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Using Technology to Teach Literary Criticism

The idea of teaching literary criticism to high school students may be disagreeable to many of
us. We may recall our own struggles with theory as undergraduate or graduate students. Or we
may believe that concepts like deconstruction are too abstract or complex for high school
students. We might even fear that teaching this level of literary analysis will “murder to dissect,”
as Wordsworth warns in “The Tables Turned”:

Sweet is the lore which Nature brings;
Our meddling intellect

Mis-shapes the beauteous form of things:
We murder to dissect.

Despite this warning, my colleagues and I hope to show that literary criticism can enrich the
high school English classroom. Lisa Schade believes that literary criticism gives students
interpretive scaffolding, a framework on which to build and justify their own interpretations. She
is currently writing a book about her own experiences teaching literary theory to high school
students in Kalamazoo. Allen Carey-Webb also finds a place for theory in the secondary
classroom. “Literary scholarship and theory,” he argues in his book Literature and Lives, “can
make the connections between literature and our students’ lives stronger, better, and, as the kids
now say, ‘fresher’ than ever.” I share this belief with my colleagues and would like to show one
way that I have brought literary criticism into my own classroom. More specifically, I would like
to illustrate how an Internet teaching tool called the WebQuest helped my students learn about
literary criticism and apply it to Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad.

The WebQuest homepage at http:/edweb.sdsu.edu/webquest/webquest.html defines a
WebQuest as “an inquiry-oriented activity in which most or all of the information used by
learners is drawn from the Web. WebQuests are designed to use learners' time well, to focus on
using information rather than looking for it, and to support learners' thinking at the levels of
analysis, synthesis and evaluation.” Bernie Dodge and Tom March developed the WebQuest idea
in early 1995 at San Diego State University. I was first introduced to the WebQuest in an
education class at Western Michigan University. With its emphasis on individual inquiry and
analysis, it seemed a good tool to teach literary criticism. I hope this presentation explains why.
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