<A tiny bit about my background, thanks to Jonathan and the writing project for improving my teaching, mention Mary’s book again as a possible tie in to thinking about why we teach literature. I teach at SCHS, 8th year, English, blah, blah>

Jonathan, thank you for working with SJAWP so diligently and helping teachers like me become better teachers. SJAWP has helped a lot of teachers improve. Thank you.

It’s a worthy effort to write a book. In Adolescence in the Search for Meaning, Mary has put together a nice resource of books that appeal to teenagers and I want to honor her for that feat. Take a look at that title if and when you can; she’s pulled together an impressive list of novels to suggest to teenagers and has written several chapters about why you might choose to make those suggestions.

Congrats to everyone for taking time out of your weekend to think about how you can improve your instruction. It says something about the kind of teacher you are that you are willing to come out on a Saturday and try to improve your craft. There are lots of teachers that don’t take that time and there are plenty of good reasons not to. But you are to be commended for taking this challenge on of coming down here for a few hours of more work. And during the initial hours of your weekend, to boot.

The ideas you hear today, don’t try to put them all in place on Monday. Pick one strong idea and apply that to your teaching next week. Do try to do at least one thing that you hear today next week so you can get a sense of how meaningful these sessions are.

And, for the rest of today, do things unrelated to your job. Take time to cultivate your life outside the classroom. You’ve spent your entire Saturday morning on work. Carve out the rest of the day for yourself. 

Then hit the ground running on Monday, refreshed and richer for the experience of coming out here on a cold, rainy Saturday morning. And tell your friends if you get something useful from today’s sessions. There are lots of people that just don’t think it’s worth a Saturday morning, that keeping their Saturday mornings to themselves is more important than something like this. Tell them differently when you see them on Monday, that giving up a Saturday morning every now and again is worth the ideas we get here.

We are all here under the theme of “Writing about Literature.” It’s my job to give you a central question to consider today and I think I have something for you, as simple as it may sound at first.

Why should students write about literature? Why bother? What’s the point of it?

Before we launch into an exploration of that specific topic, let’s get an idea of what literature we teach. What stories do you love to teach? What novels are you anxious to get to every year? If nothing else, what concepts do you feel are a necessary part of your instruction each year?

<List stories and novels on the board to serve as a visual reminder of all the things we like to teach and as a way to get the participants involved this early in the morning.>

Now that we have a pretty good idea of where we all are with the literature we teach, on to our question: Why should students write about literature? The implied question there is: Why teach literature at all?

I’m a high school English teacher and, for the most part, English teachers love to teach literature. Most teachers I talk to fall into that category. Very few get into the gig because they love to teach grammar and even fewer do it because they want to read 120 essays on a single topic in their spare time.

We love teaching literature because we love the stories, we love the philosophy, we love the ideas that come from the tale. 

Personally, I love the conversations that I am able to have with the classes. It’s all about the conversations. My best days in the classroom are days where I say very little or even nothing at all and the students run with a discussion of last night’s reading. I love to hear the ideas students have. New perspectives crop up each year. 

My seniors just finished reading Siddhartha and one student suggested that Siddhartha dies at the end of the novel. I don’t think he’s right, I think that may be a misread. But it was interesting to hear his reasons for why he read the story that way. I’ve never heard that from a student before and I’ve never read the book that way.

Those are the things that make my job meaningful and really are the reasons that I teach literature. To realize that students have the opportunity to improve their thinking and to stretch their imagination in ways that other subjects typically do not provide, that’s the trade off for teaching a subjective course. 

English is a subject area that many students wish had specific rules, guidelines, and steps to follow that would result in the “perfect” essay, that if they simply followed certain procedures, they’d consistently earn an “A” for their writing and fix every problem they’ve ever had pointed out to them in red ink. 

Students get frustrated sometimes because English lacks those guidelines for the most part, but they also can experience something in English that they don’t in more objective classes. That’s the trade off, that there are no definite routes, but you get to explore some options that you don’t get to explore in those objective courses.

Of course, teaching literature and writing about literature only exacerbates that difference, that there are no steps to follow to produce profound thinking, that there are very few guidelines to help improve sentence variety, that English is an art, not a science.

Those are some of the positive reasons to teach literature. More insidious reasons exist for teaching literature, however.

Quite often, we feel a certain responsibility to expose students to specific stories and authors. If students graduate high school and have never heard of Shakespeare, we English teachers shudder. I suspect that some art, social science, math, science, and PE teachers would shudder, too. If they walk the stage in June of their senior year without having read anything by Poe, Hawthorne, Amy Tan, Salinger, Whitman, Toni Morrison, there’s a sense of English teachers not living up to their responsibilities, as if texts by those authors should be taught simply by virtue of them being by those authors. 

Maybe the same thing applies to the list we’ve created today. I know that many of the texts that I now love to teach got onto my list because they are included in some type of cannon, that they were in some breadth of literature that I felt like I had to teach, that I was obligated to expose my students to that piece of literature, so it jumped onto my syllabus.

I taught a section of freshmen last year and my confession is that they didn’t get to read To Kill A Mockingbird. That’s right, my freshmen didn’t read the Harper Lee classic. Oh, we watched the movie; they had exposure to the story, but they didn’t read a single word of the novel. 

I know what you’re thinking and I know what a lot of other teachers think when I tell them this. I see it in your eyes and I can feel the gasp of shock that you all want to let loose. I feel that same emotional response when I hear of 8th grade teachers reading Romeo and Juliet. In 8th grade!? But that’s a high school text! How dare they!

So there are certain feelings we have about what we teach and why we teach. How about this? We shouldn’t teach any classic canonical literature at all. What if we don’t teach any literature whatsoever? Why do we have students write about literature? What’s the point?

One of the biggest challenges that stems from an ever-changing and always-advancing world is the relevance of things like literature. For students who are going off to college to pursue engineering and mathematics and science degrees, it’s hard to argue that reading Moby Dick will be useful, that analyzing literature will be useful, that finding the author’s message buried deep in the words will be useful.

English teachers tend to prepare students to be mini-literature majors. But if students aren’t going to go on to study literature, then what’s the point? The connection to the rest of their lives is lost and often English is relegated to merely preparation for further academics, but not preparation for “real life,” whatever that phrase may mean. 

It’s like English class is there to teach them how to write better papers, but nothing else. Once they are done writing academic papers, what good is English class? What good is reading literature? 

After all, in our adult lives, the majority of what we read is nonfiction. The things we read at or for work, newspapers, magazines, the bulk of what we read in our adult lives is nonfiction. 

The majority of the text we pass our eyes over does not require ponderous analysis for meaning. The majority is straightforward, doesn’t require in-depth consideration, and certainly never necessitates a fully developed essay, complete with quotations to prove our point. And we don’t find ourselves looking for theme, irony, or metaphor to dissect in our daily literature. I don’t think I’ve ever had a boss say, “Seal, read this and write a 5-paragraph essay exploring the impact of the author’s tone on the theme of the piece.”

I know plenty of people who do not read fiction at all and I know an unfortunate amount of people who do not read anything at all other than what’s required for work. I know several folks who never read anything more sophisticated than the recent John Grisham, Danielle Steele, or Nora Roberts novels. And I know people who read books by those authors religiously.

While those skills we teach through reading are valid and work to make life more interesting, that’s a hard sell to students who are in the midst of the myopia of youth. Making life more interesting seems like merely a matter of perspective to many teens, as if you can easily choose to make life interesting or not. And “more interesting” to several means reading straightforward stories that require little to no further thinking, that tell you exactly what they want you to think. I’ve had students complain about stories because “you have to think too hard about it.” So pouring thought into what they are reading is not something they are looking for. It’s not something they are after.

They have a good point. When they leave college and are finished with strict academics, they probably won’t have to think too hard about what they read. The bulk of what we read in our adult lives is nonfiction and the bulk of what we read for our jobs is pretty straightforward and direct. Their boss will try to be as clear as possible with expectations. 

Furthermore, knowing when a colleague is using hyperbole to make a point probably won’t matter much as long as the meaning is clear. It won’t matter that the term being used is hyperbole. It’ll just matter that you realize the line wasn’t actually a mile long, it was just really, really long. But you won’t examine that use of hyperbole in depth in order to figure out what your colleague is saying.

So why do we teach literature? Why do students write about it? Do we teach it to make life after school easier? Do we teach it to allow science majors to have a greater capacity to think? Do we teach it to prepare students for the type of reading they’ll be doing for their entire lives?

Or do we teach it because we feel obligated? Do we teach it because lesson plans are there? Do we teach it because those that came before us taught it?

While you’re in your workshop this morning, I encourage you to really consider why you teach what you teach. I think there are reasons to teach literature, there are reasons to bring novels from the cannon into the classroom. But I also think that, too often, we find ourselves teaching something that we have material for. It’s easy to fall into that trap of teaching that story this year because, well, you taught it last year, so why not?

So the question is why should students write about literature? Hopefully, you’ll find some answers to that question. Why are they reading this? What is it preparing them for? See if you can use the ideas you hear today to provide a reason to teach what you love to teach and for students to learn what you want them to learn.

