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Humanities in the
English Classroom

® Points of view oropnmons statedin this doci-
ment do not necessanly:represent othicial
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-of human|t|es |ssues Accordrng to the Natlonal Commrsslon on
AExceIIence in: Educatlon from 1969 to 1981 the percentage of

’Study of. the humanities has: experienced an- aIarm|ng decline
in Amerrcas “high. schools- (Bennett 1984;-Finn; Ravitch, and

Fancher 1 984) This drgest looks at the curfent state of humani-
ties’ |nstruct|on and the evolving. pIace of hiimanities in the-
“““ It aIso provudes samples of human|t|es ap-

~nect|ons and thematlc unlts

What Are the Humanitiés?

C hy,fand muslc and the arts What unites these
3 of a Iarger d|sc|pI|ne or an |nterd|sc|pI|nary

of the: future:”

‘Are—fhé;Hjﬁma‘niti“qgfnéaliyfin Trouble?-

'Whether the humanrtres are: regarded as-a slngle ”human|t|es”

‘class-oF.-

dropped' human|t|es courses from -the curr|cqum aItogether
(Bennett1984)
- - E N

'teacher and student and between student and subject matter;.

(2) a preoccupatron wrth measurabIe achrevement of prev
specrfled outcomes, (3) the |anuence of a practlcal pubI|c
whrch often f|nds rt drfflcult te understand why the “im-

—practlcal” humanltles shouId be grven serrous attentlon in the
,publuc schools (4) éducators concern wrth t|me as a -com:
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A succlnct' def|n|t|6n of the human|t|es has been eIus|ve and“

e trad|t|ons of the past and the competrng demands,

a_group of drfferent d|sc|pI|nes, emphas|s -on the-
human|t|es n;the curr|cqum has de(.reased in favor of emphas|s:
-on- math sc|ence and mlnrmum competency |n composltlon

2

” 1,

QERI position of policy.

modlty reserved for -sciences and-other practrcal d|scupI|nes
(5) the idea that schoollng is or shouId be an enterprise free of
values, . deslgned to teach.children to think, but not-to bécome

critical- of -the -status quo and -(6) lack of an - effective: -pro=.
fessronal constltuency, since teachers of éach-of- the human|t|es\

f|eIds give their f|rst allegiance to the|r primary d|sc|pI|ne

What Is:the-Role of the: Humanltres
in:the:English Classroom?-

StlII a stapIe in~high- schooIs in- spite- of curr|cuIar .upheaval,.
‘Engllsh is-an essential’ subject of the. human|t|es therature and-

wr|t|ng -are products of: the. cuIture and h|story from wh|ch
they- spring; embodylng that- her|tage for latér- generatlons A

typ|caI I|terature curr|cqum explores - many of the drmensrons‘
:encompassed by the human|t|es the purpose- for human exis--
tence . and what human characterrstcs and beI|efs are of vaIuer~

(Bennett 1984 Flnn, Ravitch, and. Fa icher 1984) Accordrng to
Fancher (1984) “ithe: Engllsh program,- more- than:any other,
|s charged wuth stewardshlp of- educatlon for the sake of 'hu-

clsrng th|s stewardshrp

course.”’”

How Are Multrdrscrplrnary Technrques Used

Englrsh instructors_can-place the works-of litérature sunted for

the -high -school-classroom -in-a cultural context-by- |ncorporat-A
‘ihg ‘into the coursework the music, art, history,- rellgron socraIA

customs,. and- att|tudes of each work's- respective. penod |n

hlstory (Holbrook 1985) This can be- accompllshed in'several:
ways. -For- example Baker (1 985) connects literature-to art:by.
asslgnlng anaIys|s of a cIass|c I|terary work-along. wrth anaIysls:
of a réiated painting- sélected. by the: student. Students explore'

themes and"conflicts_common- to_"both_works and uIt|mater
defend the reIatronshlp between the two in an exposrtory essay:

UIbrlch (1985) describes an American- literature_course. that~

incltides’ both architecture and-art. Slides of . h|stor|caIIy slgn|f|-

cant architecturé-dre séen as parallél to various styles 6f writing.
in Amerlcan I|terary history.-Also, UIbrlch’s unit on music from.
—h|stor|cal perlods can be easily adapted to literature. Numerous.
artists and musicians whose works can be successfully |ntegrated'
‘into” Englrsh classes- are-discussed- in- the “Our Readers Write*’

section of Enq//sh Journal; November 1 985

Knowledge of human charactertand;
of soc|aI facts and patterns ‘is-to - be- garned in: Englrsh classes,
pr|nc|paIIy through the: study of. Ilterature in faf greaterideg"e;: :
leel'SltV, depth, -and- detail. than in any other hlgh school;
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'Can -a Thematic Approach Be Used to Explore

the Humanrtles in"English-Classrooms?

Thematlc approaches to literature offer an éxcellent oppor-
tunity to-focuson‘the humanitiés: For éxample, Ulbrrch's senior
advanced placement class explores a universal coricern-of human:

fkrnd the concept of.evil, through- the study of Renaissance art

ind hterature Conrad s Heart of Darkness,-Eliot's " The Hollow
Men, " the- film Bllly Budd; Othe//o .and other.works.

The roIe of the humanitiés.in educatnng for.a- democracy. is
a theme- suggested by Wood (1985) -who_provides five specific
roles for the humanities and suggests suitable: literary works:
equality (Huck/eberry Finn); d|vers|ty (Hard T/mes, American
Dreams Lost and ‘Found):_ self-woith (The leard of 0z);
a.ternatwes (1984 Brave New Wor/d Lord of the Flles), and
|nsp|rat|onal modeIs (The Grapes of Wrath The P/ague)

An. even: broader -array-of- thematrc unrts can be found in the
supplements to “*Thematic Umts in Teachmg Engllsh and - the
Humanltles” (Spann and Culp 1977 “1980). Some of these units
deal speclflcally wrfh Ilterature such as'the Jewush experience in
Amerrcan I|terature maIe/femaIe ‘roles- in- literature-afd- the
media, .and- the- exodus theme in black. Amerlcan I|terature

‘Other thematlc units, such: as polltlcs, law and 1ust|ce or cele:

bratmg I|fe -can: aIso ‘be adapted to’literature $tudy..

Tha: changes*“ :educatlonal “focus- and: fundmg ‘have. given: the

manlstrc conéerns and 'in prowdmg -them-with-a
synthesls of thé separate humanities disciplines. The enrlchment
of I|terature~:' d‘icomposmon -common to- Most: Enghsh cluss-
rooms Zis- perfect fael- for. a “study. of “Civilization”’ focus As
Ulbnch (1985) cbserves ”Expandrng ’Englush’ to mean ‘Humani:
ties’ has been a touchstone for ‘English classes for decades.
Recent 41 nam:ng should just: encourage teachers to add more

than: they aIready do:’”’
HlIary:TaAyJor—Holbrook,,E-RIC/RCS

ssroom: a p|votal role in exposlng students t0-3
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