetic is enriched by contact with quati literature' (Macon et al., 1991, p.

Further insight into the practices of teachers and the experiences of
students is gained from an analysis of the provincial examinations that are
compulsory at the grade twelve level. Writing these compulsory examinations is
required for obtaining a high school diploma. After two decades of being absent,
these assessment instruments, including the English 30 diploma examination,
were re-implemented during the 1984-85 school year. It may also be of interest
to note that I was amongst the many Albertan students who wrote these
government tests. In fact, I still vividly recall the anxiety that surrounded the
preparation for and writing of the examination, knowing that it would be
incorporated into my final English 30 mark.

The administration of this examination takes place at the end of every
semester of the English 30 course -the final course in the grade 12 academic
stream of high school English language arts. (The non-academic stream which
has English 33 as its final course also requires students to write a diploma
examination of a similar composition to that of the English 30 level.) All students
in the province are required to write the examination on the same day and even
within an hour of the recommended time provided by the province. Organized
into two parts, the English 30 diploma examination is comprised of the following
sections: Part A: Writen Response and Part B: Reading. The first portion of
the English 30 examination asks students to compose two written texts. The first
of these is a response to a specified theme highlighted in a given text This
theme is also used as the basis for the second assignment. For this second
piece of writing, students are required to use literature that they studied during

their high school years- Part B of the English 30 diploma examination is
comprised of seventy multiple choice questions that test students using complete
or partial literary selections representing poetry, modem drama, Shakespearean
drama, the novel, the short story, and non-fiction texts. These two sections of
the English 30 diploma examination are written on different days, usually a week
or so apart from each other. The students' performance on these two
examinations is equally weighted to comprise fif€y percent of their final blended

mark for English 30. The other half of the final blended mark is comprised of the
grade assessed by the teacher based on the students' performance throughout
the semester. With the two-day diploma examination being given equivalent
status to the months of dassroom work that students produce, the English 30
diploma examination is a preoccupation for students and teachers alike.
Performance on this provincial test attracts further attention given that this two-

part examination is often used as an entrance requirement for many postsecondary institutions.
In support of an analysis of these texts, an exploration is also needed of
the exchanges that take place between students and teachers. As suggested by
Alvesson & Skoldberg (2000),discourse analysis is not only concerned with
documents that have arisen from the social interactions of people, but also with
the resulting instances of interaction that emerge. In this way, images of practice
are included in the broad definition of text (Pope, 1995). For this study, images

of practice are represented by classroom vignettes, specific lessons, and sample

handouts that highlight my experience over a seven-year period of engaging
students in literary texts.

Limitations
The absence of direct student involvement in this exploration is a dear
limitation of this study. However, a first step in exploring the discourses of
reading as they are manifested in Alberta's English 30 classrooms is to give
consideration to the ways that various documents and teacher practices shape
and are shaped by discourse. After all, the student's experience in the
classroom is based on the teacher's chosen methodology and pedagogical
stance which are in part shaped by official documents. In addition, by drawing on

my classroom experiences, an indirect amsideration of my students' perspective
is included. Most importantly, though, it must be emphasized that this study is a
direct result of my disappointment with what was taking place in the classroom.
In turn. this disillusionment was a reaction to the ongoing frustration and
discontent that my students were expressing. Nevertheless, while their voices
might not have been the primary source of analysis, they were considered within
the discourses that shaped my classroom practices and resulted in particular
positionings of my students, the literary texts we read, and of me. Thus. it is
hoped this study might point to what is at play in the ways literature is read in the
classroom setting.

ACT THREE

SCENE l
'Suit the Action to the Word, the Word to the Action'
(Hamlet, Ill, ii, 17-18)
The Discourse of Competence

While reading Ma/n/et my sens*iities were again heightened +o my
students' resistance. I wondered abou.) how I, as a teacher, could be convinced

that developing solid skills in deciphering and communicding the meanings of
literary texts was essential to a strong grounding in English language arts. Yet, the
majority of my students operated under the premise that English 30 was simply
another hoop through which +hey were required to leap. Again, a barrage o i
ihoughts reverberated in my mind.

'Why do we have to Be able +o pick out the imagery in k;;t/nlef? What
does it matter which flowers OpMia was carrying?

I couldn't find a response that didn'f involve an automatic recitation of
curricular objectives such

as the global a l l - p u ~ o ~response:
e
'the

development o f

language arts skills is integrally related to success in one's further education, career
and social lifeu(Alber+a Educafion,

I982,p. 4).

While I hesitated, another studerrt spoke "Are you going to assign anofhu
essay? Will

it count for marks?'

Again, all I could think of were the cumcular objectives that had justified
my efforfs in the pask

the fundamental purpose of any cutriculum should be fo assist
students bath to acquire the skills, dt-hdes and knowledge +heywill
need to meet the everyday requirements o f life and to &in

the

maximum fulfillment of their nature as human beings V\lkr)a
Education,

1982, p. 6).

This objective was supported by the new program of studies which aims

b enable

each studenf to understand and appreciate language and to use if c o n f i d d y and
competently for a variety of purposes ..* (Alberta Learning, p. I).
In the end, I remained frustfafed by my inabil'i to respond to my students
without simply reiterating +he educational reasoning +ha)always leff them empty in
fhe past.

Once again, we see an emphasis on the competent use of language.
W~hinthe discourse of competence, the term competence is understood in a
variety of ways. Words associated with this term include sufficient. adequate,
specific, judgements, skills, strengths, and abilities (Nickse, 1981). It is also
suggested that competence
refers essentially to a state of being or to a capacity. One who is
competent is one who has a certain 'fitness, sufficiency, or
aptitude;" or to take the word's Latin derivation, a competent
person is one who possesses a certain confluence, 'symmetry,
conjunction, or meeting together" of powers which allow him or
her 'to adequately deal with a situation." (Short, 1984, p. 124)
Competence involves the completion of a particular task, the achievement of a
goal, and/or the learning of a skill. Most importantly, it is necessary to
demonstrate the completion, achievement, and/or learning that has occurred
(Short, 1984).

Forms of Acquisition

Wah respect to competence within English language arts, the Program
of Studies for Senior High School English Language Arts (Alberta Learning,
2000) is organized according to five general outcomes.

General outcomes are broad statements identifying what
students are expected to demonstrate with increasing
competence and confidence from Grade 10 to 12.. .. Each
general outcome encompasses specific outcomes that students
are expected to achieve by the end of each designated senior
high school English language arts course. (Alberta Learning,
2000, pp. 6-7)
Under the guise of the second basic aim of the Program of Studies fur Senior
High School English Language Ads (Alberta Learning, 2000),the development

of students as confident and competent language users is echoed in each of
the five general leaming outcomes. For instance, the first general learning

outcome describes having each student "appraise [hisher] own strengths and
weaknesses as a language user; select appropriate strategies to increase
strengths and address weaknesses, and monitor their effectiveness" (p. 18).
Wrthin the second general learning outcome, the student is directed to work
with the 'form that the text creator has fashioned and the textual elements,

rhetorical devices and stylistic techniques that the text creator has employed
.

.. [in order to] identify the effects that are created by particular forms,

elements, devices and techniques' (p. 21). The third general learning

outcome focuses on the research and management of ideas and infannation.
Wmin this learning outcome, it is hoped that students acquire effective
strategies for conducting research with increased independence and

sophistication (p. 37). Through the fourth general learning outcome, students
are to learn 'effectwe strategies for creating text and for enhancing the
thoughtfdness, effectiveness and correctness of communication' (p. 47).
Lastly, the filth general learning outcome focuses on the goal of collaborating
with others through the effective use of language-related strategies such as
the ability to recognize 'how stereotyping and parody contribute to the creation
of positive and negative portrayals of characters in literature" (p. 66).

Within each general aim, the specific outcomes reflect the skills
that students are expected to acquire, master, and demonstrate.

Examples of these specific outcomes include the ability to "assess the
contributions that visual and aural elements make to the meaning of

texts" ; 'identify and interpret figurative language and symbol, and
remgnize and interpret familiar allusions" ; 'assess the contribution of
imagery to the meaning of texts;" and 'create and use own reference
materials [such as a personalized dictionarylglossary and a
personalized URL address list] to aid understandingn(Alberta Learning,
2000, pp. 23-24).

Wdh skills described as outcomes similar to those we see above,

literary texts are ofien perceived as organized structures that demonstmte a
particular logic. This understanding of competence is essential to the view that

a good reader can comprehend this logic by applying particular skiils. In fact,
some suggest that this process of comprehension can be scientifically studied
(Reber 8 Scarborough, 1977;Irwin, 1986). As a result,emphasis has been

and is still placed on correctly understanding the form, structure, and meaning
of a literary text This emphasis stems from the assertion that attaining a

particular level of language competence is deemed necessary for functioning
in society. Support for this assertion is found in the following declaration.

As strong language users, students will be able to meet Alberta's
graduation requirements and will be prepared for entry into postsecondary studies or the workplace. Senior high school students
must be prepared to meet evolving literacy demands in Canada
and the international community. (Alberta Learning, 2000, p. 1)
When competent language use is applied to the reading of literary texts, men,
the texts are objectified and categorized as organized structures that

demonstrate a particular logic. In this case, comprehension involves the
ongoing evaluation of the process a student undergoes to amve at an
understanding of a text (Irwin, 1986). In this reading of literature, the student
is positioned as a skilled labourer or a strategist who must acquire an
understanding of the form and structure of a literary text in order to unravel its
meaning. As a result, an emphasis on skills acquisition leads to the reduction
of literary texts for the purposes of standardizing knowledge.

By reading literature in these ways, then, the text becomes the vehicle

for acquiring, practicing and mastering particular skills such as the
identification of imagery or the formation of effective paragraphs. At the same

time, these goals constitute part of what students ought to know in order to
become competent and proficient users of the English language. Taken a step
further, the practicality of having to write examinations of some sort during and

at the end of an English language arts course is atso identified as an important
skill for students to develop (Marsh, 1987).
In order for this emphasis on skills acquisition to be possible. a

particular view of language is required. This view is one that !inks language
expression to reason, certainty and exactness. Wrthin this perception, words
act as tme representations of the real world, echoing a notion of language that

was most prominent during the Modem Era (Smith, 2999), a time that placed
heightened significance on the conveyance of skills (Griffith, 1992). fhe
influence of this way of knowing can be witnessed in nineteenthcentury

Albertan society. During this time, the notion of English language arts was
constructed with attention to the view that students needed to acquire
particular skills and develop particular abilities in order to use language

e M v e l y (Nickse, 1981). Thus, a particular competence was acquired as a

result of a particular reading of literary texts.
The extent to which the reading of literary texts emphasizes the
acquisition of skills can be seen in the overall organizational framework of the

Program of Studies for Senior High Schoal English Language Arts (Alberta
Learning, 2000). That is, it is noteworthy that in addition to this program guide
being organized by general outcames that contain a number of specffic
outcomes, these defined expectations are further 'categorized under headings
and subheadings"{Alberta Learning, 2000, p. 7). For instance, within the

second general outcome which focuses on the comprehension of and
response to texts, one of the s w c outcomes is to 'understand and

appreciate textual forms, elements and techniques" (p. 32). This specific
outcome is further divided into two objectives: to 'relate form, structure and
medium to purpose, audience and contenr (p. 32) and to 'relate elements,
devices and techniques to created effects" (p. 33). Each of these objectives is

further delineated by at least six detailed outcomes that are, in some cases,
further categorized by grade level. For instance, in relating form to purpose,
students are asked to
identify and describe a variety of organizational patterns and
structural features that contribute to purpose and content
(such as the use of chronology to structure a narrative, the
use of categories and headings to structure a report, the use
of structured argument in a Shakespearean sonnet, and the
use of design elements to structure a collage)
explain how a variety of organizational patterns and structural
features contribute to purpose and content
a apply knowledge of a variety of organizational patterns and
structural features to understand purpose and to confirm
meaning of content, and assess the effectiveness of a text's
organizational structure (p. 32)
The first of these is expected of grade ten students with progressive

increments leading to expectations for grade twelve students. Here again, the
reading of texts is broken into skills. strategies, and tasks. As a result, the text

is used as an instrument for achieving the desired end; subsequently, meaning
making is secondary to structural analysis (Judy. 1981).
Another form of acquisition can be evidenced through the English 30
diploma examination. Of note is the emphasis on identifying the skills being
tested. As reported in the English 30 Bulletin, a breakdown of the examination
indicates that twenty-two percent of the questions focuson understanding and
interpreting theme, thesis, and figurative statements. Eighteen percent of the

focus on interpreting form, structure, and style. In addition, ten

questions

percent is devoted to looking at the values expressed in a particular literary
selection (Nberta Education, 1997, p. 29). An example from the June 1996
examination is the poem, 'At the Tourist Centre in Boston." Wth this
the student is directed to read for the speaker's attitude, motivations,

selection,

and tone. The student is also asked to identify contrasting images and
indicate what particular phrases represent. On the January 1996 examination,
students' reading skills and levels of comprehension are tested.

,

32. In the context of lines 1 to 6, Mr. Latimer's response in line 7
provides the effect of
A
B.
C.
D.
39.

Exaggeration
ironic humour
dramatic tension
understatement

Mrs. Wardell's response in lines 178 to 180 suggests that she

I

A. expects her husband to be unreasonable
B. knows that Mr. Latimer cannot be trusted
C. is a naturally cunning and suspicious person
0.assumes that Mr. Latimer is not telling the truth

(Alberta Education, pp. 9-10)

While these are only two examples, they are typical of the English 30 diploma
examination. In addition, my intention through these examples is to
demonstrate how the diploma examination primarily assesses the measurable
skills that English 30 students ought to have acquired. The extent to which

i

students can demonstrate this acquisition determines the level of competence
they have supposedly achieved with respect to the reading of literary texts.
To further support the information provided in the Bulletin, the
Examiners' Report includes a compilation of the statistical analyses of student
performance on Ulat particular examination. In the Examiners' Report for
January 1995, we find that the questions are categorized by the levels of

thinking that they claim to test. For instance, within the Meaning classification
of the English 30 course content, questions 5, 15, 36, and 64 test for literal
understanding. Questions 3, 6, 7, 12,17, ..., 58 and 59 are said to test
inference and application. Evaluative thinking skills are reportedly assessed
by questions 20, 45, 56, 57, and 70. A commentary is even provided for a
number of the questions, speculating as to why students chose particular
responses over others. Two are provided in the following excerpt from the
Examiners' Report for January 1995.
15. For Gwendolen, the real interest of 'History" (lines 54-56) lies
in its
A truthful clarity
8. scholastic merit
C. gossipy revelations
D. practical usefulness

Question 15. This question proved to be surprisingly difficult,
with only 53.9% of all students answering corredly. Students
who took the time to reread lines 54 to 56 would note that
Gwendolen says that without the examples of *indiscretionsw
(gossipy revelations) contained in History, it would be
unreadable. PenSaps those students who chose alternative A
(truthful danty) did not recognize Gwendolen's intent when she
refers to examples of men's susceptibilities as 'painful-" She
does not mean 'painful' to her. but rather of great interest: in
fact, the only matters of interest that history hold for her.

I
I

I

II
I

20. In this excerpt, the playwright's main target of satire is
A wedded bliss
0. social pretension
C. masculine vulnerability
0.feminine competitiveness

Question 20. The last question of this set requires students to
make a judgement about the main target of satire in this excerpt.
The first quest~onin this set, QuesClon 19. requires students to
recognize satire. the last q&*on to identify the object of that
satire.

Students who read the entire text carefully will have remembered
that the first sentence of the preamble mentions that 'this
comedy satirizes Victorian society." The most apparent aspect
of Victorian society was an o-rd
display of propriety,
regardless of the occasion.
While the manners remain unchanged, Alternative 0, 'social
pretension." is the best choice because it includes A, C, and 0.
(Alberta Education, 1995, pp. 7-8)
Taking all of the above into account. we again see how teachers are
positioned as decoders and translators of the skills that students must master
in order for them to demonstrate competence in English language arts through
the successful completion of the diploma examination (Howard, 1998). In fact,
so ~mportantwas this provincial instrument of evaluation that I became
preoccupied with unlocking the mystery around getting my students to acquire
the essential skills that would lead to success on the examination.
Consequently, I organized my program so that each unit of study was
assessed by having students complete an assignment similar to those found
on the diploma examination. Initially, Ifelt Iwas cleverly preparing my
l
on the examination. More recently, I
students for s u ~ f uperformance

I

became increasingly bothered by the realization that much of what took place
in my classroom was shaped by an emphasis on skills acquisition. l finally
realized that Iwas perpetuating the positioning of my students as passive
strategists. That is, I encouraged their activity of twng to figure out what the
correct response to a text ought to be by rewarding this behaviour through the
use of past multiple-choice diploma examinations as unit-ending assessment
tools. For the most part, then, I taught my students that knowing about
literature entailed being skillful, for instance, at finding examples of literary
devices in a given excerpt. As my students grew to expect this on a regular
basis. they rarely gave consideration to their own thoughts about the literary
texts we read in class. Consequently, an obsession wrth accountability and
student performance soon draped itself heavily over my students and me
(Peterson, 1993).

Forms of Reduction
When an emphasis on competence translates into a preoccupation with
skills acquisition, literature is often de-contextuafized and reduced to thematic
categorization. As a result, the correct understanding of the form, structure,
and meaning of a literary text is still stressed.
Let us turn to one image of practice that demonstrates the shaping
effect that an emphasis on competence has on the reading of literature in the

high school classroom. In my efforts to assist students in preparing for the

English 30 diploma examination, I employed a handout that reviews past

examination questions.
r

Diploma Examination: Written Component
Major Assignment Topic Review

i

June 1984 - consequences of the actions chosen by
individuals
Many characters in literature accept and overcome the
circumstances that threaten them. Some avoid these
circumstances while others are unable to control the way their
lives are affected by arcumstances, yet do their best to fulfill
their responsibilities.
What idea does the author develop regarding choices and
consequences?

-

Jan. 1985 positive forces of life are reaffirmed despite
conflicts with destructive or threatening forces
Many literary works suggest that human~typossesses a
powerful will to survive and endure that ultimately asserts
itself over the destructive forces in the world. Even literature
that is tragic in outcome often serves to remind us that human
beings must be 'singers of life, and not of death.'
What idea does the author develop regarding the positive
forces of life?
June 1985 - the factors and events contributing to setfawareness ...

j

!
.

i
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:
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I
i
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-

Jan. 1995 the effect of adversity on the human spirit
Much of literature explores the effectof adversrty on the
human spirit, The course of individual lives is determined
largely by the degree to which their hopes and purposes
prevail against adverse conditions, circumstances, or events.
What idea@)does the author develop regarding the effect of
adversity on the human spirit?

-

June 1995 the individuaf's response to threatening
forces
Much of literature refleds the struggle of the individualto
cope with or overcome threatening forces. Sometimes these
forces are beyond the control of the individual.
What idea(s) does the author develop regarding the individual
in the bce of threatening forces ...

I have used this handout to structure a discussion around the classification of

past diploma examination questions into manageable categories such as
enduring human isolation, developing self-awareness, overcoming obstacles,
and facing challenges. Once each question was categorized, the literary texts

we studied were also placed within these groupings. The objective
underscoring this approach to preparing for the diploma examination was to
simplrfy its questions so as to reduce student anxiety. While I might have
succeeded in this latter goal, I also created the perception or, perhaps more
accurately, the misperception that all literature could be reduced to a series of
thematic categories. That is, while we reviewed for the diploma, every short
story, modem play, Shakespearean play, and fictional

piece we read was

dissected according to its thematic elements. I can still hear myself saying,
'Okay, who can tell me which main themes are revealed in Death of a
Salesman? Can anyone give me the t i e of another story we read that dealt
with a character seeking suicide as a form of escape from the harsh realities of

life? Exactly, 'Paul's Case' is a perfect example...." It was this categorization
and reduction of literature that became problemm-cfor me when I began to
reconsider how Iwas reading literary texts wrth my students.
Another instance of the reduction of literary texts within the discourse of
competence is found in certain supplementary resources for teachers. In my
early experiences as a high school English teacher, Ibelieved that the

Responding to Literature: Grades K-8 (Macon et al., 1991) provided me with a
number of pradical suggeso
tins

for assisting students with the reading of

literary texts. As a result, Iapproached the reading of Hamlet by incorporating
organizational cues such as story maps, prediction charts, and comparison
ardes to enhance reading competence. Unfortunately, the initial euphoria of
these seemingly wonderful visual organizers turned into dismay when my
students interpreted their repeated use as busy work. Yet, Macon, Bewell,
and Vogt. the document's creators, maintain that their activities and visual
organizers incorparate background experience and the various language arts
in order to help students use effective strategies for comprehending a piece of
writing. That is, their proposed approaches
truly engage the reader.... In essence, the suggested activities
can be used to move students into, through, and beyondthe text.
Hopefully, they will encourage students to become lifelong
readers whose sense of the aesthetic is enriched by contact with
quality literature. (Macon et al., 1991, p. 2)

As a member of the committee that adopted Responses to Literature: Grades
K-8 as the theoretical framework for producing a district-based document that

would inform teacher practices, I had whole-heartedly bought into the use of
these organizational cues as a tool fbr motivating students to read literary

texts. At that time, I had hoped that the use of these visual organizers would
enable students to become competent readers by learning about the elements
of a story through concrete strategies for gathering information and recording
observations. I also believed that these strategies reduced student frustration
by replacing 'mindless worksheets that 'drill and kill' with literaturebased
instruction that provides for the active engagement of readers" (Macon et al.,

Upon refiedon, I now suggest that these visual aids reflect exactly what
they were reputed to have replaced, except with more sophistication than the

'drill and kill' worksheets of the past For instance, the Story Map is basically a
plot summary formatted within a series of sequenced boxes.

Story Map
By Isabel Becck

I

I

Purpose To provide literary essentials such as the main
characters, the setting, the problem, the major events, the
problem solubon, and the theme for a story.. ..

!

Description A Story Map helps students glean essential data
from a story. In this adivity, students complete the Story Map as
a whole class or reading group ..., writing the required
information in the space provided. Middle and upper grade
students can fill in the outfine on their own. Less prepared
students may need assistance with ideas and pmedures. Some
guidance in deciding the main events in the story may be
necessary, or students may include too many facts. Students
need to learn to combine like events, give them a broader title,
then proceed. In completing the Story Map, students should first
[isten to the entire story, ifit is being read aloud. If they are
reading the story or a book in parts or segments, they should
complete the assigned portion prior to filling in the Story Map.
Otherwise, they wit1 lose the thread of the story or interrupt its
flow by stopping to insert data in the Story map. The completed
Story Map provides much material for discussion or m * n g ,
whichever is most appropriate for the literary selection being

I

i
I

!
I

I
I

t

used.

Sample Story Map for Molly's Pilgrim
by Barbara Cohen

j Setliwmain characters
I

1f Horn
and school.
Molly, Mama, Miss Stiddey, Uimbeth

I

1 Statement of the problem
I

I

The other children laugh at and make
fun of Molly.

Event 1

The children tease Molly.

Event 2

The class has to make Pilgrim clothespin dolls.

Event 3

Mama makes Molly's doll look like herself.

Event 4

The children laugh at Molly's doll ....

Event 5

The teacher tells about modem Pilgrims and the
Jewish holiday that inspired Thanksgiving.

1 Statement of Solution

I The children understand about Molly
I and decide to be friends with her.

! Story theme (What is this

\ People are different, but when you get

, story =ally about?)

1 to know them, you often like them.
!

I

I

I

(Macon et af.. 1991, p. 9)

Similarly, the Prediction Chart is based on a format that asks students to

record events of the plot by employing a three-column format. The first
column lists the page numbers indicating the source for the event being

recorded. the second column reflects what the reader predicts will happen,
and the third serves as a place to record 'What actually happened."

I

I

1
I
I

In another example, the Story Pyramid not only breaks literature into its

component parts, but its use atso entails the added dimension of e W v e
word usage.
Story Pyramid
By Brenda Waldo

Purpose To provide a vehicle for students to state who the main
characters are, what the setting is, what the problem is,the main
events in the story, and the resolution of the problem... .

I

1
1

I

Descriptior~In the Story Pyramid students are asked to
complete a pyramid-shaped outline, which will indude the
foltowrng ~nformatron:
Line 1. Name of the main character.
Line 2. Two wards describing the main character
Line 3. Three words describing the setting
Line 4. Four words stating the problem
Line 5 Five words describing one main event
Line 6. Six words describing a second main event
Line 7. Seven words describing a third main event
Line 8. Eight words stating the solution to the problem
At first glance this activity may appear to be too rigid. On firrther
scrutiny, it is apparent that student answers may vary, and the
central challenge of the activity is the selection of quality
vocabulary to complete the design. Knowtedge of story content
plus the demand for just the tight words stretches thinking and
requires that students make cogent responses using an
economy of words.

I

'

Sample Story Pyramid for Julie of the Wolves,
By Jean Craighead Gearge
1. @
2 brave
pemlexed
3. Alaskan towndwildemess
4. Retainl abandon
'oM ways"
lives
5. Julie
& @ 6.
runs awav fram *dumby
husband
lives witfi father &
Alaskan
7. J&&
vilhe
8. Julie decides
abandon 'old ways'
for civilization

-

-

\

I

i

(Macon et al., 1991. p. 23)

I

I

I
I

I
I

i

Here, reading literature is reduced to a task designed to demonstrate reading
competence through the sekction of wordsldiction.
In being asked to complete activities such as those represented above,
the literary text is reduced to an object for dissection. In these scenarios,
students become positioned as workers on an assembly line fitting the
appropriate part into the appropriate space. As a result, the work becomes
routinized and students move from one story to the next with the purpose of
filling out an assortment of one-size-fits-all templates. Consequently, the
student's own response to the text is immaterial and, unfortunately, is often
never addressed (Dugan. 1997).
In giving pause to this use of visual organizers, I am reminded of my
past attempts to apply them to Act I of Hamlet. At this time in my teaching
career, I determined that it would be useful for students to record some of the
pertinent details of the story using the Story Frame organizer as seen below.
To adapt this organizer to better fit my use of it. a couple of alterations were
necessary: plot replaced story and The problem is solved when was replaced
by The problem arises when. At the time, these alterations simply indicated
the flexibility of this visual organizer to me.

Story Frame
By G.L .Fawler
i

I

Purpose To focus the reader on basic story content, including
the setting and the main characters....

Description The Story Frame requires that a student focus on
the main characters, the setting. the major events, and the

1

mnciusion in a story. Enough information is given in the frame
to enable students to put together the basic information
required.. .. It is an excellent device to use with students who
need to work with basic information in a story in order to
comprehend the idea of a story grammar and to apply this
concept to an appropriate literature selection.. ..

Story Frame
The story takes place

is a character in the story who

is another character in the story who

I

A problem occurs when

i

After that,

I

and
I

The problem is soIved when

i

The story ends with

:

(Macon et al., 1991, pp. 5-6)
When I first employed the above strategy with my students, I felt that gaining
insight into the characters of a story was key to comprehending how the
seemingly casual initial incidents of a story came together to create a plot
brimming with meaning to be discovered (Marsh, 1987). Given that the

I
i

complexity of character relationships often eluded students, Iwas convinced
that a visual organizer could assist students in making the appropriate
inferences that led to an understanding of the text being read (Emery, 1996).
Unbrtunately, it was only affer employing this nifty device for a number

of years that the routine use of it struck me. Before that, the completion of the
handout became synonymous with the indication that my students
comprehended what was happening in Act I of Hamlet. That is, I assumed
that if my students completed each statement with a legitimate response. then
they had gained insight into the motivations behind Hamlet's actions or, as

another example, the tension that existed between Hamlet and his uncle. As a
consequence, I eliminated the possibility for the use of other strategies such
as classroom discussion to explore the insights that students might have
gained from reading a literary text. Instead, completion of the handout
demonstrated a competence with reading Hamlet that could be objectively

assessed for each student Thus, by emphasizing this handout, I privileged
the notion of reading literature for correctness. In other words, what began as

a means to an end became the end itseff.
Another instance of the de-contextuaiization and reduction of literature
is seen in the structure and make-up of the English 30 diploma examination.
To begin with. we again note that the examination is divided into two sections:
written and reading comprehension. For the written portion, students are

asked to produce t
wwetrin

compositions. The intention behind the first of

ifme assignments seemingly encourages students to become actively

involved with a given text and generate meaning from their interactions with
this text.
The Reader's Response to LiteratureAssignment directs
students, as readers of a given selection, to respond to the
selection in the context of a given thematic topic. The response
must be focused on the students' ideas and impressions of the
way in which details from the selection support some aspect of
the thematic topic. Students may extend or develop their
responses to the selection by referring to personal experience;
however, responses must be clearly focused on the given
selection. (Alberta Education, 1997, p. 10, 97-98)
I contend, however, that the situation alone - the writing of a test that will

-

potentially affect university entrance eligibility does not create an
atmosphere that truly encourages a freely-generated readets response to
literature. Instead. the mindset of many students is to produce whatever will
likely allow them to achieve an acceptable mark, In the end, however, our
students are evaluated according to the following criteria: appropriate ideas
indicate a Satisfactory standing; 'a competent response to the task"
demonstrates a Proficient level of performance; 'superficial and
underdevelopedwor '[mlarginally relevant and ... inappropriate" (p. 17) ideas
reflect a Limited or Poor level of achievement This assessment of the
student's writing further perpetuates the emphasis on competence in reading
literature. That is, students respond to the task at hand by meeting the criteria
outlined by the evaluation guidelines (Judy, 1981). In fact, some of my
students confessed that they paid l i e attention to how the literary excerpt
actually made them feel. They basically tried to figure out how to best respond

in order to pass the test. In this respect, literature became a vehicle for
fulfilling a purpose other than meaning making.
This narrowing of students' responses also occurred as a result of
providing students with Samples of Students' Wding compiled by the Student
Evaluation and Records branch of Alberta Education for each diploma
examination. The intention behind the use of these samples was to help
students recognize what was required to meet the standards of achievement
as outlined by Alberta Education. More specifically, these essays provided
students with effective introductions and dear modes of development through
the use of supporting details, and a strong conclusion that echoed the
intentions set out by the introduction. To supplement these samples taken
from actual student responses on past examinations, a colleague and I

created an essay that summarized what students needed to do in order to
write an effective essay. So exam-friendly was this sample that students could
virtually replace the specifics of the sample with those relating to other literary
texts and still create an effective essay.
I

I

'

i
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English 30 Diploma Examination
Essay Sample taken fmm T o Build a Finn for the Major Assignment

-

introduction 3 sentences:
1. general, universal theme statement
2. specific story plus focus
3. thesis statement specrfying three details to be explained

Many people blame fate for the tragedies that befall them.
(1. General statement) In 'To Build a Fire,' Jack London suggests
that an individual's charader ultimately determines the choices he
makes- (2. Specific story plus focus) This idea is effedively

1

1I

developed through the character of the nameless man, who loses in
his struggle against nature because he is ignorant, unimaginative, and
proud. (3. Thesis statement plus 3 details: ignorant,
unimaginative, and proud)

-

Body 3 paragraphs:
1. eacf~paragraphs explores one of the three details in the thesis
statement
2. each detail indudes examples from the story as proof
3. each example includes an explanation of its significance
The man begins his journey in the northern wilderness without
knowledge of the north or the skills necessary to survive. (first detail)
He is new to the environment, taking with him only a meager lunch, no
additional clothing or blankets for warmth,and nothing with which to
provide himself shelter from the bitter cold. W i n g any experience of
the north, he does not appreciate how critical sunrival kndedge is,
and he does not make any attempt to acquire such knowledge. The
old-time on Sulphur Creek gives him some wise advice, which he
ignores completely. (example from the story) His ignorance makes
him indifferent to nature - its indifference to man and the power it can
exeR over him. London shows that such indifference can have tragic
consequences, not only in the wilderness but also whenever an
individual chooses to ignore the potential dangers of a situation.
(significance of the example)

London emphasizes, too, that the man lacks imagination.
(transitional device and second detail) ....

-

Conclusion three sentences:
repeat thesis
reword focus
restate universal theme or provide a suggestionlinsight
I

'

I
I

1
i
I

/
I

Through this story, London has shown that three of the most
necessary traits of character for making healthy choices are
knowledge, imagination, and humility. (reptitian of thesis
statement to include the three details) The seeds of an individual's
Mure are contained in his character: the consequences of Mure
decisions, then are determined by which seeds an individual chooses
to cultivate. (focus reworded) It is not enough to simply 'grow' as
life determines, an individual must choose for himself if he wants a
healthy harvest (general universal theme)

Through the use of this approach and handout, f, as a teacher, perpetuated a

reductionist approach to reading literature. In this case, reading literature
became an exercise in finding the appropriate details for completing a
standard literary analysis. At its extreme, my students were being trained to
write a fill-in-theblanks essay. As a result, this linear, rational approach

ignored any sensitivity or personal response to the literary text. What became
privileged, instead, was a mechanical approach to reading literature.

In addition to having an impact on classroom instruction, let us consider
the reductionist effect of the English 30 diploma examination itself. In the

instructions for the Response to LiteratureAssignment on the January 2000
English 30 Part A: WMen Response, students are told that

Because the Reader's Response to Literature Assignment is
thematically connected to the Literature Composition
Assignment, read both assignments before you begin.
Read 'The Layersmcarefully and thoughthlly before you start
the writing assignments- (Alberta Learning, p. 2)

Students are then given the poem 'The Layers" to read. The following
diredons are also provided so as to focus students' thoughts and ideas.
The poem suggests that the speaker chooses to persevere -to
persist in spite of diwuragement or loss.

What does the poem "The Layersn suggest to you about
the effect of perseverance? Support your response with I
reference to specific detail from the poem(Alberta Learning, p. 3)

This excerpt demonstrates the notion that a correct answer exists, restricting
students to finding details in support of the thematic prompt provided on the

examination. This emphasis on the perfarmanee of paparticular skills is also

apparent when the student faces the Literature Composition Assignment of the
January 2000 English 30 Part A: Writen Response. Yet again, students are
steered in a particular direction by the instructions.
Much literature examines the individual's capacity to persevere in
the face of hardship or the unknown.
Write an essay based on literature that you have studied in which
the author examines the way in which an individual's ability to
persevere influences his or her life. What idea(@does the
author develop regarding perseverance? Support and develop
your controlling idea with reference to specific detail from the
literature that you choose to discuss.

1
!

Guidelines for Writing

0

Select literature that is relevant to this assignment from the
short stories, novels, plays, poetry, other literature, or films
that you have studied in your high school English classes.
You must focus your discussion on literature other than the
poem provided in this examination booklet.
Focus your essay on your controlling idea about
perseverance. Markers will be looking for evidence that you
are developing and supporting your controlling idea in
response to this assignment.
Organize your composition so that your ideas are clearly,
effectively, and coherently presented.

(Alberta Learning, p. 10)
In the above excerpt, we see the reader being positioned as a strategist
required to dissect a piece of literature in order to demonstrate the acquisition
of a particular skill: the ability to decipher the ways that a literary text

demonstrates an already determined theme. This approach to reading literary
texts is in contrast to one that encourages the reader to explore and interpret a

text. Instead, the diploma examination has already provided the thematic
interpretation that is to be applied to a text

The third characteristic of the discourse of competence emphasizes
form, structure. and conectness as standard and essential to a reading of

literature. Attempts to establish a particular competence for English language
arts students has often been linked to the establishment of levels and

standards of competence. These efforts also sewed to ensure that schools

were accountable to parents and &ety at large for what took place in the
classroom (Nickse, 19811. Even today, some might suggest that curricular
changes reflect the demands of corporations more than they demonstrate
innovations in pedagogy (Hayden, 1998). Historically, it has been suggested
that this accountability is linked to the rise of mechanization, rationality, and

the perceived need to compete in an increasingly gbbal community (Short.

Wrth standardization as a driving force behind the mandated curriculum
that teachers are required to cover, a poem I offen used in class to explore the

concepts of imagery now janingly intempts my practice.

Examiner
The routine trickery of the examination
Baffles these hot and discouraged youths.
Driven by they know not what external pressure.
They pour their hated self-analysis
Through the nib of confusion. onto the accusatory page....

In the tight silence
Standing by a green grass window ..I shudder at the narrow frames ofour textbook schools-..
Cut into numbered rooms, black-,
...

The screwdesk rows of lads and girls
Subdued in the shade of an adult Their acid subsoil
Shape the new to the old in the ashen garden....

-

As Igather the inadequate paper evidence, I hear
Across the neat campus lawn
The professional mowers drone. dipping the inch-high green.
(Scott, 1990, p. 16)

This shaphg of the individual as part of a unified collective is mirrored in a
number of efforts throughout history to control the learning of students by
shaping their behaviour. For instance. eighteenth century children's books

revealed that students were essentially regarded as empty receptacles 'to be
filled with imperial gallons of fact" (Demers, 1982, p. 1). At this time, the

student was positioned as a tabula rasa. or blank slate (Wilson, 1970;
Corcoran & Evans. 1987), devoid of the essential kndedges, skills, or
attitudes as outlined by those who decided what a student ought to know. As

a result, it became the task of the teacher to ensure that the student acquired
what was considered appropriate. In fact, acceptable conduct and morality

were linked to the correct use and understanding of English. Consequently,
'English teachers [were] often perceived as defenders of the language against
the onslaughts of 'barbarians' (including their students)" (Judy, 1981, p. 7;

Tomkins, 1986). Therefore, literature was read for the purpose of acquiring a

common set of skills and behaviours that reflected what society determined
ought to be present in its Mure citizens.
Wrth attention to more recent developments in Alberta, a review of The

Common Curricular Framework br English Language Arts (Western Canadian

Protocol for Coflaboration in Basic Education, 1998), the Pagram of Sfudiw

for Senior High School Language Arts: Discussion Drat7 (Alberta Education,
1999), and the Program of Studies b r Senior High School English Language

Ads: Pilot DraR (Alberta Learning, 2000) shows that all of these officiat

documents sanction the same regime of truth. That is, schooling must prepare
students to meet the literacy demands of Canadian society as well as the
international community (Tomkins, 1986; Wilson, 1970; Sheehan, 1986). In
light of this goal of curriculum, the reading of literature again positions students

as passive recipients with teachers required to ensure that Ute dictates of
society are carried out.

Similarly, the above notions that officially define English language arts

are also reflected in the 1982 guide. For instance, while the term citizenship,
itself, is not used, the 'development of language arts skills is integrally related
to success in one's further education, career. and social life' (Alberta

Education. 1982, p. 4). Also, the nature of language is still based on the
perception that '[spudents need opportunities to gain competence in using
language in a range of functions and in a variety of contextsn(p.4). What is
most apparent in all of these documents. however, is that a set of individually
observable constructs or strands can be delineated to d-be

what makes up

the production and consumption of language- As a result liie is astoundingly
different between previously and more recently developed curricular
documents.

The extent to which skills are standardized also affeds the literature
read in the classroom. For instance. the literature 1 chose for studying the

essential knowledges, skills, and attitudes of English 30 continued to be the

same body of texts that had been used for the previous twenty years of
diploma examination responses. As a result, HamEet, Macbeth, other
Shakespeare plays. Death of a Salesman, and 'Paul's Case"were permanent
fixtures in the courses I taught over the years. I immediately mall discussions
with colleagues about which pieces of literature would provide students with
the most flexibility or best material for completing the written -on

of the

diploma examination. This scenario in and of itself demonstrates how the

literary text takes on an instrumental role in the delivery of an English 30
language arts program that is driven by competence. Thus, it is my
suggestion that the positioning of students and teachers has not vastly

changed from the past. In fact, while The Common Cunicular Framewoh for

English Language Ads has preoampied the consciousness of Alberta's
educators for the past five years or so, what takes place in classrooms as a

resuit of translating this document into a new program of studies is unlikely to
cause teacher practice to deviate significantly from the past Consequently,

students wiIl continue to be positioned as passive subjectswho are required to
complete a variety of tasks in order to demonstrate the acquisition of skills

deemed essential to acquiring an acceptable level of *language fluency and
proficiency (Alberta Learning, 2000. p. 2). In turn. teachers will continue to
have a central role in language learning because of their focus
on language, its fwms and funcbncbons.
It is the English language

arts teacher who helps students develop and apply strategies for
comprehending, respondingto and creating a variety of texts in a
variety of situations. (p. 2)
Literary knowledge will continue to be something that is predetermined and
uncontested. Literary skills will be strategies that will gain students access to
the knowledge being tested on the provincewide multiple choice and essay
tests. Literary attitudes will be those that the teacher suggests constitute the
appropriate interpretation about a given piece of writing. As a result, teachers
will continue to hold 'the keys to our civilisations(MacNeil, 1995, p. 8). The
end result is likely to be the continued disengagement of students.
Another form of standardization comes from an emphasis on the
reporting of the final grades achieved by students after each diploma
examination session. That is. the results from the individual diploma tests are
compiled into overall results for a class within each school, creating the
possibilrty for comparison between classes and teachers. In fact, teachers are
often asked to engage in an analysis of the results by identifying areas of
strength and weakness from their students' performance. From this analysis,
they are then asked to determine if any patterns emerge from their
observations and if areas of deficiency can be corrected through a change of
practice.

At the same time, English departments are often asked to assess

their overall success and then present the areas of strength and weakness to
district officials. The intent of these latter analyses is, apparently, to
flco
tin
encourage ree

on present practices for the purpose of continual growth.

Unfortunately, a number of teachers perceive that their value or worth hinges

on their students' performance on €hedipoma examination (Nickse, 1981). Ail
of this is played out while local media rank each school's overall performance
in order for parents to compare the results of one school with those of another.
Consequently, the diploma examination has taken centre stage and both
students and teachers continue to be aded upon by others who determine
what knowledge is of most worth (Block, t 995; Klein, 1999).

Concluding Observations
Unfortunately, the demands placed on students to demonstrate
acquired skills through an emphasis on form, stmcture, and correctness has
become an end unto itself. In addition. the intent of dissection for the purpose
of comprehension of the whole has become overshadowed by the ability to
break apart the whole. The resuit of this aim has been a powerknowledge
relation between the cumculum guide, the diploma examination, the student,
and the teacher that reinforces the discourse of competence by sanctioning an
attention to specifics and preestablished responses. Thus, the reading of
literature from within the discourse of competence legitimates a regime of truth
that emphasizes the acquisition of skills, the redudion of fiterature, and the
standardization of what students ought to learn about literary texts.

ACT THREE
SCENE Il

'The Glass of Fashion and the Mouid of Form"
(Hamkt, Ill, i, 163)
The Discourse of Humanism

"So, Ms. Filipefto, are you tyq to tell me that the way Hamlet interacts
with his mother can be applied to all of us?

"I don't quite follow what you're asking, Susan.'
'Well. you said Shakespeare's themes are timeless and universal, and that
was why we needed to dwetop an appreciation for

his plays.'

Just when I was convinced +hat my studenjs weren't listening to what was

being said in class, I was unexpeckdy forced to justify my preachings.
Unfortunately,just as my methods for reading Ham/ef w%h my students were
becoming increasingly

problematic for me, my M i e f in the place of Shakespeare in

a high school English language arts program was no longer unshakeable. As a las+
minute effort, I sough rehge in +he curricular mandafes t h d were whirling around
my mind: to "encourage, in studenSs, an understanding and apprecidion of She

significance and artiihy in literafvre' (Alberta Learning, 2000, p. I), the
"iundamentals of human existence'

(p. 0, and the "inttic~iesof the human

condiion' (p. i). In the past. I would have used this phi10~0phyas +he basis for
organizing the English courses I was assigned to teach. I would have felt charged
with the duty to ensure +hat my h d d s met the minimum requirernerrk as ouifined

by Albei-ta Learning. In doiq +his, I lived the Mief that " b e k tomorrows are built
by knowledgeable, reflective, literate people" (Ruddell et al., 1994, p.

39).

In order to nurture literate citizens, some suggest that an understanding

of what it means to be human is essential. That is, students ought to be
grounded in the innate capacities of humans to operate within society. This
background is at the core of humanism (Popkewitz & Brennan. 1998). The
notion of rationality here is important to humanism because it emphasizes the
value of understanding the world through systematic observation and objective
analysis. A methodical process is used to arrive at established t m . In the

case of literature, the goal is to determine the universal truths being revealed in
a particular literary text (Poole, 1991). Consequently, I will refer to humanism
as rational humanism from this point on in this thesis.
Along wtth incorporating an objective and systematic approach to
reading literature, rational humanism has traditionally perpetuated Western
European patriarchal norms as representing the complete human experience
(Molinaro, 1991; Henricksen & Morgan, 1990). These norms privilege a male,
Caucasian experience in society. One example would be the use of the term
he in reference to all human beings without thought to the inherent exclusion of

women by the use of this term (Weedon, 1997). Another example would be the
assumption that the values of European Caucasians around family honour
would be the same as those experienced by East Indian males. This limited
perspective also supports the logic that it is possible to trace what is common
amongst human beings back to the very first humans (Frye, 1989). However,

some see this universality and the 'confining
perspecvite

[ofjour grasp of truth to a single

and ignoring its partiality as creawng] nothing short of a one-

dimensional and dangerously misleading mirage obscuring the complexity of
human reality" (Henrickson & Morgan, 1990). My reading of the documents
under study in this research project suggests that rational humanism is
prominently figured in Alberta's language arts cumculum. Therefore, in order to
gain an understanding ofthe ways in which rational humanism shapes the
reading of literary texts in the high school English language arts classroom, I
have chosen to focus on the following characteristics of rational humanism as
they are revealed in the Modem Era: the centrality of universal themes; the
privileging of the literary canon; and €he locus of the self.

The Centrality of Universal Themes
'Literature invites students to reflect on the significance of cultural values
and ... to think about and discuss essential. universal themes ..." (Alberta
Learning, 2000, p. 1). This philosophy is presented as central to the goals of
high school English language arts as outlined in Alberta's new program of
studies. On the very first page of this document the 'Senior High School
English Language Arts Philosophy and Rationale" includes "The Importance of
Literature". This view of the worth of literature is also included in the 1982
program of studies that guided the practice of teachers, particularly mine, prior
to recent curricular developments. In the Senior High School Language Arts

Cumculum Guide published by Alberta Education, the rationale makes

reference to the significance of reading literature as an integral goal of the high

school English language arts program. Specifically, this document states that
literature maintains a prominent position within the English language arts
program. "In fact, literature provides the subject matter for much of the reading,
speaking, writing, listening and viewing in the program ... . ' (p. 6). In addition,
the 1982 program of studies claims to be constituted by 'objectives, concepts
and materials which extend the range of students' response to literature,
deepen their understanding of the nature of literature and provide rich
opportunities for the exploration of human experiences and values" (p. 6).
Therefore, the student should "become aware of some of the variety, origins,

confl ids and trends in human valuesw(p. 24). Hdshe shouId also 'understand
the themes in literary works and evaluate their validity in terms of milieu, and in
relation to life in general and to the student's own experience' (p. 25).
Implicit in the philosophies of both of these documents is the belief that
there are certain ideas that are common to the experiences of all human beings
and that these ideas can be understood by rational individuals. These common
human ideas are often revealed through the writing produced by those who
partake in the many varied societies that make up our world. Yet, because of

these commonalities. these varied societies are linked by their humanness
(Frye, 1989). Wth universal themes as an important focus of reading literature
in Alberta's high school English language arts program, the shaping presence
of rational humanism becomes apparent. An instance of the constituting effect

of this discourse can be drawn fiorn my classroom practices.

The image of practice that comes immediately to mind is one that
involves the review of the main literary texts that my students and Iwould have
covered during a semester of English 30. To undertake this review, I employed
an organizational tool that summarized the main texts we read and also
pinpointed pertinent details that would have been seen as useful in discussing
the universal themes of these texts, primarily in preparation for the English 30
diploma examination.
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In the above example. we see a handful of carefully selected details being
extracted for their revelation of the literary elements of each story. The
treatment of literature in this way supports the belief that universal patterns

exist in literary texts. That is. if we examine the specific details of a piece of
literature. we ought to be able to piece together its puzzle of meaning. The

I

purpose behind analyung literature in this way is to demonstrate that the author
has intended to communicate an idea that relates to and can be understood by
all human beings. In addition, the inclusion of the 'Life Application" column
speaks to the goal of rational humanism that places significance on student
responses to literary texts for the purpose of fostering a development of their
own personal identity (Howard, 1998). However, despite the inclusion of this
column for reflection, the emphasis that was placed on the universaltty of the
themes overshadowed recognition of the particular experiences of my students.

As a result, there has been a noticeable void in a treatment of distinct
experiences. This absence of the particular is problematic when we consider
that it leads to a focus on sameness rather than paying attention to what might
be different for each student. Let us consider one instance of this absence of
the particular using the above Literature Review Chart. The image of practice I
recall is one in which my students were asked to discuss the theme of
relationships after reading Shakespeare's Hamlet. In the past, I explored this
theme by having students lock at the relationships that existed between the
various characters as revealed through the plot of the play. As an example for
students, I encouraged a discussion on how Hamlet interacted with his mother.
My goal was to highlight her seemingly meek character by anaylzn
ig

her

displays of anguish for her son's emotional plight alongside her inability to take
action against Claudius. her murdering husband. By pursuing this avenue of
thought, I now find that I privileged an 'unacknowledged masculinist bias"
(Henricksen & Morgan, 1990, p. 44). In perpetuating this patriarchal view of

women as powerless beings in need of a husband to establish their identity in
society, my students learned that a woman's identity was defined only in
relation to someone else. That is, the woman is mother. wife, sister, daughter,
andlor niece; she does not stand alone as a human entity. Thus. through this
pursuit I silenced the possibility of considering Gertrude's actions fmm within
the discourse of feminism. That is, I could have explored the suggestion that
Gertrude had been positioned by a patriarchal society that silenced the voices
of women causing them to appear weak. Or, my students and I could have

discussed the specific needs that she might have been seeking to fuffill by
taking a second husband. This interaction could have been followed by the

-

acknowledgement that the death of a loved one for either men or women and the taking of a second spouse are common experiences. Yet, the way in
which each person might choose to handle the situation would vary and would
probably be affected by particular life circumstances. Moreover, I had not yet
entertained the possibility that universal truths were notions established by a
particular culture during a particular historical period of time. This is the
limitation of a classroom that embraces universal themes to represent the
totality of experience for students. The consequence is that the particular
experiences of students become stiffed.
An example of this silencing of the particular can be seen in another
image of practice.

In an attempt to help students understand the concept of

universal themes while recognizing how much my students seemed to deplore
lengthy writing activities, Isometimes asked them to create a thematic poster.

For this assignment. students needed to first review the elements of literature:
plot, setting. characters, and conflicts. We then chose details from the literary
text that we were studying to represent each of these categories. Once this
brainstorming had been completed. we discussed the possible universal
themes that the chosen piece of literature might reveal. By approaching the
activity in this way, my intention was to demonstrate that a student could

choose any piece of literature, first, and then be able to identifL a theme that
would be found within a list of common universal themes. Then, in the centre
of a piece of construction

paper, I asked my students to place a word or two

representing the text's universal theme. Of course, our whole group discussion
would have already generated a number of possibilities simplifying the process
of choosing a theme by enabling students to refer to the list that had already
been compiled on the chalkboard. The next step was to find five spectf~c
details from the text that supported the chosen theme and at least five images

from magazn
i es

that could be cut and pasted onto the poster to enhance this

universal theme. While some of my colleagues might have considered this
approach rather elementary, Iwas convinced of its effediveness. I felt that the
activity generated from flipping through the pages, cutting out the images, and
pasting them onto the poster paper facilirtated discussion about literature and
universal themes.
During a recent use of this exercise, however, I paid closer attention to

the dialogue that was m m n g amongst the students. Iwas disappointed, but
not surprised. to note that once my students had quickiy figured out the *answer

that Ms. Filipetto was looking for,' they seemed to focuson other topics of'
casual discussion such as their plans for the up-coming weekend. In the
meantime, their search for images demonstrated a simple understandingof
theme. For instance, one group of students chose to represent the universal
theme of love in Romeo and Juliet using the balcony scene.
But soft! What light through yonder window breaks?
It is the East, and Juliet is the sun!
Anse, fair sun, and kill the envious moon,
Who is already sick and pale with grief
That thou her maid art far more fair than she.
Be not her maid, since she is envious;
Her vestal livery is but sick and green,
And none but fools do w a r it; cast it off.
(Act 11, scene ii, 1-9)
The words they selected as their five specific details were window. sun, moon,
maid, and fools. For the most part, these words were simply five identitiable

objects mentioned in their excerpt. Hence, instead of enhancing the reading of
literature, it became evident that I had succeeded in reducing the reading of
literature to the categorization of details with the purpose of fitting a text into
fixed universal themes. The lived cuniculurn of my classroom was thus
characterized by a myriad of exercises that centred around the discovery of a
text's universal themes as expressed through its other structural elements:
diction. setting, imagery, mood, tone, characters, and conflict (Schlender,
1995). Unfortunately, the exploration of themes in this way began to resemble

more the harvesting of literary examples to fit into neatly packaged thematic
possibilitiesthan a careful consideration of how a piece of literature conveys a

particular theme. Here, we also see an instance of the competency orientation
inserting itself within the reading of literature for universal themes.
In another example, I am reminded of my use of the resource books
published by the Centre for Learning. During my early years of teaching, these
books were of limitless value to me! At that time, Ifelt they provided students
with a concrete tool for understanding abstract concepts such as universal

-

themes. For instance, I often used 'Lesson 17: Theme Between the Lines'
from Tools of Fiction: An inductive Appmach to the Short Story. This lesson
supports the idea that a mutuality of meanings exists in literary texts. It also
treats theme as an extractable element of literature.
Reading Between the lines for Meaning
i
I
I

l
I

I

I

I

Being able to state the controlling idea or theme of a story is one
sure test of a reader's understanding of it A theme statement is a
complete sentence expressing the story's central purpose, insight,
or idea. Often it is a qualified generalization about life that flows
from the story and offers some awareness of why people or things
are as they are.. ..
Some questions that lead to shaping a statement of theme are:
1. Why does the story end as it does?
2 How does the reader feel about the story's ending and why?
3. If the protagonist or antagonist change in the story, why do they?
4. What does the protagonist or other main character@)learn through
the events of the story and why?

1

... A good statement of theme is unique to the story it comes
from, but it expresses a universal tmth in a fresh way; that is, a
truth that applies to a11 persons.. ..

I

(Hinman et al., 1983, p. 97)

I

t

Needless to say, this approach privileges rationality and a commonality of
experience in the reading of literature. Here. the role of the teacher is one of
'custodian or informed explicator' (Cornran 8 Evans, 1987, p. 2). Some might
also suggest that this approach positions teachers as conduits of society's

norms. That is. the emphasis on ?ruth that applies to all persons' (Hinman et
al.. 1983, p. 97) suggests that there are certain ways of being of which all
people need to be aware. Perhaps, the underlying suggestion is also that
through the use of this handout, teachers can help students acquire an
understanding of this notion of common truth.
A contrast to the above experiences in classrooms would be ones that

embrace more than the correct and acceptable meanings of a limited repertoire
of literary texts. An alternative to this reductionist approach would thus see the
application of feminism to the reading of literature in the high school classroom.
This approach could indude an exploration of
the meaning of the roles of heroines and heroes in literature; the
new ways of reading women charaders in Shakespeare; female
imagery and voice in poetry, and the development of strong,
authentic voice in student writing (Schlender. 1995, p. 30).
For instance, students would look at how me character of Lady Macbeth is
constructed. Students would be asked to consider why Shakespeare would
have had her call upon the powers of evil to 'unsex' her in order for her to help
her husband pursue his ambitious goals. In this way, students would be
exploring the absences as well as the presences of meaning that enhance the
personal experience. As another example, a reading of Shakespeare's Hamief
could be framed to consider the ways in which Ophelia is depicted and how this

characterization might marginalize women. Here, instead of students being
guided to focus on the main character and his struggles with his father's
untimely death, a less common approach is pursued. Thus, by approaching
Hamlet in a way that has not been typically undertaken in the past, we, as

teachers, can move towards acknowledging that our 'choices frame the world

in a particular way for students" (Fenwick & Parsons, 1996, p. 25). In other
words, the ways in which literature is taken up shape how students locate
literary texts in their lives. Unfortunately, the classroom experience I was
exposed to as a student and the one I perpetuated as a teacher seemed to
uphold the notion that literature was to be analytically read in order to discover

its accepted and preestablishedtruths.
In a similar way, the inclusion of Canadian literature as a minimum
requirement for mandated programs (Alberta Education, 1982; Alberta
Learning, 2000) speaks to the privileging of another sort of universal truth, one
a w - a t e dwith a particular national and cultural identity (Cameron & Oster,
1992). Some suggest that this approach to reading literary texts constructs

the reading of literature in secondary schools ... [as having
become] entrenched as an activity which either supports other
activities. such as the study of history or human values, or the
study of the literary merit of the work itself. (Surnara, 1997, p. 20)
in the instance of Canadian literature, then, reading Timothy Findley's The
Wars provides students with a text that encourages reflection on the effects of

sewar's
i t icor ta

on the individual human spirit as a universal theme. At the

same time, however, it serves to expose students to a Canadian author. This
nationalistic purpose is thought to assist students in understanding what if

means to be Canadian. Proponents of Canadian literature refer to the
opportunities that reading literary works written by Canadians offer to our
students. That is, students can gain an understanding of Canadian cufture and
Canadian regionalism. However, some critics suggest that reading a literary
work simply because it is Canadian does not guarantee an understanding of

what it means to be Canadian given the vastness of experiences that are
reflected in the literature of our geographically huge nation (Cameron 8 Oster,
1992). Regardless. Canadian literature is used as a vehicle for instilling a

sense of nationalistic pride in students. In addition, some feel that
[tleaching Canadian literature allows students to see themselves
through literature and, therefore, helps develop a sense of
identity. Reading their country's literature allows students to see
themselves in a manner available to them in no other way ....
Those in favor of teaching Canadian literature argue that such an
interest may encourage adolescents to read as well as lead to
self-understanding. (Cameron & Oster, 1992, pp. 21-22)
Wrth nationalism and individualism as the goals for reading Canadian literature,
a modernist reading of literary texts is promoted. That is, instead of using the

text to open up the possibility for exploring a wide range of themes, Canadian
literature is only taken up in particular ways with attention being paid only to
particular differences that exist amongst people.
Therefore, a literary text such as The Wars is not read for its treatment of
the atypical and sensitive theme of human sexuality. Rather, it is usually read
for the theme of survival over adversity. Unfortunately, when I recall my own

classes, Iregreffully admit that Itoo maintained a standard h

s that honoured

this novel as a Canadian text. Purposefully, f avoided discussions that might

have considered topics, ideas, or themes other than those considered
'universal" in nature. Thus, any themes that might have opened students up to
issues not usually considered to be part of the mainstream human experience
were left unexplored. Consequently, Icontinued to pass on the universal
themes deemed acceptable by society while avoiding others so that students
would partake in particular notions of what it meant to be human. For instance,
we would have avoided less dominant ways of being represented by
homosexuality that intempt the hero notion. In reading literature in this way,
my students and I were located within a coercive pedagogy that shaped them
as a group of subjects to whom only certain sets of meanings, presented as
truths, were made available.
Instead of reading literary texts in the above ways, what is needed is the

-

opportunrty to consider the universal alongside the particular that which is
common alongside that which is different, allowing one to intermpt the other. In
other words. not only could teachers and students explore, for instance, the
atrocities of war in findley's novel, but they could also consider how war is
experienced on an individual level. This might enable students to speak of their
own knowledge of experiences. For instance, a discussion about Croatia might
intermpt the belief that war is experienced in the same way throughout the
world. Another possibility could come from a discussion about the crisis in the
Canadian military that resulted in the killing of a Somali child by Canadian
soldiers. Through these discussions. the particularities

and contradictions of

war could be examined alongside its widespread presence in human satiety-

Wlthin my own practice of reading Hamlet, for instance, my pedagogical
choices reflected the assertion that 'literature in some way or other, refleds and
delivers up Yruths' about life and the human conditionm(Rice 8 Waugh, 1989, p.
2). As Bloom (1998) would suggest, a reading of Shakespeare enables us to

know what it means to be human. In fact, he asserts that Shakespeare
invented the human. In this way, every era can refashion Shakespeare's plays

so as to map the past onto the present (Halpem, 1997). From another
perspective, storytelling is looked upon as an attempt by people to make sense
of the world (Frye. 1989). The use of the narrative structure is seen as
common because language constructed in narrative form assists us in coming
to an understanding of why the world operates in the ways that it does. Wm so
many well-known theorists providing convincing rationales, I was so convinced

of these universal themes that I felt it would be strategic on my part to provide
my students wlth a list of themes that covered all of the texts we would be
reading that semester. Examples from this list include the following;
overcoming threatening circumstances or oppositional forces; selfdiscovery;
surviving isolation; the effects of the unknown on the individual; greed and
selfishness: coping with death; and the destructive potential of nature.

My

intention with this list was to assist students in developing the ability to identify
universal themes in any given piece of literature. Of course. this approach to
reading literature was also influenced by looming thoughts of the English 30
diploma examination. Unfortunately, while my strategy might have assisted

students to some extent. I again managed to pasition literature within an
instrumental paradigm.
To counter the influence of universal themes on the reading of literature,
one approach suggests considering the reading of literature as a conversation
between the reader and the text (Rosenblatt. 1995). In other words, reading
literary texts could be seen as a -al

act (Clifford, 1991). Wfihout this

possibility, the student as reader was powerless. He was at the mercy of
policy, curriculum, and the teachers who were mandated to cany out the
regimes of truth sanctioned by these artifacts of culture and society. It was only
during the latter part of the 1900s that the reader was recognized as
possessing valuable knowfedge that could be shared with the author's
knowledge via the text Consequently, the text lost some of its importance, but,
for the first time, the reader took on a position of active subjectivity as opposed
to being passively objectified as the vehicle through which the author's or text's
universal theme would be transmitted or translated. As a result, until the last
four or five decades, the locus of meaning, and therefore control, did not reside
in the student at all.

As a departure from the view that teachers ought simply to guide
students in determining the universal theme of a given piece of literature,
reading can be experienced in tM,ways: efferently and aesthetically
(Rosenblatt, 1995; Beach et al., 1990). The efferent stance involves seeking,
gaining, and retaining, for lack of a better word, information. This is the stance
that comes to mind when Ithink back to my high school English language arts

classes. That is, as students, we were positioned as passive readers. On the
other hand, the aesthetic stance asks readers to respond to the text being read
by using their own life experiences (Ruddell et al., 1994). It is also significant to
note that both stances can be employed during one reading, with the reader
shifting back and forth from a technical or information-finding mode to the
recalling of a related personal memory. This shifting of stances allows for
varied responses to a text, all occupying equivalent positions. However, while
the search for a single correct universal theme is not the intention, extreme
relativism is not acceptable erther (Price, 1989). Instead, reading literary texts
can be presented in the following way.
By agreeing on criteria of evaluation of interpretations, we can
accept the possibility of alternative interpretations, yet decide that
some are more acceptable than others.. .. Thus we can be open
to altemative readings of the text of Hamlet, but we also can
consider some readings as superior to others according to certain
explicit criteria.. .. (Ruddelf et al., 1994, pp. 1078-9)
Therefore, the de-emphasis of searching for universal themes in literature shifts
attention to the particular and to cultural dmrence. Perhaps. this can lead to

an exploration of the view that varied realities exist for varied people as
opposed to
the gender-blind humanist tradition [that] suggests that rationality
and modes of scientific thinking common to different individuals,
or the artistic perception which is the special gift of the few, give
access to a singular true reality.... (Weedon, 1997, p. 8)
This latter perspective is what stifles students who often see this sort of reading
as yet another 'academic" exercise.

The Privileging of the Canon
Along with reading literature for universal themes within high school

English language arts programs, there also exists the belief that certain literary
texts are more worthy of study than others (Corcoran & Evans, 1987). f hus,

establishg a preset a r e of literary worlts is justif& not only by the selfevident complexity and beauty of these works, but also by ttieir potential benefit
for the reader as a future member of çociety.

As a result, these texts take on a

privileged nature and are identified by the terni literatm. As literature, they are
further characterized as belonging to a canon of works (Krieger, 1988). This
study of pflvileged literature reflects an academic rationakt approach that
encourages the development of the human mind through a reading of those
works of literature that can aptly mnvey an understanding of what it means to

be hurnan. This notion is linked to Frye's assertion that 'a great work of
literature is also a place in which the M o l e cultural history of the nation that
produced it cornes into focus" (1989, p. 52).
Pnor to and during the nineteenth century, until the advent of
empiflcal research in reading in the 1880s and, later ... meaning
was generally assurned to reside with the author; that 1s. the text
was a representationof what the author meant, and the author
was the ulümate arbier of meaning. (Bogdan & Straw, 1990, p.
15)

Here. the language of modern@ and the discourse that words muld represent
reality are evident Reading a litefary text was seen as the act of having
meaning transmitted from author through text ?O reader. As a result, knowledge
about the author was crucial to understanding hisiher text

Unfortunately, the prevailing ideas that we ask students to consider as
they read literature within the English 30 curriculum are those associated with a

-

particular set of texts - ones usually written by white, European males and
those sanctioned by a Western European society (Molinaro, 1991). Let us
consider for a moment, some of the more common texts read in English 30:
Nineteen Eighty-Four by George Orwell, The Grapes of Wrath by John

Steinbeck, For Whom the Bell Tolls by Ernest Hemingway, The Great Gatsby
by Scott F. Fitzgerald, and less of the D'ubewilles by Thomas Hardy (Oster

and Johston, 1997). Hence, students are exposed to the 'giant vat or cauldron
containing all the great works, all the accumulated literary scholarship .. . [and]
students line up and pass by, each to receive a draught in a battered tin cup "
(Judy, 1981, p. 143).
In addition to these texts, the writings of another Western European
male have also figured prominently. In fad, Shakespeare's plays have been
listed as mandatory reading for high school students (Alberta Education, 1982)
for decades. Thus, the teacher is required to encourage students to gain an
understanding and appreciation of his plays. In addition, since students usually
have had little exposure to Shakespeare's works. the teacher becomes the
central figure in unraveling what his plays have to say to their readers.
In Alberta, high school students who progress through the three
required levels of academic courses in senior high language arts
read a minimum of five plays. Of these five plays, a student's
Shakespearean experience has traditionally been - and often
continues to be founded in the study of three tragedies in
particular. Romeo and Juliet in English 10, Macbeth in English
20, and Hamlet in English 30. Think of it an entire society

-

schooled in the ethics and language structures provided by these
models. (Fenwick 8 Parsons, 1996, p. 22; Altrnann et al., 1999)
Therefore, the privileging of particular texts over others could potentially limit
the ideas explored in the high school English language arts classroom. That is.
in taking a brief look at the above plays of Shakespeare, we note that each has

a prominent male protagonist (Romeo, Macbeth, and Hamlet) with a female
character, perhaps two, (Juliet, Lady Macbeth, and Gertrude and Ophelia)
acting in relation to this male protagonist Consequently, students would not be
exposed to a female character as the central figure of one of Shakespeare's
plays. If students are presented with the truth that Shakespeare's plays are
timeless and that he is a mortal god (Bloom, 1998), then what are we saying to
students about the possible meanings that can be derived from literature? That
worthy texts revolve around male characters? That female characters simply
help to further tfre plot or to understand the plight of the male protagonist?
Whatever it is that we implicitly or explicitly impress upon students, the
implication is that the privileging of a literary canon limits the exploration of
meaning much like an emphasis on universal themes does. Nevertheless,
whether because of familiarity, convenience, availability (Altmann et al., 1999),
or the proliferation of supplementary resources, many teachers will continue to

use these texts. Thus, with little movement at present to reconsider the
privileging of a literary canon, particular pieces of literature such as the plays of
Shakespeare will remain an integral component of the high school curriculum in
Alberta. 'The 'canon' will remain loaded, pointing right at Shakespeare*
(Fenwick 8 Parsons, 1996, p. 22).

As an alternative to privileging a literary canon, some theorists advocate

the repositioning of authority with respect to author and text (Rosenblatt, 1995;
Ruddell et al., 1994). They suggest the abandonment of reading literature to
determine accepted universal truths or in order to acquire appropriate
sensibilities and tastes. That is, neither the author nor the text ought to be
granted ultimate authority. Consequently, the reader can be seen as an
integral player in the negotiation of meaning with a literary text. In this sense,
[tjeaching becomes a matter of improving the individual's capacity
to evoke meaning from the text by leading him to reflect selfcritically on this process. The starting point for growth must be
each individual's efforts to marshal his resources in relation to the
printed page. (Rosenblatt, 1995, pp. 25-26)
Within this paradigm, the act of reading is no longer considered to be a series
of preestablished skills, processes, and procedures. Nor is it thought to follow
a linear pattern of deduction leading to a widely accepted universal truth about
the meaning of a privileged text as located within the author's intended
meaning of that text (Poole, 1991). Instead, the student, teacher, and text are
all positioned as intermeshing subjects and objects. Whereas early modernist
models of reading might have emphasized the construction of meaning as a
gathering of information and might have focussed on the determination of
universal generalizations or truths through the reading of specific literary texts,
a situational orientation is possible. As a resuit, the author's position has
assumed less importance, and the text and the reader's interaction with it have
become the essential meaning-making constructs for reading literature (Biriotti
& Miller, 1993). In other words, the

reader is the space on which all the quotations that make up a
writing are inscribed without any of them being fast;a text's unity
lies not in its origin but in its destination.. .. (Lodge, 1988, pp.
171-172)
More simply, the involvement of the reader comes with the death of the author
and the need to acknowledge the reader's voice. As a result, in the case of
schools, the readerktudent is positioned as an agent of action in the process of
reading, not someone we a d upon in order to instill particular beliefs.
Another similar reshaping of the function of the author come. from
Foucault. He has suggested that we consider authorship not as a single
identity and as the originator of a particular text. but rather as one property or
complex function of discursivrty (Lodge, 1988, pp. 208-9).
We are accustomed ... to saying that the author is the genial
creator of a work in which he deposits, with infinite wealth and
generosity, an inexhaustible world of significations.... The truth is
quite the contrary: the author is not an indefinite source of
significations which fill a work; the author does not precede the
words, he is a certain functional principle by which, in our culture,
one limits, excludes, and chooses.. .. 'What diirence does it
make who is speaking?" (pp. 209-10)
In challenging previous historical, cultural, and societal productions of the
appropriated truths around authorship, Foucault helps us to question the
privileging of a literary canon. As a result, reading literary texts, speciftcally the
interplay between text, author, and reader, is reshaped and reconstituted.

The Locus of the Seff

The privileging of particular literary works such as the writings of
Shakespeare not only speaks to the importance of the literary canon (Bloom,

1998) but it also points to a -ety

that values the ability to read literature for

selfdevelopment (Rosenblatt, 1995). Reading literature within a rational
humanist paradigm suggests that readers ought to be able to explore human
wholeness as it exists between the ideals of humanity and the conditions of
reality (Schlosser, 1976). Thus, the student, teacher, and text ought to promote
personal growth (Read & Simon, 1975) and open up the possibility for more
than 'an active teacher-passive student relationship, in which the student has

been viewed as a sponge soaking up the knowledge of the teacher" (p. 260).
Here, the notion of identity is central to rational humanist thought and has
become accepted as a natural, as opposed to a learned, way of seeing the
world (Davies, 1993). One example is the way in which our North American
societies divide their populations based on maleness and femaleness. This
physiological and biological categorization has become so engrained in our
thinking that conceiving of people w~thoutthat distinction is rarely entertained
in
(Davies, 1993). Even a quick stroll into the magazine secto

of a bookstore

will reveal that a topic such as fitness or fashion - an interest evidenced in both

-

male and female individuals is divided into fitness for women and fitness for
men; fashion for women and fashion for men.
For students, the setf is revealed through curricular objectives that
encourage them to 'formulate their thoughts and ideas, organize and make
sense of their experiences, and express and acknowledge their feelings.
Exploration enables students to discover and understand what they think and
who they are" (Alberta Learning, 2000, p. 15). Thus, the understanding of

identity presently privileged in high school English language arts programs is a
modem one that conceives of a self that needs to be exposed. In other words.
the student is one who reads in order to discover what already exists but has

not yet been revealed to him or herself as well as to others. It is for this reason
that students are encouraged to 'respond personally by relating texts to their
own experiences, feelings, values and beliefs" (p. 21). This personal
expioration then facilitates the guiding of students to think of their own
experiences as reflective of a common, universal, and human understanding of
the world. With repeated exploration, then, the inexperienced reader can
eventually develop discriminating

tastes. That is, the 'critical response, with

practice, gradually makes our pre-critical responses more sensitive and
accurate, or improves our taste, as we say" (Frye, 1989, p. 44). At the same
time, though, it must be acknowledged that those who actualIy see themselves
or their experiences reflected in the texts are affirmed; those who do not are
marginalized and alienated.
The result of this sort of approach to reading literature is one that is
familiar to my experiences both as a student and as a teacher of English
language ads. My most vivid recollection of personal discovery as a student
came in the form of responsejournals. While reading about Hamlet when I was
in English 30, for instance, I was required to write about how his actions helped

me to understand my own life choices. Unfortunately, Ioften responded in
whatever way I could manage in order to complete the assignment regardless

of whether this indicated 'a true exploration of my inner self.' Later, when I

began teaching English 30, 1 revisited the responsejournal. This time. it was
with my students. My renewed enthusiasm was spurred on by theories that

seemed to bring readers out of the shadows of imposed interpretation so that
the author, text, and reader all share in the negotiation of meaning (Rosenblatt,
1978). 1 was excited by the prospect of my students coming to a better

understanding of their inner selves by exploring the characters of Hamlet. To
assist in this process, I provided them with a possible list of response questions
and statements:
1. With which character do you identify most? Why?

2. How does Hamlet's inability to take aco
tin reflect times when
you have chosen to procrastinate?
3. Describe some of the bits of advice that your parents have
passed on to you? How do these compare to the wisdom
Polonius passed on to Laertes? In both cases, how do
parents influence their children's beliefs and values?
4. If you were Hamlet's best friend, how would you help him
through the death of his father and the remarriage of his
mother?
5. How has reading Hamlet helped you to understand who you
are a little bit betten

Unfortunately, my students completed the assignment that I provided
them with as much reflection and fewor as Iemployed when Iwas a
student in English 30. As I had felt stifled many years ago, I restricted
the possibility for the exploration of self, even a self that was preconstructed and in need of discovery. There was not even the glimmer
of hope that students might be able to see the self as a social
negotiation, an agent spoken into existence. Instead of considering the
various social and historical constructions that compete for each
person's attention and the discourses that constitute the meanings

available to each person (Davies, 1993). 1 attempted to tiberate the
student through the reading of literature. Ironically, I succeeded more in
constraining their explorations of meaning making as they read literature
than facilitating the negotiation of new meanings.

Concluding Remarks
To reiterate, the implications here for teachers and students are
significant. There exists the potential for much more than is presently being
experienced in the high school classroom. That is, no longer does the student
have to be positioned strictly as a passive recipient of knowledge. No longer
does the teacher need to be the only source of knowledge. No longer does the
mandate for sameness through the standard'kation of predetermined
responses have to be privileged. After all.
[t]oo often these secondary literature dasses focus solely on
analysis and explication, on wringing all possible meanings and
interpretations from a text Teachers have been more concerned
about teaching critical analysis the making of "acceptable"
judgments about literary works .... (Judy, 1981, p. 142)

-

By reading literature in this latter way, many high school teachers have
continued to perpetuate the discourse of rational humanism. At the same time,
they experience "some difficulty shifting authority to the reader and, more
importantly, to the communities of readers that engage in shared reading in
school classrooms" (Sumara, 1997, p. 20). Often expressed as disinterest or
alienation by students and as frustration by teachers, the resulting tensions that
sometimes trickle out and other times burst forth point to the need to reconsider

how the reading of literary texts might be taken up in the high school

dassroorns of Alberta. Consequently, the emergence of new discourses
intrudes upon the meta-narratives that have constituted what it means to read
literature.

ACT THREE

SCENE Ill

"33s an Unweeded Garden that Grarvs to Seetf
(Hamlet, I, ii, 141-2)

A Summation
Wtth competence and rational humanism dominating the high school

English language arts classroom, particular knowledges about reading literature
are privileged, particular truths are perpetuated, and teachers and students are
positioned in particular ways. These knowledges, truths, and positionings are
characterized by the modernist constructs of rationalii, objedivity, and
universality. More specifically, teachers have been positioned as purveyors of
knowledge. transmitters of soaety's codes. and keepers of the wniwlum. At the
same time, students have been positioned as the warehouses of information,
receptacles of appropriate attitudes and tastes, and the depositories of the
mandated regimes of truth (Block, 1995). While some might support these goals
as being of benefit to Wty,I contend that the frustrations students have

experienced as a result must be given mindful attention.
The following excerpt can be used to highlight thii redudionist effect
While the diploma stream should place greater emphasis on tife

skills and the matriculation stmm should place greater emphasis
on academic background and skilb needed for universrty work,
neither stream must neglect either the development of
communication a b i r i or the pursuit ofhumanistic goals, both of
which are equally important in the development of fully functioning
(Alberta Education,
members of society regardless of v-on.
1982, p. 7)

This daim has already been substantiated through the various images of
classroom practice that have shown how literature has been deamtextualized
and obpMed in order to ensure that students acquire particular knowledges,
skills, and attitudes. As another instance, the objectification of literary texts is
seen in the prominence of the English 30 diploma examination. Shaped by the
reading of literary texts in these ways, the resulting position assumed by students

is limited in scope. In this case, the subject position of students is one of
passivity and receptivity. At best, 'readers became puzzle solvers, translating
the meaning of the text through their own 'skill,' either as readers or interpreters'
(Bogdan & Straw, 1992, p. 16).
The work of Popkewitz and Brennan can be used to frame the subjedi-vity
of students in Foucauldian terms. Wrthin their explorations, subjectivity is seen
not as an originary force, but as a constituted effect of knowledge
regimes ('discourses') bound up in all practices, no matter how
silently physical that inscribe bodies and thus subjugate people....
(Popkewitz and Brennan, 1998, p. 321)

-

-

In other words, the student's experience in the classroom is a manifestation of
the knowledges and regimes of truth that have been sanctioned over time
(Fenwick & Parsons, 1996). Through this thesis, we see that competence and
rational humanism have primarily shaped the English language arts d a m .

These privileged discourses have dominated the ways in which literature has
been read in the classroom to such an extent that the new program of studies
presents the importance of literature as an introductory feature. In contrast,
earlier drafts of the program of studies tucked it in amidst other thoughts about
language arts by treating it with less prominence. Even The Common CuMwkim

Framework W English Language Arts barely acknowledges the tenn Hemturn
and instead focuses on the term text as encompassing all forms of language
expression.
While some of my colleagues might gasp at the thought of reading
literature in English 30 without attention to universal themes and the competent
use of language, these approaches to reading literature do not singularly speak
to the needs of our students. Again, while some might be able to argue the
usefulness of an emphasis on rational humanism and competence, the tensions

that have arisen as a resutt of their prominence in high school English language
arts are too problematic to continue to be overlooked. Our students have tired of
the disguised drill and kill exercises that now come in neatly packaged handouts.
They no longer want to struggle with form essays that are written to demonstrate
the ability to evidence a particular theme in any literary text How often have I
heard them exclaim, 'Will this count?" or 'But, what's the right answer supposed

to be?' or "Why do we have to read Shakespeare anyway Iam also reminded
of a lesson I often employed to teach symbolism using excerpts from the movie

created by the rock band, Pink Floyd. In this movie, the band features a number
of its songs from 'The Wail' album. The sections Ichose forstudents to watch
induded the following images: masked students marching into a huge meat
grinder, a schoolmaster animated as a puppet on strings, and a teacher shouting
out orders in military fashion. As one of the final images, my students were

shown the scene with the young people who have turned on their institution
education by physically demolishing their schod as the background music

of

indudes the chant, 'Tear down the walls!' This final image is one that f bel

would be most appealing to students if they could a d on their frustrations with
reading literature.
W ~ o uattention
t
to the problematic ways that we have constituted these
practices in the past, the frustrations of students will simply continue to surface
unless we, as teachers, face the intemptions created by our students' resistance

to these approaches. Thus. an acknowledgement of the tensions felt by students
who experience an English language arts program, propagated in part by the

discourses of competence and rational humanism, is necessary. Only in this way
can something other than what has dominated the landscape of reading for the
past century in Alberta be considered. Otherwise, the daily frustrations that our

students experience with having to complete tasks that only hint at
acknowledging their worth as contributing

partners in the negotiation of literary

meaning will continue to leave them feeling unessential.
What is needed, then, is another approach to reading literature that would
counteract the all-encompassing effects of the discourses of competence and
rational humanism by focussing on difference, power, and the production of
culture. The discursive practice that I am suggesting be infused into the high
s c h d English language arts ee
xp
ne
ice
r

is that of cultural studies.

ACT FOUR

SCENE l
'How All Occasions Do Inform Against Me'
(Hamlet, IV, iv, 34)
What Is Cultural Studies?

While no one definition of cuhral studies exists, it does possess certain
characteristics that cause it to be distinct from other disciplines, practices,
theories and methodologies. Wrth its origins in British post-World War 1
I dass
politics (Sardar & Van Loon, 1997) and in French literary theory (Culler, 1997),

the goal of cultural studies has always been to expose the power relations that
shape cultural practices of society. To accomplish this task, culture must be
seen as a complex entity that manrfests itsetf through political and social
activrty. For this reason, cultural studies has focussed on an exploration of the
following: the construction of meaning; the identification of rdes and positions
within society; the representation of what ought to be known and valued; and
the agency of people, or the extent to which each individual is able to a d
under the influence of hidher own choices in comparison to the effects of
societal conditions (Culler, 1997). In short, the notions of difference and power

are characteristic of what cultural studies aims to explore.
One source for understanding cultural studies offers the following
characteristics as distinguishing features of this discourse.
1. Cultural studies aims to examine its subject matter in terms of

cuIturaI pfactka and their telatbn to pow[ Its constant
goal is to expose power relationships and examine how these
relationships influence and shape cuftural prackes.

2. Cuttural studies is not simply the study of culture as though it
was a d i m e entity d i i f m its social or political
context Its objective is to understand culture in all its
complex forms and to anatyse the ma/and poiitical amtext
wthin which it manifests itsetf.

3. CuRure in cuttural studies always performs two functions: it is
both the object of study and the luc8fbnof political criticism
and action. Cultural studies aims to be both an intellectual
and a pragmatic enterprise.
4. Cultural studies attempts to expose and m n d l e the division

of kmwWge, to ovemme the split betwen tacit (that is,
intuitive knowledge based on local cuttures) and objective
(sodled universal) fwms of knowfedge. It assumes a
common idenbty and common interest between the knower
and the k n m , between the chewer and what is being
observed.

5. Cultural studies is committed to a moral evaluafibn of modern
society and to a radical line of political action. The
of
cultural studies is not one ofvalue-free scholarship but one
committed to soda1 wnstnrdion by critics1 political
involvement. Thus cultural stud-& aims to undBCSt8nd and
chang8 the structures of dominance everywhere, but in
industrial capitalist sodeties in particular. (Sardar & Van
Loon, 1997, p. 9)

With these characteristics in mind, then, a cultural studies approach would put
students and teachers in a position to reconsider the reading of literary texts.

Together, they can examine the varied approaches of reading texts that range

from a stnct structural analysis of the elements of a story to those that focus

completely on students' responses. Along with exploring these varied
approaches, cultural studies invites the reading of texts from a variety of
philosophical stances such as those offeminism, criticat analysis, and

In general, however, a cultural studies approach to reading texts at the
high school level should speak to the frustrations being presently experienced
by students because of its emphasis on difference and its consideration of the
presence of power in society's cultural relations. 'What cultural studies
pedagogy makes possible is a chance to explore with students the network of

signifying practices that inform their identities-underanstmCtionw(Barrel1 &
Hammett, 2000, p. 29). That is, the emphasis of a cultural studies approach is
one that moves away from a focus on the application of the necessary isolated
skill, the search for the conect universal theme, or the rational humanist
search for a pre-existing human self. Instead, cultural studies moves towards
a look at the particular and differences within the reading of texts. For
students. this is empowering because they are no long preoccupied with
searching for the correct pre-established response.
In addition, approaching English language arts from the stance of
cultural studies would provide the possibility for examining past and present
practices of studying English literature. Students, then, would be afforded the
opportunity to see that the ways they read literary texts reveal the prominent
social values of various times in history. Taking the time, perhaps, to examine
past curriculum guides and mandatory texts in wrnpaflmn to what is

prescribed in the present would encourage students to see these arb'facts as
soda1 constructions

(Barrel1& Hammett, 2000). In this way, students are

again empowered because they are encouraged not only to consider the
possibirnies fot meanings in the literary texts being read, but also to discern

what might be problematic about which texts have been chosen and how
these texts are being read in the dassroom. By undertaking this exploration, a
cultural studies reading of literature and other textual productions can assist
students in uncovering, understanding, and eventually resisting the
mechanisms of cultural power that &st within society (Sardar & Van Loon,
1997). With this as an aim, student resistance can be re-focussed into seeing

how the reading of literature and other texts constitute the self within particular
cultural and historical boundaries. For students, then, universal truths would
be replaced by the realization that there are no grand narratives upon which

they can anchor themselves. Rather, the self is a constant social negotiation

of multiple and competing discaurses.
The question that comes to mind immediately is whether or not the

study of literature is compatible with a cultural studies approach to learning
about the world. That is, some suggest that a cultural studies approach wuld

not allow for the study of literature, per se. In other words, there is the belief
that a broad definition of text is contrary to the rational humanist conception of
interpreting worthwhile literary texts to provide the reader with insight into the
universality of the human condition and, as a result, the reader's own personal
development This is not because cultural studies rejects the study of literary
texts, but rather that it embraces more than written forms of language
production identified as literature (Hippb, 1973). In response to these barriers,
it must be noted that the recently developed Program of Studies for Sen&

High Language Arts (Alberta Learning, 2000) advwwledges the notion of text

as being broader than that which batures a literary a n o n More specifically, it
encourages the exploration of 'works of literature and other texts in oral, pn'nt,
visual and muttimedia forms ... [to] include storytelling, speechmaking,
journals, ... collages. diagrams, tableaux, ... oral presentatbns, videos and
films ...' (Alberta Learning, 2000, pp. 4-5). In addition, the canon has

expanded in Alberta to indude an emphasis on contemporary and Canadian

literature (Oster & Johnston, 1997). For this reason, I feel mat a cultural
studies approach to reading literature could easily incorporate literary texts as

one form of text that represents a larger col!ection of cultural arlifads produced
by society (Culler, 1997).

A Cultural Studies Reading of Literary Texts ...Ail Texts
Wfih all of the above in mind, what then would a culturat studies

approach to teaching look like? Perhaps, we can begin with what it would
hope to do.

In its broadest conception, the project of cuItural studies is to
understand the functioning of culture ... how cultural produdions
work and how culturn[ identhes are constructed and organized,
for individuals and groups, in a world of diverse and intermingled
communities, state power, media industries, and muttimtional
corporations. In principle, then, cultural studies includes and
encompasses ... examining literature as a particular cultural
pracbce. (Culler, 1997, p. 44)
In other words, a cultural studies approach to reading literature would
encourage the reading of literary texts alongside other textual representations

of language for the purpose of uncovering the cultural images layered within
the text. The next step would be to take these layered images and analyze the

ways in which society's norms have been historically shaped and culturally

located within them. That is. instead of presenting literature to our students as
transcending all of time, with certain selections being of more literary value
than others, we ought to consider looking at literature, or any textual form, as
an instance of meaning making cfeated within a spectfic moment in historical

time. Hence, the goal would be to *rnak[e] sense of the ways we make sense
of the

wow (Baldick, 1996, p. 139). It would be important as well to keep in

mind that while universality in meaning is not a goal of cultural studies, a
cultural relativism is also not the intention either. The presumption in the latter

case watld then be that one culture would not be able to understand another
because a common ground would not be possible. Thus, the text being read,
viewed, or listened to needs to be taken up from positions that go beyond our

students' own cultural perspectives (Applebee, 1996). In this way, students
would not only acquire the appropriate background knowledge needed for
+tin9

within public discourse and the dominant traditions of society, but

they would also become aware of these behaviours and norms as cultural
productions. In other words, they would be able to felledon their reading to
determine the underlying manifestations of power reflected in the text;

msider the subject pasitionings that result from these rnanifbstations; reflect
on the ways these texts consMute the self; and endeavor to foster possible

changes. Without this possibility for discetmrnent and acceptance of
difference, 'people would be doomed to misunderstand and to be

misunderstood' (Applebee, 1996, p. 89)- Thus, the aim here is to consider the

extent to which wfturaf forms manipulate people, the subject positions they
then occupy in this use of power, and the tensions that affect the formation of
identity. Therefore, the student would benefit from reading texts as cultural
artifacts so that these texts are seen as one form of cultural practice that can

be related to other discourses: historical, psychological, feminist and linguistic,
to name a few. This approach would extend beyond past practices that focus
on the reading of texts for the purpose of interpreting the author's ideas in
order to gain insight into the universality of meanings represented by particular
literary works deemed to be of benefit to readers (Culler, 1997). That is,
students would be encouraged to see language as pivotal to unearthing the
multi-layered discourses that constitute how they come to understand the
world that shapes their conceptions of self. For instance, dassmm activities

could explore the varied connotations

of words and even the ways language

has changed over the years (Trask, 1994) in order to demonstrate that
language is anything but fixed and standard. As a result, it is important to
consider how language is used to shape its forms of production (Sardar & Van
Loon, 1997).

Cuttural Studies and Shakmpeam

Let us consider how the study of Shakespeare might be taken up within
a cultural studies approach. To begin with, the context of his works would be

couched as repmenbtive of the Eliibethan Era as opposed to, for instance,
a representation of what it means to be human, as suggested by Bloom

(1998). From this. an exploration of the ways in which his works are

appropriated by other authors as well as today's media would encourage
students to consider how certain cultural pradlradlces become privileged and
inform further cultural produdions within a particular society. For instance,
after reading Romeo and Juket, students wuld compare Shakespeare's text to
the 1996 cinematic version that starred Leonardo DiCaprio (a 2omCentury Fox
Production), a popular teen figure of the media. fhis version could be
contrasted with the Zeffirelli (1968) production that had been used in
classrooms for decades prior to the 1996 release. Other texts that could be
explored come from the inclusion of non-Shakespeare stories that feature
excerpts of Shakespeare's texts. One example is found in the movie
'Renaissance Man' starting Danny DeVito. In this movie, an a n y officer is
required to prepare a group of soldiers for combat To achieve his goals,
DeVdo's character teaches students about Hamlet in order to have his soldiers
learn how to think For students, a consideration of these cultural produdions

would assist them in questioning this privileging of particular texts and, thus,
the modes of being that a society accepts as truth.
Along with challenging the ways that literary texts are read in the
classroom, there would also be a shift in the locus of power. No longer would
the teacher be the sole authority to determine what ought to be learned and

explored within the dassmom. Instead, more responsibility a u l d be turned
over to the student In this sense, the subject positions of teacher, student,
and text would be m o d i i . That is, past subjectivity could be altered into new

possibilities that indude teachers as consultants instead of punreyors of
knowledge and students as researchers instead of simply receptacles
(Willinsky, 1990). While these examples are only the beginning of many
possibilities, the main need is for a shift in the focus of power and in the nature
of knowledge. This shift is integral to a cultural studies approach to reading in
the high school English language arts classroom.

Reading the Diploma Examinationas a Cultural Text
A cultural studies approach to mading texts could also be used to help

students face an established political practice of objectiftation and
standardization in Alberta: the use of common tests. Alongside a
reassessment of the diverse approactres that teachers have incarporated into
their practice of high school English language arts, the provincial diploma
examination must also be considered for its influence on the high school
classroom. Through a cultural studies approach, the power that this
examination holds over teaders and students, particularly through the public
pronouncement of their results, could be analyzed for the ways in which the
discourses of competence and rational humanism are perpetuated. That is,
students and teachers could investigate the reductionist ways in which
competence and rational humanism define the making of meaning and,
consequently. position those involved in reading literary texts in preparation for
w*ng the diploma examin&-on. By approaching the reading of texts in this

way, perhaps students would no longer be subjected to a barrage of pre-

designed handouts, and classroom practices would not invoke having
students create their own multiple choice questions in preparation for
deciphering the ones they would likely face on the diploma examination.
Well do we remember our first years of teaching using the [timehonoured, traditional, exposltion/assimiktionmodel of
teachingneaming]: we marched into our classrooms, chalk in
hand, diligently expounding and listing on the chalkboard (for
students to copy into their note h k )such things as the thirteen
(or was it fourteen ?) characteristicsof the ballad. We expected
our students to memorize these (and we tested them to ensure
that they did). Later, we gave our students another ballad we
had selected and asked them to find these charaderish.
( h r y 8 Watsan, 1993. p. 4)

Instead, the methodofogiesemployed as part of a cultural studies approach
would reject leading students to a particular end that could be objectively

evaluated in order to compare students not only to their classmates but also
others in the schaal, the district,the city, and the province- It is for this reason
that attention must be paid to the discourses that shape how literature is being

read in the dassmrn. Otherwise, it is very likely that ttre interactions that take

place in the high school English language arts classroom will continue to focus
on the acquisition of a particular set ofknowkdges, skills, and attitudes.

Therefore, students must, at the very least, be shown how to read these

cultural, political, and historical teWtexts for the ways in which they shape
students' reading of literature. in this way, standardized testing could be
brought to bear against the characterktics of cultural studies that emphasize a

particular understanding of society. This conception of the workings of society
is one that msidem social and pditical p i e r as discursive producticms that

have an immediate impact on the ways in which society is set up to opetate

(Selden, Widdowson, 8 Brooker, 1997). At the same time, however, there is a

need to advocate for change. Unfortunately, it is not realistic to expect the
immediate elimination of a well-organized diploma examination program given
the countless years of preparation, the funding allocated to set up this
examination program, and the support it receives from the general public.
Nevertheless, it is also not improbable given that the examinaons have been
abandoned previously in Alberta's history.

Locating Power and Knowledge within a Cultural Studies Approach

There is a dual task within a cultural studies exploration of reading
literary and other texts in the high school English language arts dassroorn.
On the 'macro" side, it looks at the culture as a system of values,
rights, exchanges, obligations, opportunities. power. On the
'micro' side, it examines how the demands of a wftural system
affect those who must operate within it. In that latter spirit, it
cancentrates on how individual human beings constnrd
'realities' and meanings that adapt them to the system, at what
personal cost, with what expeded outcomes. (Bnmer,1996, p.
12)
This approach encourages knowledge to be located in the student, in his or
her fellow students, family members, or other sources not usually taken up in

the classroom such as magazines

or music videos. Of importance here is that

knowledge does not reside only in the teacher and other individuals labeled as
authorities in a particular field or in sanctioned sources such as curriculum
guides and other official texts. Moreover, knowledge is no longer solely
acquired through a canon of texts or the skills of an expert (Bnmer, 1996).
Instead, a cultural studies pedagogy imqmates all of these by considering

them within their historicity, piacing one against the other. In this way, the

knowledges of the past and those of the present can be taken up so as to
negotiate additional possible meanings or avenues of thought
The question that comes into play here is to what extent this
engagement of the student is intentional, that is,whether the active reading of
texts supports individual realization as opposed to the reproduction of the

culture that has mated the existing system of education (Bnmner, 1996). In
response, what becomes crucial is a practice steeped in awareness and a
classroam that welcomes reflection withoneintat

to the hegemonic

undertones in whatever is being read, in how it is being read, and for what
purpose it is being read. In this way, perhaps the student and teacher become
involved in an anthropological pedagogy. That is, let us see the notion of
culture as a way of talking about human souety and particular instances of it

from a particular viewpoint (Anderson, 1995). What follows, then, is the
reading of literary texts that enables teachers and students to

the

text as a distinct entity. It is from this distinctiveness as placed against the

reader's understanding of his or her own culture that a particular view is
acquired of the culture that produced the text and the text produced within it.
Through this intefaction, the reader and teacher each take on the role of the
anthropologist who, in 'the act of inventing another cutture, ... invents his own,
and in fad ... reinvents the notion of cubre itself' (Anderson, 1995, p. 57').

This process can inform the student not only about the diverse nature of

-

culture, but also its place in our global civilizatton one that was mated

through the modem values of rationality. *ef'Mic discovery, technological
explorabon, and expansive commodification (Anderson, 1995).
It is hoped, therefore. that by pursuing an exploration of the

mechanisms of cultural power, students will become better able to expose
ruling power structures within specific cultures as well as our global
community. From this exposure, then, students can effect change and gain a
deeper understanding of the spirit of culture and the human condition as it is
experienced in each soda1 locality. Giroux (1995) describes this approach to
learning as a critical pedagogy indivisible from cultural democracy. In fad he
advocates
making the pedagogical more political by reconstructing the very
concept of pedagogy as a social practice that generates new
knowledge, opens up contradictions, and challenges all
hierarchical structures of power that demand reverence at the
expense of dialogue and debate. (Giroux, 1994, p. 64)
Students, here, would be engaged in a Foucauldian project of demystrfyingthe
power of discourse to construct particular understandings of the selfand the
other in society. For Giroux. schooling thus becomes essential to unpacking

the various divisions of society, for instance, race, ethnicity, dass, and gender,
that create destructive opposition, violent tension, and insensitive capital
accumulation.
The importance of pedagogy to the cantent and context of
cultural studies lies in the relevance it has for illuminating how
knovdedge and social identities are produced in a variety of srtes,
induding schools. Pedagogy, in this sense, offers an articulatory
concept for understanding how power and knowledge configure
in the production. reception, and transformation of subject
positions, forms of ethical address, and ... desired versions of a
Mute human community. (Giroux, 1994, p. 132)

Thus as a cultural practice itself, the reading of texts for commonly established
curricular purposes needs to be undertaken with the intention of taking
students beyond the world they know of tixed meanings and into one where
human agency and social justice guide cultumi practice (Giroux, 1989).
For English language arts, this would require a process of identifying
and interrupting the ways in which literary texts are taken up in the classroom
is counterproductive. As an English language arts teacher, then, the process
of reflecting upon classroom practice becomes critical for coming to

understand the potentially alienating positionings that can be created within
the high school English language arts classroom (Beach et al., 1992). In other

words, let us recall that the diploma examination presently shapes how a
teacher organizes the delivery of the English 30 course. While this
examination could compromise a cultural studies approach to reading literary
texts by stifling alternative thinking given that the CO&

answer would still be

privileged by the existence of this standardized test it could also serve as an
instance of how meaning is produced as a construction of power. As another
example, Girow (1989) points to an example from Ryerson's attempts at
in
shaping the driecto

of reading literature in Canada's classrooms by calling

for the prevention of popular texts such as Tom Sawyerfrom entering the
classroom. WWin a cultural studies approach, this historical occurrence could

be placed alongside a reading of this text so as to question the social vision
that Ryerson's adions were promoting. Through cultural studies, then, a
variety of texts could be read with the purpose of embracing difference. This

approach would come up against the notion of sameness within the dominant
discourses of competence and rational humanism. Some even suggest that
cultutal studies would require such a radical shift in the ways that literary texts
ought to be taken up in the classroom that the demise of English language arts
as we know it is inevitable (Lucy, 1997). In its place, perhaps a cultural
studies approach to reading literary texts as one set of cultural productions
within the broader notion of text could find its place within a world of ambiguity.
That is, instead of being constricted by having to find the correct answer,
students could be encouraged to read texts with the intention of considering
not only what is written. but also what is not represented. They would be
undertaking the practice of becoming aware of the ways in which they, as
readers, are being shaped by the reading of particular texts in particular ways.

Above all, however, it is imperative that students are empowered to occupy the
spaces in-between the historical location of literature and its presence in
today's society (Bhabha, 1994).

ACT FOUR

SCENE 1
I
'This Thing's To Do'
(Hamlet, IV, iv, 46)
Cultural Studies Enacted in the Classroom

In an attempt to negotiate meaning by considering past, present, and
future practices, a cultural studies approach to reading texts, especially those
of a literary nature, calls for significant change to the ways in which we think
about engaging our students. Thus, it is my suggestion that the
implementation of the Program of Studies for Senior High Language Ads

(Alberta Learning, 2000) and the diploma examination be revisited. At the
same time, I am advocating a cultural studies framework for the reading of
literature at the high school level. Given that these changes would not be
possible over night, I am also advocating the incopmtion of cultural studies
into the existing system in an effort to bridge toward revolutionary change.
This measure of change is essential in order to, at the very least, begin to
interrupt our present ways of being in high school English dassrooms.

Is Cultural Studies Possible in the Englbh Language Arts Classroom?
At first. it might be suggested that a cultural studies approach would not

ever be possible, partwlarly with standardized testing aiways looming in the
distance. In response, I point to the critical awareness promoted by cultural
studies (Barrel18 Hammett, 2000). That is, ifin fad the goal is to be able to

expose, consider, and possibly change existing pawer relations based on an

examination of what and whose knowledge is being prrvileged, then it ought to
be pasdMe to disrupt present practices in reading literature in the high school

dassrwm. In doing so, students would be exposed to the curricular objectives

set out by Alberta Learning and would, at the same time, be asked to consider
the absences in these curricular goals and their underlying motivations. 'In
mastering such traditions, students learn not only how to operate within them,
but also how to change them" (Applebee, 1996, p. 9). Wm the reading of

literary texts in mind, the following statements a u l d be used to guide the

process of achieving such change.
What is called 'reality' (by an individual, a w k r e w an epoch) is
structured, therefore, as a language: realii is simply what is
able to be classified as such according to a system to
strudures of regulations and prohibitions which produce
objects, knowledges, feelings, values and events 'in' the world.
But the very notion of a world is always going to be culturally and
historically spedfk to specific language communities since the
structure of structures, as it were, is language, and so the very
concept of 'structure' itself is a linguistic metaphor.
Consequently, ... language can be seen to be a mnditibn of
cuhre.. .. (Lucy, f 997, p. 7)

-

-

in other words, much like the language of modernity had an impact on how

literary texts were taken up in the d a s s r m by privileging the discourses of
competence and rational humanism. the language of wttural studies would

privilege other discourses and other notions. l-bvevef, with attention to this
aspect of language, cuitural studies can be aware of its own constructions of

reari, effects of powrknawledge, and mgimes of truth. In this way, the

English language arts classroom provides an advantageous environment for
attempting to engage in a cultural studies approach to reading.

Where Do We Start with Cuttural Studies?
Wlth an openness to language awareness and the productions of

language, it is important to consider that with which the student will be
interacting most in order to achieve a cultural studies friendly environment.
With one goal being to consider how language structures reality, attention to
the spoken and written word is essential. In the high school English language

arts classes of the past, attention would have focused on being able to
understand and respond to a chosen literary text (Marsh, 1987). For a cultural
studies approach. a selective canon of writings based on a set of defined
ute
i na

is not acceptable. Instead. any text -or cultural production of

-

language needs to be open for examination within the dassroom. The
argument of some teachers in opposition to this broad definition of text is that
bringing everything and anything into the classroom would cause
Shakespeare, for instance, to be replaced by Shania Twain. These colleagues

of mine would maintain that our students would be more attracted to the texts
of popular culture than those that have withstood the test of time.
Furthermore. they would exclaim that, in wanting to win over their students,
teachers would be in danger of gravitating towards whatever held their
students' attention. regardless of the text's literary merit

In response, Iwould suggest that it is crucial to legitimate all possible
forms of text as worthy of being taken up in the English language arts
classroom. For, 'to critique an ideal is not necessarily to cause it to disappear'
(Lucy, 1997, p. 236). At the same time,
is one thing to study popular culture. It is quite another to
romanticize junk and give it academic respectability. (Sardar 8
Van Loon, 1997, p. 169)
That is, meaningless textual criticism weakens the cultural studies aim of
exposing power strudures and seeking change (Sardar 8 Van Loon). It would
also be impossible to study absolutely everything in one course; therefore, it
would be necessary for teachers and students to negotiate what wouM be mad
instead of what ought to be read.

Cultural Studies and the Nature of the Author
In taking up various texts, it is also important to reconsider the nature of

the author along with the nature of the text The reasoning behind this line of
exploration resides in the stance that the notions mat govern authorship also
influence the meanings associated with the notion of text. It becomes
necessary, then, to accept that, as individuals and as part of a sodally defined

group, we are subject to the produdion of language to create parb'cular
meanings and effects. Wm this understanding, it is possible to attribute the
meaning of a text as representative not necessarily of a particular author, but
rather as a cultural phenomenon of language production.

In this way, a text

does not take on a static identity to be consumed by the reader as it might

have when it was deemed to be of literary worth (Jay, 1987). Instead,
literature becomes one source of cultural production

(Hams, 1996). Rather

than being interpreted as literary truth, a text is examined for its intermeshing
and colliding layers of meaning. Instances of text then include cultural
productions

from early Greek writings to the most recent music videos- In this

sense, there could be an exploration of not only the original form of
Shakespeare's plays, but also the film adaptations that have been produced
over the years, the spoofs that have been likewise created, and the websites
that now exist in muftjtudes.

Agency within Cultural Studies

Along with the reconsideration of the notions of text and authorship, a
cultural studies perspecvtie

encourages a reappraisal of the roles of the

subiects involved. This can begin with seeing both teachers and students as
imposters. That is, all of us have assumed particular roles as teachers and
students such that certain attitudes, stances, utterances, and other forms of
communication position those who teach and those who study in particular

ways. Through a cultural studies approach to English language arts, teachers
and students would be empowered to reveal the regimes of truth that have

become sandioned over time. This would foster social reconstruction by
questioning the pedagogical approaches of the past that have been shaped by
the discourses of competence and rational humanism. In this way, teachers
would not simply pass on knowledge to students, but, in return, would receive

it too. Teachers and students would also engage in taking up their resistances

to knowledge. More specitically,
[olne can tell students the truth, the fads, until the final bell rings,
and l i i e of it penetfates, even when students are adept at
repeating answers on exams. As long as the student continues
to occupy the same position in relation to the information
involved - a position in which he or she "knows' by virtue of
identification with the position of the teacher as the subject who
knows - then there is na knowing in any productive sense.
Pedagogy should aim to undo the "subject of certainty," including
the teachets subjective position as well as the student's. (Jay,
1987, p. 790)
In summary, students and teachers need to suspend dependency on finding
out the correct answer or the intended meanings when reading literature. In

f a d the reading of any text needs to be undertaken so as to open up the
possibility for otherness, that is, considering what a text has to offer its reader

from positions within and outside of the dominant discourses that have
historically influenced the production of meaning.

Cultural Studii Enacted in the Reading of Shakespeare

In choosing a text to read within a cultural studies approach, I decided
to take up Shakespeare. There were two reasons for this. Firstfy, his plays
continue to occupy a centraI place in the Alberta English language arts
curriculum (Altmann, Johnston, 8 Mackey, 1999). Secondly, Shakespeare has
become prevalent within popular culture (Altmann, Johnston, 8 Mackey, 1999)
as well as other manifisWons

of society. For instance, in this latter case,it

was initially surprising to me to learn that Shakespeare is often quoted during

court cases. In fact, refikences to Shakespare's texts have doubled in this

century (Garber, Franklin, Walkowitr, 1996). Even in this thesis, there was a
conscious decision to organize the overall work according to acts and scenes
as well as titling each -on

using an excerpt from one of his most well

known plays, Hamlet. My intention in choosing this approach was to
emphasize the extent to which particular literary pieces and particular authors
are privileged in society, most noticeably, Shakespeare. While particular
literary texts and authors might have much to offer our students, the issue
rests in the knowledge that their use has been predetermined according to the
dictates of those who occupy positions of power, those who decide what and
whose knowledge is of most worth (Block, 1995) fhus, Isuggest that reading
one of Shakespeare's texts from within cultural studies offers us an opportunity
to consider a text that is a prime example of the mechanisms of cultural power
(Sardar 8 Van Loon, 1997). It would then be the goal of teachers and
students to interrupt the assumptions that are often perpetuated in the high
school classroom about the Bard's works.
One of these assumptions is the unquestionable universality of
Shakespeare's themes (Bloom, 1998). Such a totaliking claim is ripe for being
brought to bear against the partiarlanty of individual experiences. The
challenge in the high school classroom, then, becomes to reposition students
such that they are present to the reading of literature, not absent as was often
the case within competence and rational humanism. In other words,
[mlany students have not pmblematized the ways in which
traditional schooling has shaped their perceptions of power,
learning, and identity. Many students ... wieve]that either their
own voices did not mnt for much or that the only role for

students in the class was to accept what was dispensed to them
as knowledge rather than either raise questions about taking
control over the conditions of the production of knwkdge or
approach the classroom texts critically in light of their own
experiences, histories, and concerns. (Gimux, 1994, p. 134)
While students still need to be able to manipulate and reproduce language in
order to participate in society by being able to read and wnte, the ways in
which these skills are developed are opened up within cultural studies. The
caution, however, that must be remembered is that the emphasis of cultural
studies is to disrupt past and present pcareicst.

The intention, here, is not to

establish yet another standard.
Let us now consider how Hamlet could be taken up within cultural
studies. With numerous avenues of exploration available, for the purposes of
example, I will consider one approach to reacquainting grade twelve students
with Shakespeare. I refer to this process as one of reacquaintance given that
students would have already been exposed b his works in previous years. I
also choose to consider the introduction of Shakespeare because so often
teachers present this topic in a standard way. That is, usually teachers
preface his works by providing students with background information about the
Elizabethan worldview, the Eliibethan society,and significant events of the
times. Some justify this approach by taking the stance that without an
understanding of the historical times during which Shakespeare wrote his
plays, only a limited understanding of Hamlet, for instance, could be possible

(Costello, Jacobs, 8 Neelan, 1988). While attention to the h i i r i c a l and
cultural milieu within which a text has been produced is supported by a cultural

studies approach, the intention would not be to simply pass on information.
Rather, this pursuit would need to foster an examination that would consider
how the Elizabethan world contributedto Shakespeare's produdion of texts
instead of the rational humanist view that Shakespeare's texts transcend time.

-

As another introductory approach one that veers away from the
previous more standard approach, I would have studenl research the ways in
which Shakespeare's texts surface in society. Students would be encouraged
to locate instances of the presence of Shakespeare's plays - their characters,

-

settings, images, and phrases, for instance in oiher literary works, feature
films, advertising, and on the Internet. Following this exploration, students
would be asked to present their findings to their classmates. Based on their
discoveries, a discussion would ensue a b u t how Shakespeare is represented
in society. The goal here would be to focus on the how of this discussion.
This emphasis would indude the use of his texts as a shaping force of
language. With this in mind, students would be introduced to the nation that
an individual observes and reflects on the world, transforming
this consciousness wrience into words that will express these
perceptions and thoughts to others.. .. [Llanguage is a system
unto itself, a social format that is shaped by a community of
participants. However, the whural agencies with power and
authority not only influence how conscious events will be
cammunicated but how they will be mrienced. (Anderson,
1995, p. 168)
This initial research activity would a h serve to provide instances of cultural

production that could be placed against Shakespeare's Hamlet as it appears in
the text used for English 30. Through this adivity, two explorations would be

juxtaposed: the larger-than-lifeeffect of canonizing literature and the broad

notion of text that embraces numerous cultural productions. From this
examination of text, students wuld then be in a position to reconsider the
grand narratives that are perpetuated when Shakespeare's plays are taken up

only as a worthwhile canonical piece of writing. As an example, students
would look at the idea of revenge as a universal theme mat is often presented

to students as a common cycle in the behaviour of people. In the past, for
instance, I would have used the Hamlet: A Teacher Resouam Unit as a guide
in showing students that '[olnce an act requiring vengeance is performed, a

chain of readion begins and continues in a nearly infinite series, like a pebble

thrown in a pond causes countless, ever-widening ripples" (Costello, Jacobs, &

Neelan, 1988, p. 53). Wmin a cultural studies approach, this idea would be
presented to students as a conventional notion that has been reprodud
through texts such as Shakespeare's to support partiarbr views of how human

beings operate in the world. The next step for students would be to find

instances that both support this view and disrupt it W~ each of these
instances, the objective would be to look at the discourses that are reveeled.
In order to peel away at the layers of meaning and reveal these discourses,
students would need to keep the following questions in mind, What is valued

in the arftural production being examined? What is assumed? What is
privileged? How is the reader positioned? As one possibility, Mel Gibson's

patmyat of Hamlet in the well-known 'To be, or not to be" soliloquy could be

taken up in the dassroom and could be compared to Kenneth Brannaugh's
interpretation. In fad, even an explorahjon of the prevaknce of this one line

within North American society alone would provide a weaith of possibility for
discussion. The search could even extend to its presence and absence in
other areas of the world. In this way, students would need to probe how the
phrase is used and what its use reveals about each particular society. While
looking at the particular, students could search fw common meanings that
have been perpetuated in more than one society. What does this
commonness reveal? How is the particular shaped by the general and vice
versa? Through an examination of questions such as these, it is hoped that
students will realize that literature and aH texts in general need to be read with
an openness to difference and an awareness of the sometimes overt,
sometimes subtle power structures that each text reveals about that particular
historical and cultural production.
Therefore, the goal of approaching a text such as Hamlet in the way
described above is to demonstrate that both the universal and the particular
need to be examined when considering any text. The reason for taking this
stance is to encourage students to understand that the privileging of

Shakespeare and the reading of his plays in particular ways shapes what and
how they, positioned as students, learn. This process would begin with the
aim of having students un/discover their own reading pradices in order to
heighten their awareness to 'their own modes of appropriation, reading, and
interpretation' (Barrel1 & Hammeft, 2000, p. 30)- In other words, our students
would be able to reconsider how they have been shaped by the ways in which
Shakespeare has been taken up not only in their English classes, but also by

society at large. The hope, then, would be that students wouid realize that
knowledge could be used to create a common identity that potentially stifles
the individual exw-ence. Opening up this view of knowledge is significant if
we, as teachers, hope to facilitate the reconsideration of the structures of

dominance that &st not only with the reading of literature, but in the larger
social realms of -ety.

If a goal of cultural studies is to effect change within

present power structures, then students and teachers need to adively engage
in exposing these structures.

Summary Thoughts
In essence, therefore, a cultural studies approach to the reading of
literary texts in a high schod English language arts classroom is one that
ig
would work at interrupting the exsi tn

educational structure. I feel this is

significant because it is important for students to came to understand how the
system operates - who does what, where, when, and why - in order to be able
to consider the otherness of the system. That is, students and teachers,
together, need to maneuver through and around the existing landscape of
reading. Their goal must revolve around an examination of the positionings
that exist between the reader and the text In this way, the tensions that are
created as a result of these positionings for students and teachers could lead
to an understanding of what they, as individuals and members of a particularly
culturallydefined society, can do with the differences that arise from these
explorations.

ACT FIVE
SCENE I
'We'll Put the Matter to the Present Push"
(Hamlet, V, i, 299)
A Process Review

At this point, we have travelled through the past, present, and future. My
journey has been a troubling one. In an attempt to analyze how my practice has
been shaped over the years, I began my research by considen'ng the official
document that informed how I chose to organize my language arts program: the
Senior Hgh School Language Arts CunkuIum Guide (Alberta Education, 1982).
Then, because of recent directives from Alberta Learning announcing the need to
implement a new program of study, Icompared the 1982 guide with The

Common Cumculum Framework br English Language Arts ( 1 998) and the
Pmgtam of Studies for Senior HQh Sdrool English Language Ads (Alberta
Leaming, 2000). At the same time, the English 30 diploma examination became
another important source of analysis for me given the pmccupation that I,my
students, my colleagues, and society-at-large seemed to have with this
examination. While exploring these textual artifads, Iwas reminded of the
supplementary resource guides that I had employed over the years. 1 often
looked to these resources with the hope of dimering the ultimate handout,
strategy, or technique that would help my students read literature without f d i n g

frustrated or disinterested. All of these searches aflwded me the oppwbnity to
consider the similarities, differences, and general patterns that revealed the

discourses being privileged in these documents. This search was undertaken,
keeping in mind the historical background to the production of these documents,
in order to determine the extent to which my present practices were being
infarmed by those of the past.
While f considered the above documents, t also refkc!ed on my own
practices and interactions wfth students. These reflections began with the

realization that I was offen teft with a feeling of frustration when my students I&
my class. Although we might have carefully read one of the scenes in Hamlet

and though my students might have been able to identifythe imagery in that
scene, I felt we were simply going through the motions of reading the text and,
ultimately, in order to prepare for the diploma examination. I did not, however,

experience these feelings during my first years of teaching - probably because I

was too consumed with figuring out what I was required to cover with my

students. As time passed, though, the frustrations surfaced more regularly. It

also became increasingly apparent that the literature we chose to study in dass
did not often appeal to my students. Even efforts to spice things up by
incafpomthg television, movies, and music videos k a m e stale when this

motivational technique became popular amongst teachers. The result was the
overuse of what had previously been a novelty for students. While 1 was mulling
these observations over, I pondered the questions with which my students often

bombarded me. In general, these questions can be summanzed by one: 'Why
do we have to do this?" My usual response explained that I was bound by a

cuniculum guide mandated by Alberta Learning. For studem&, this

translated into, 'Because you have to;because Isaid so.' Ho~lever,more

recently, Iwondered about whether, for instance, it was necessary to study
Shakespeare. Why do students have to be able to write a iiterary analysis
essay? Why do they have to be able to identify a simile or the use of irony?
As a result of this questioning, Idelved into the history of education and

realized that political and societal concerns often dictated how literature was read
in the dassroom. For instance, Iwas shocked by the discovery that, at one time,
Shakespeare was considered popular literature and not suitable for study at the
post-secondary level. This realization caused me to feel disillusioned about what
I was doing with students, especially since Ihad trusted in the documents that

outlined what students ought to learn and how they ought to learn it tt never
occurred to me that it might be wise to question what had been mandated. In

addion, when Ibegan to compare the curriculum guides that had been
published over the last twenty years or so,Iwas surprised at the similarity of their
content, While some of the headings might have been changed or elements
added - for instance, representing as another language arts strand, the general
philosophy and rationale had not deviated significantly over time. It was at this
point that I began to be suspicious of the documents that I had previously and

unquestioningly used to dired my daily
In order to frame this questioning, Ithen considered the work of faucauit
whose ideas have been identified as a way of considering society's pracbices with
attention to the power structures that shape the discourses, knowledges, and

iruthsthat arise out of the interacb'ons people h v e with me another. With a

Foucauldian perspective in mind, I was able to reconsider my original questions
and review my historical findings from another perspective.

Most important in

this thinking for me, however, was being a& to realize that what eventually took

place in my classroam was the result of a complex layering of intendim.

These interadions involved those who p m e s d the authority to mandate
curriculum, the teachers who were expected to implement it, and the students

who were required to demonstrate an understanding of it. While I chose not to

pursue a detailed analysis of the student's perspective and experience in the
English 30 classroom, I have become much more aware of my students as

embodied subjects participating, passively or actively, in the production of

meaning through the reading of literary texts. As a teacher, this insight provided

me with a great sense of relief in the sense that the learning experience became
a shared experience. Wrthout this ptssibilii for exploring options to currently
privileged English language arts pradices, a solely teacherdireded or studentdriven approach, or even superfidal mixture of me two, would have left me
feeling empty. In other words,I felt the need for tfie reading of literature to be a

negotiated practice between my students and meUsing Foucault's constructs, I was able to examine this need from a
theomticaf basis, specmcally, through the notions of discourse,

powerknowledge, subjedivrty, and regimes of truth. That is, if present pradice
was a manifestation of a variety of dixourses shaping the reading of rrterature in
particular ways, then there existed the possibility for other ways of reading
r i r y texts in the English language a& classroom. What was most significant

in this fatterrealWon was that I became aware ofthe pmmce of the other.

This wuld be rephrased as the gaining of insight into the need to consider what
is absent in how we presentiy read literature at the high school level.

Consequently, my past pedagogical choices took an n e w meaning. I refled& on

these practices not for the putpose ofensuring that 1 met dl of the mandated
objectives, but instead to determine haw my choices afFected how students were
being asked to read literature in my classes. After all, if, as an educafur, I truly

believe that my rofe is to do more than simply reproduce existing cultures and
perpetuate privileged ways of knowing (Bruner. 1996). then a cultural studies

approach to reading literary texts at the high school level is necessary. In order
to 'expos8 and reconcile the division of knowledge ... [so as to] change the

structures of dominance everywfiere"(Sardar & Van Loon, 1997, p. 91,teachers
and students must embark on a shared learning experience. This experience is

me that embraces the exploration of that which is piablematic, discursive,
sanctioned, privileged, W e d within historical and cultural boundaries, and
appropriated by present society as tnrth. For English language arts. this requires

a broader acceptance ofthe notion of text, a search fw that which is absent in
the practices of teachers, and a consideration of how literature might be taken up
in order to consider the differences alongside the simtlarities.

ACT FNE

SCENE ll
'The Readiness is Alls
(Hamlet, V, ii,221)
Possibilitiesfor Further Research

The focus of this study has been the discourses that have inkmed the
reading of literary texts in the high school English language arts dassroorn in

Alberta. At the same time, while the various positions that both teachefs and
students have occupied within these discourses have been considered, the direct

voices of teachers and students in conversation about reading texts were not
included in this study. A follow-up study, then, is needed to address the

experiences of students and teachers as they live within the mandated
cum'culum. Therefore, tM,areas are in need of further research.
First we need to examine how both students and teachen perceive the
ways in which literary texts are taken up in the dassrmm. In other words, a
study of the present voices and current experiences of our students and teachers
would provide insight into the absences that exist in the high school English
language arts classroom. An analysis of the ways that these two groups
perceive their positionings within the high school Engiish language arts
dassmm would reveal much about how they are being shaped by the
pedagogical practices at work in their classrooms. Research into the subjedivity
of students and teachers could

reveal the rules that shape educational dialogue and identify the
features of language that send messages about how

knowledge should be defined and structured ... and what
constitutes reason and authority ... to reveal the mechanisms that
form students as subjects. (Henrickson & Morgan, 1990, p. 31)
Thus, research would need to concentrate on the subject positions of both
students and teachers given that the image of the English teacher often shapes
particular notions about what it means for students to learn in the presence of
such a figure (Miller, 1970).
A second area of future research would then involve a consideration of

how cultural studies, as a pedagogical approach, shapes the practice of teachers
and the experience of students. In other words. to what extent are students
agents of learning in the reading of literary texts? To what extent are they
responsible for their choices in the classroom? To what extent are students
constrained by the cultural productions of society? To what extent would a
cultural studies approach to reading texts speak to the tensions experienced in
the high school dassroom? Each of these questions attempts to frame a query
around the regimes of truth that have been sanctioned and, thus, shape the ways
that students experience literary texts in the dassmm. Henrickson and Morgan
(1990) suggest that an examination of the exchanges that take place between

teachers and students would uncover the hidden 'exchange systems' that persist
in the dassroom.

Do we offer knowledge in exchange for resped or in exchange for
measurable labop Do w e promise Mure success in exdmnge far
present obedience? Does the exchange system tend to prefer and
reward students of certain class, cultunl. ethnic, or religious
backgrounds? Is the exchange system gender biased? Which
type of student decides the exchanges are not worthwhile and
why3 What are the agreements by which cultural d i i

becomes enaxkd as cultural deprivation? (Henridrson 8 Morgan,
1990, p. 32)
There are two important fundions of a line of questioning as demonstrated

above. Firstly, the hidden dialogues need to be exposed in order to take up the
rnub-iayered discourses that produce and are produced by these dialogues.
Secondly and most importantly, the discourses of students and teachers need to

be unraveled. as much as possible, from their own perspectives. Of course, tf~is

would be difficult given that an adult researcher would filter the proceedings:
however. the data being collected would need to reffed the students' voices as
well as the teachers' voices.

Thus. perhaps, an informed negotiation of the power/knowledgerelations
that drive the reading of texts in the high school dassmm can be undertaken.

In this way, instead of lulling our students into the acceptance of yet another

approach or discipline, through cultural studies, they can meet the reading of a
text head on, remaining open to the unexpected, the unimagined, and the

uninvited possibilitiesthat present themselves (Sardar & Van Loon, 1997).
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