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CAN LITERATURE BE TAUGHT?. '; 3
\ ’ > :
It is impossible to teach or learn literature, just\as it is impos~ s o

?

'sible to‘teach food or - 1earn nature. We experience food aqd nature; when

P

'we teach and- leara about them,/we call those studies nutrition and o )
- ‘ . ’ ’ ‘ -
physics. So it is with 1iterature. We can experience stories, poems .o
o / .
and ‘plays,. but we cannot directly teach or learn a work of 'art. When we ¢

.
) R - . , ,

. ) i * . A }' .r
ture is and how it works, knowledge that can be imparted/and learned by"\/ |

degrees frem,kindergarten through graduate school. . - . v

/ { ‘ o e
Not only is it possible'te teach what 1iterature is and(how,it works,
Z
it is essential, for literary study.involves education of the. imagination)

\ . o
Imaginative literature is\the product of the mind s freest flights of < o

K

e . > -

\

fancy. The story writer creates worlds where anything is possible:

A
rabbits talk and carpets fly, good triumphs over evil; the tyranny of -

time and even death itself is conquered. The dreams and nightmares we
‘ ‘ ) '@’ .

can't express are expressed for us in just the right wotds.. Thelpoet
tells us the "fog comes on little cat feet'" and we say: "That's exactly .o

right'" Or he reminds us to "Hold fast to dreams/ For when/dreams go/

Life is a bar\!n field/ Frozen with Fnow,' and we say, "That's true, but .. v
I never thought of it in just that way. . NS ' ‘ T ]

Through stories and poems ye learn that there are no limits ﬁb the - ‘ ) '

human inaéination, a lesson' that has the'potential to change our lives. -
. . - " : : . £




. - . . 1 . [ - - ;
. N —
. A

Efienna Davis Sloan - o o . “2- .y

. ) - ]
Nothing is more important for creating a trul® human and humane world

« ] than realizing the power. of imaginapion. Indeed, William Blake-said
| ‘ . . . _ /

v

that nothing is réai\peyond the-imaginative patterns we make of reality .

Ay - v ’ . . ~ * . M - / N

3\ " Certainly, in the real world’ there can be no change or reform ¢f any . : ,/
. - " ¢ . ¢ i/’

. ! kind tnless we first use imagination to describ® the ngt of world we

7*  want to build, the kind of lives we want 'to lead. \ L

r Literature is the journal of man's quest for his human identity. .’
. \ X « . » - . ’

It has evertﬁ{ng to do with people, young or old -~ their actions, éheir

-

fleeds and desires. Great stories and ﬁoems do not shriiik from éhowiné
v . us both sides of the coin: What it is to bd human and what it means to

be inhumane. Inside 3 stéry we can walk for a time wearing someone . '

3 ) , ° .
5 ,else's shdes, seeing ;k he ‘saw or feeling as é;e felt.' We can travel to : N

.
~

faraway places; we can live for é time in the.paéf or ‘the future,” In

imaginative lfterature are created ngw worlds~-of possibilities and. |,

. »
.

choices-~that put -us In touch with our own imaginative worlds.

How can we awaken and eﬂhcate the imaglnation through literature? ., s

How can we teach what literature is and how it works, especially to young,
* /
children° Is it enough to expose them to fine poems and powerful stories !

. ‘even if we have to read aloud to those who can taread for themselves°

:

’ . >

|
No, it is not enough, but it is a way-to beggqfhgpause the study’ of . o, .
~ N * .

' literature, of Any art,, begins in experiencing it with R}eaﬁﬁre. !
- . L3 . '
; Should we try to téaéh\sbfpugh vivesection and analysis, asking-our

.
, . e o

pupils to ﬁranslﬁte\gijries ang péems into factual diéc74rsg ip an effort

y | * N — . .
to get at their meaning? Of course we should got,.Since this is an exer-
b ] . . : P ) i » el
- ¥ s - % N -

T . N -
- ? . \
N . .
s
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< 'tany curriculum. .When we hear talk of the language arts, most of it\ ) !

_metaphor—-where quite unlike things are said to be like each other, éven

Glénna Davis Sloan ) . ’ -3- ¥

hY

. R . * ‘ N
cise in futility. The truth of, literature is imaginative truth, inde- - .

. .

pendent of the world of empirical data apd logical proofs; It gives us -

a v \ )
truth through comparison and association-~-in the language of simile, and "
\

\

v . © ‘ i
-

. to ke_each other. . .

Should we single out this poem or that story and use their content

to teach mora}s and ethics° Shall WE/choose literary works to enrich

3 -

understandings,in science\and social studies? " Should we give children

-

literature chosen for its psychotherapeutic potential? We can. do all -
these things and literature, if it is any good at all, will not, fail us.
Even without our prpbing any preaching, fine stories will briﬁg to

‘readers and listeners insight biographical, historical, psychological,
Qethical, even factual. N ‘ . '~ ' .
v YEtiall this is th enough. ~Exposureto'literature,'im‘alysis of it, .
extracting Timeless Truths and hpralnmgssages Trom it, is not\teaching N )

what literature’ is'and hoﬁ it works’, Teachers are in the businesc of

Vo :
education and education worth anything at all presupposes a sense of .

/ , . . .
fdirection and a goalf If learning is to take, ‘it* must be deduétive not

all telling and howing, but exploration’and discbvery. If learning is .

t « -1 - [

to take, it must not' bé piecemealﬂand haphazard.- Good teaching involves

4 . 4
o

helping students to transform content into structure, to see patterns in
" ’ hi - ) ‘ -"‘ » '...

facts. e . C oL, o,
. . - ro -} 5 .
To begin, we mugt give® literature a. place of its*own An the elemenv .
¢ » - Coe 2

.
RS
-

r
/
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. concerns’ reading, writing, speaking and 1istening We are o?gessed

with the teaching of so-called skills:- word attack skills, spelling

askills, composition skills, éven communicatiog skills. All these must

—

be mastered, we hear, before 'students can even begin to grasp the lafty

language of literature, Surely something is wrong with thét logic. For
/’ B
in litefature is to be found the art of our ianguage at its finest. Lit~-

k} . . . ¢
erature is the language art. It is wrong to postpone the stﬁQy of it,

to make of it something remote and &lite. The teaching of reading, for
: . B

instance, must begin with it. Literature nourishes the ghilg’s %magina-

-

tion and develops the‘desire to read. Moreover, it is only the art of

i

1ite;ature‘ can win the child away from the exciting cops and robbexs

’

stories on television to read a book. If he is to spénd time with pring

» 7

at all, it must be as satisfying\tf the child as'television. Where will
/

many children learn abbut books if we, don't intrdduce them in school?

With children 'feeling' comes first. We must show them that books as

well as the box can make them laugh or cry, shiver and gasp.

Iﬁwfinély-crafted stories and poems ‘our language is used with

N
.

greatest power and intensity. At its best it is rﬁ%thmic,‘disciplined,

. ecarrying meaning through &xpert -timing of the swihé‘and fall of candences.

'y P
’

'Its vocabulary is controlled only in the sénse that it is apt and precise.

»

Undess our children are exposed to quantities of fine writing; their own

r
‘

will bé as dull and gra&eless as that in those ~{nfamous rhronicles of

N R
N ‘o, . ~ .t

Dick and Jane. °~ ! N ) -

.
4 e
<

Litera%ufé belongs at the center\rf the language érts’cur;iculum,.

-

-
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not n its periphery. From the earliest .age and) through the elementary

.

"and Junior high school years, children should be read to regularly,

taking in literature by ,the ear as well’ as the eye. They will never
(] Al
l(

discover by themselves the varied wonders of 1iteratﬂre by gazing at the

. spines of books in the 1ibrary. The finest poems and\stories of all

kinds and times mist be introduced and shared. _And there must be time
N .
for talking about them and responding to them. -

~

Literature is an art.: Poems and stories aré'imaginative verbal

®
.

strmctures. They are not primarily concerned with the informational and

fPe factual. When we study 1iterature we should expect and encourage a-

? ’
"resporQ‘ to it through art. If'a child can work out a dramatization of

the key scenes of a story he has read, he is aware 6f that story's
{ H .

e,

structure. If he’is able to make a picture of a character or a scene

-~
»

from a book,,he has.bEen‘able to visualize. If he can write a new

q . .
- *

episode for a charactér he has met in a story, or create a poem ia the

"

same form as one he has'read, he shows that he has absorbed the details

>

R # . . ‘ .
that make up the chiracter, or internalized the form of the poem.
. . . '

R . .
. M -

Taiking'about literature and responding to it through another art

form .are both effective,ways to learn what literature is and how it works.

But ‘the talk must be good talk,.and it must center im the literature

. v rS . q 2 -
itself. Learning why Mary iiked or disliked STUART LITTLE, hearing Now
] )19 RN -
Peter had an experience similar to an escapade of Henry Huggins' may be

[
- .
- L4 . s N s

° . interesting; but it'doesn't.add.dp'to kno;IEdge of how literature works,

. s

‘Talk instead,about*the'content of each separate story and poem, and
: ) . . . £
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how each\is\put together.. Ask liberary question% rather than factual . )
. £ ¥ & .
ones. It is.indppropriate to test whether a chiiq has qnderstood story

y
or poem by asking a series of questions that treaﬁ them as though they
1 ‘ C
vere informational writing. There are many ways to\understand a story
AN v . .- . -\

i -~ - ~2“\ \ ~

or poem and bh\i are not by any means all translatable intp escriptive
&n" -

prose. That is why book reﬁbrts don t work and children hate them.,

\
4

They know how impossible dt is to expreéslthe magic of CHARLOTTE'S WEB .

in a couple of paragraphs of facts. Expect the children to‘ask questionsh
: P 7 .

e .

of their own and ask them questions that leadto an_pnderstanding of how .

\
<
. - [

» literature works: . ' v . . ° $ . !

.
K

--Did the story end as you expected it to7 Did the author
prepare® you to’ expect the -ending? How? - C

--Suppose we thought of a different énding for the story. ' ° o
How,would ~the rest of.the story have to be changed for -
the new ending? ) ;

) -

@ --What does the author do to, get the story going? Suppoge
that JPening were changed or removed how yould the resv
~ of the story be changed? o,

.

‘¢
x ]

*. --What kind of person was the principal charactet? Did he
apparently change during the course of the story7 @ow?

What caused him to change? , . . :

3

~-Supbose this or that character'were removed from tho s o
story. “How "would the whole be changed? -
. . . . \
—--Suppose- the order of events were changed. What would < Lo
happen to the story? Would it be a new story or. na - ‘ \
.gtory at all? o '
- - ‘ ) ‘\
--Where does the story take place? If it took place some-
where else or in a different time,-how wotld it bé changed?

-

" —-What does the author do to creategsuspense, to make you .
want to'read on to find out what happens? - - - -
[ ] ’ * ) \
+ L4 .
. . |
. / \ ° ' i
Y ¢ _ -ﬁ M 'E
. '7,: . . {
$ \ ' * ’-’

O

‘0
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ﬁs * --Every story writer dreates a make-believe world and . .

peopleés it with characters. .Even where the world is-
far different from your awn (as in fantasy), how does
the author maké his story seem possible.and probable?

. % o . ——What signs and signals.lndicate that a story will be. .
L_' - fanciful rather than realistic° Funny rather than
- serious? - ) .~
. ——In what ways is this story and its characters like v, :
- .o others ygu_have read, Heard, or seen?: =
a Asking literary questions is a step in the ‘direction toward learn--,
ing what 1iterature is and ‘how it works. Now~go,a step‘further. Help
: the children- to see the structural principles that undeiiie all ghe
stories and poems they may read and hear Relate the more formal
. \

. t .
literary experiences of the school to the child's- total verbal experi-

[

ence, the subliterary world of television serials and'commercials,
. - . -
_advertisements, films and pop songs. ' )

-,
i}

N .
We soon discover that children intuitively know many of éEZEE'“

. ..
. principles;}but they don'’ t‘know what they know. It is our job to make-

them aware, to‘ﬁear them say. "That s right! -~ I knew that all 5iong
Take for exa%ple, this structural principle' The literary imagi-
nation seeks to suggest an identity between the human mind and the world
. LY

gutside it. The 1anguage_of literature is associative, using figures-

D : 3

of soeech'like similes and metaphors to suggest this-identity. /En théir

own poetry4children make use of this principle naturally, unconsciously,
A - ] ”

1 as some examples of their poems;/gound in Richard lewis's MIRACLES, il-.

) lustraates. An eleven-year-old writes that ''The sunset bloomed like

- - 4 ° N ) .
- . o

sunny balloons on-holiday streets." A,nine—year—oggésays'that "The
‘e ~ . N " »
. Tk s

- e . . ’ ?

S

-
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pattering rain dances like a lovely maiden waltzing in the wind...."

*"Hours are leaves .of life/.andNI am their gardemer.../, Each hour falls
¢ . ’ .
down’ slow,”" -~ another tells us. There is.mo.place in literary study

LY

. for memorizing definitions for similes-and metaphors and no need

. : ) v L
Children will readily see how the poet, through imagery, makes concrete

»

al fleeting experience or feeling. They talk his language, even in theirb
+ . ' / - »’-

everyday’ speech. e B { : :

[} 1 "
'y

A secornd principle has. to do with the continuity of literature,

for all stories and poéms are memberf of a single family that can trace

its.1l neage back to earliest times. Literature develops out of a :
- r » . -

center in mythology and began with man s primitive efforts to identify’

°

himself imaginatively with animals, plants and the fortes of nature.

+ L .
The cycles of nature, everywhere apparent and consistent (sunrise, moon-— -

[

rise, the turning‘of the seasons, births and deaths and more births}\
provided a pattern of’repetition for stories of man's entire'ITfe -~ his

quest for identity. 'The adventures, death, 'disappearance and resurrec-

tion of the quester hecame\the'basis for our four basic generic plots:’
P o M . =

romance; tragedy,irony—satiré,and comedy. They all show aspects of the
quest, mép's eternal story of his search for identity. )

Because literatnre has its roots in mythology, it is essential that
v/

¢

a litetary education include stories of Biblical and Classical mythology.

-
. *
’

Here we find the central myth of the hero.with god—like'powers whdge A

. l° . . “ . ‘
mysterious births, triumph, death and eventual rebirth follow the'hi

[ -~ N
rhythm of the sun’and seasons. Hercules and hisitwelve labors, Perseus

.
1
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et with the -head" f Medusa, Theseus emergin\g from the labyrinth, "all show : .
C N - . ’ ° .
clearly;th‘e quest myt_h that underlies all of literature. Now in stories oy

E}

s " the— gods are gone, the herq resembles oy.lrselves, but in modern stories

likg Anne Holm's NORTH TO FREEDOM and Julia Curringham s DORP DEAD, the , !

s Q .\_ 3 \y A ':
shap'e of the myth',can still be seen if ué look for it. T L ’
Listening to the. old tales and reading -them is basic training i:n\ A
- . !
the educagion of the imagination. , Perhaps there will be a fourth S v

\

. grader ‘who is .surrepi:itiously reading Superman s adventures from a smug—‘

-

r

. gled comic book as yeu tell the story of Hercules. Inv'ite. him to share

°his story with the class. They will see that thése stories of super'— -

heroes 'from tio different t.imes are the same, only the setting, props, .

‘e » .
and costumes are cHanged. Help .child‘ren to make connections between/the _ *

\(\ old and the Dnew.' A_Whe\n' they r.e‘alize that 1iterature is more tham a col- _ ‘ b
) 'lectioq of 'isolatedfstories and poems, 'when t':he}; realize t’hat literary '
. principles reach in'to the books they read out of school,. child:sen will '
1T B _‘ ) begin to sense something of * literatur‘M\s significance in théir lives.\. e N >
. C 2([/f\we trace literature from its beginnings, we’ see that i is a~ . ’
o series of displacements from myth to contemporary realism. {&nd as we’ - 5,

move down from myth we see how the quester's«powers of action-‘are alter- . Y
ed: In m.yth he 4,is a superhurnan hero like St. George doirg hattle‘with ' -

A,'« ‘ dragons; in romance a/n)éageoy' his ,powers are those of people larger - .
+  than real life: . he might be’a king li}ce Arthur, or an appar‘entl,y‘ . »
/ - N . . ) - . ;‘. . . v ’ .

inVincible daredevil like James Bond; in comeéy his powers are ‘much the . -

. same as ours: plucky-characters struggle Ie\gainst all odds to make .

. -~ . .

R .
I b .

" AR . : . ) . . ) ‘
ERIC, .- . ¢ Y : .
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to tell a story. Some stories'turn up at the end, like

-

e

s

..

5
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< S . -

things end the way our imaginations tell us they ought to. "Folk tales.

-

are~ filled with such people. In iYony,. the whrld of the helpless anti—

~
. -

>

hero, his powers are 1ess than our .own. o ’ P A

*

- . . .. L
A student does not .havg to be in graduate school before he can® = |

discover/a basic 1iterary principle -There are a limited numbeg of ways

’ e

e mouth of \

{gedy. Some are

the comic mask and seme turn down 1ike the mduth of 't
. H

’

unlike our own. The contept of each story may be different, but one can

.

see patterns in stories, if one has experienced enough of them. Definite

-

shapes enierge. One of the most temmon storyfshape is that of the

romance or quest, w>ere a restive character 1ike William Steig s Dominic

p Lol

sets out along a springtime road to fine adVenture, fame, treasyre or

Ed © 14
_— /’/iiﬁé. _Invariably he or she is conrronted with‘a seriesg of problems,
h 4 . . . .

hurdles or’han?icaps that must be successfully overcome, before he: gains
-~

,

the object of his quest, InhdALL IT COURAGE, Mafagu~-against great odds—-

- N

trfumphs over his adveréary,.the sea. ~Peter Rabbit at last outwitsl' T

<

Mr. McGregor and comes‘ .home, a hero. Max goes-to méet the Wild

N - -

Things whére they live, tames them,and sails home to- suppeﬁ%» The tales

-
- .

of Jason and Perseus and Hercules all share this quest form as does the .

’ .

wesq?rn where the good guy. rides off to right a wrong

. .

A

In mosg realisti: stories tod%y the quest involves a psychological
rather_than an actual journey.‘ In Jill Paton Walsh's UNLEAVING‘Madge

« ' . - . B - . N . N
comes_through her experiences to a more mature understanding of life and -
T T T d v . .

-
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|
love.  Sp dods Stella in Sue Ellen Bridger's HOME fSEFORE DARK. Then

Ehere are ironic stories, .romance turned inside 0ut where anti-heroes

.s' -

fail or.come to bitter understandings as, in Paul Zindel's.THE !IGMAM;

where John de;ﬁbres life "in a world-where you can grow old and be .
. T -

~

alone and have to get down on your hands,and Knees and beg for friends."

[y
. N - -

There are other patterns to be found in literature. The same. types
of charactérs are used again and again in different times and in dif-

ferent dress. The evil goddess of the myth is related to the witch o£ '

Y
-

the romance .to the evil stepfiother in ‘the fairy tale, .and 'to the imposﬂ
L] 4 ~
sible female‘parent in a nuidber of modern ironic stories for chi1dren.‘
. . . N
Themes recur, as in stprIES where a chafacter agrees - for a'price - to

N %

give the vi11ain the first thing he meets on his return home. "The King

- -
of the Gqlden Mountaip," "The Singing, Soaring Lark" and the old testa—
D LR
ment’ sto y of Jephthah's daughter a11 share his theme. - \ :~ .o

_Injlerent in the ‘quest myth is aq imaginative structure that: w@f.lnd ‘

in a11 1iterature, both stordes and poems, Man's quest is <yclical-~ = o
T e

LI

¢

beginning, developing, ending, beginning again——but it has'anotherQ

. aspect. The imagination projects an\idealized world above the w&rld of &
- ‘

hd b

experience, a world where wishes are granted and dreams comé true. At, , .
the opposite endgeg?the sca;e is a world of nightmare horror and chaos.

* Some call.these worlds heaven and hell. Whatever we may call them,

,«._, SR

that suggest them‘ We sing

e

{
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v

’ another episode of~s endless story.

. ' : )
SR ‘ |
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highest mountain and'building stairways.to the stars. ‘
. In literary imaFery certain seasons of the year and times of da::

are characteristically rélated to happiness, youth and beginnings while

others are related to sorrow, old age and endings. Advertisements for

»

cigarettes show their product being used In a green and golden paradise.
] - * . . ’ . ¥ . ~ -
Commercials‘fo;\cola picture hapmy drinkers in a place where it is ‘for- L

-

ever shmmer and they are always young. In Jaap ter Haar's BORIS we can

~

Pry

feel the caold of the Russian winter in our bones when Boris is most \

v

helpless and desolageh%%The Ugly-Duckling learns his true 1dent1ty

+

in springtime. When theﬂhorse god, Balder, lies dead in Asgard darkness
spreadS*oyer heaven and earth. 'In Robert Frost' s»"Stopping by Wood on

4 3 ‘\f'ﬁ v ) . -
-a Snowy Evening," the temptation to”give up is associdted+ with winte?’/ .o

‘and’ the darkest evdhingtof the year. In more westerns ‘than we ‘can count,

ool ‘ ‘-.\"’~,; ‘
the hero rides off into the sunsetﬁ not to diet hut,;o be- reborn in yet
! ‘x&\-p ' \ ~
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Patterns of imagery are recurrent in poem and story. Animals, birds,

natural settings and phenomena of nature are associatedoby the imagina-

-
" . -

j' tion with'man's- hopes, dreams and desires or with what he rejects asaa

E

undesirable. The dove and lamb %re part: of the heavenlx‘world of peace :

and love. Serpents rigens--all beasgs and birds of, prey——helong %b the

~g PR F en .

dark worl& below% 3Jblical heroes in their time of testing and sorrow .
Sade . B

wander in desert Wastelands. Orpheus descends into Hades itself. Harsh*

V- v

bleak settings show by contrast that uhe-green landscape is the ideal, -

part of our vision pf,Eden or Paradise. The city of glass-and conQrete
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is often, in contemporary stories, é&mbolic of alienation and‘despair
as it is in Mary Weik's THE JAZZMAN and Paula Fox's HOW MANY MILES TO

BABYLON? Journeys and quests are;likely to begin in the 'merry months;

iwﬁﬁof'May and June.
Ll 1

of the yeéar:. fall and winter. ~When the hero reaches his full powers,’

his time of triumph is related to the spring or summer.

Greene s BEAT THE TURTLE DRUM, Joss and her’ family reac great‘heights

In Constance

of happiness in golden summer days. Joss falls to her deaXh and her

family s sorrow -is greatest in the fall of that year
The discussion of the principles of literature is not exhaustiveq

but it.serves to illustrate what,is involved in discovering what lit-

erature is and how it works. It involves looking into literature” nd

L

what is.less than literature for the patterns to be found there: Th

‘recurrent themes and imagery, the conventional plots and characters,

-~

¢

_ the echoes of the old. in the new;

PR Y

> Children enjoy puzzles, enjoy fitting together pieces to make a *

whole.

That is exactly what they are doing when, through

cussion,

° 3

Endings and' failures are often associated with the death

Q

.

'}they discover how literature works, how it is put together.: =

What is to be gained from this studv? The kind of insight that \

-

comes from viewing a globe of the earth rather than looking at portions

L]

_of it on flat maps. There is perspective to be gained and a sense of

the interrelatedness and significance of language art, the art’ created

by imagination out.of words. <t
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¢ . . "Only cpnnect!" urges P. L{ Travers in a collection of literary 8
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essays with that fitle. The studf‘of literature leads to making con- ‘ .

nections among the works themselves and from them .to our own lives, We

learn ﬁ"’“ﬁe imaginative connecnions, the' most valuable kind, insisfs
. . - - 4
. ?
'Travers, creator of MARY POPPINS.wﬁzge thing is sure: Learning to -make e
. \ . - <
conneq&éens is what education-is about. ’ ‘ ' !
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