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ELECTRONIC LITERACY: TEACHING LITERARY READING THROUGH
THE DIGITAL MEDIUM
Robert Adams Rozema, Ph.D.

Western Michigan University, 2004

Over the last decade, digital technology has become an increasingly important
part of education. In the discipline of English language arts, digital technology has
been enlisted to teach writing, as the word processor and more recently, the World
Wide Web, have provided new tools and new publishing opportunities for student
writers. The presence of digital technology is less pronounced, however, in literature
instruction in secondary schools. In both theoretical and practical discussions of
digital technology and literature, the two mediums have been conceived as radically
different. This dissertation argues that the digital medium, and more specifically the
World Wide Web, can support literature instruction at the secondary level. It begins
by identifying two central concerns that have marked historical and contemporary
approaches to literature instruction: concern for the text and concern for the readef.
Next, through an examination of hypertext, it proposes that the digital medium can
meet both concerns, and supplies a theoretical model for implementing digital

technology in the literature curriculum.
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Subsequent chapters illustrate how this model functions in a practical context
by drawing on action research conducted in a secondary classroom. Specifically, these
chapters describe how two Web-based learning tools, the literary MOO and the
WebQuest, were used to reinforce reader-oriented and text-oriented literature
instruction. The literary MOO, used in conjunction with the novel Brave New World,
helped students evoke and elaborate on the story world of the text, make personal
connections between the text and their own lives, and discuss the text in an egalitarian
and collaborative way. The WebQuest, used in conjunction with the novel Heart of
Darkness, helped students learn about critical theory and read the text in an analytical
and text-centered way. The dissertation concludes by considering how English
language arts teachers might best be trained to integrated Web-based technology.
Drawing on case studies of four intern teachers, this final chapter argues that teacher
educators must equip their students to use technology in ways that are practical, as

well as theoretically sound.
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ELECTRONIC LITERACY: TEACHING LITERARY READING THROUGH THE
DIGITAL MEDIUM

INTRODUCTION

Rationale for this Study

In a 1997 English Journal article, Jim Cope, then a professor of adolescent
literature at Longwood College, describes his research with high school readers.
Inspired by the work of G. Robert Carlsen and Anne Sherrill, co-authors of Voices of
Readers: How We Come to Love Books (1988), Cope asked nearly three hundred high
school seniors to compose short autobiographies about their reading experiences, both
in and out of school. The students were selected from advanced, general, and remedial
English classes, but their reading autobiographies nonetheless expressed one common
theme: literature classes were turning them off (18). This finding, voiced again and
again by the students in the study, speaks to our fears as English teachers: that despite
our best efforts, too few of our students are engaged in their literature classes. The
literature we love is somehow failing to grab and hold the majority of our students.

This concern leads reflective practitioners to a galaxy of related questions,
most clustered around our texts and our students. We may wonder, along with
Carlsen and Sherrill, if the classics dampen our students’ enthusiasm for reading. We
might consider infusing our curriculum with young adolescent literature, as Carlsen,
Pamela Carroll, and many others have suggested, though we are concerned by the
crowding out of canonical texts. We might change our literature class into a reading

workshop—where books are chosen by students and read independently—as Nancy

1
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Atwell did in the 1970s in upstate Maine, and as evidenced by a recent article in the
English Journal, current teachers are still doing (Lausé 24). We may even abandon
commercial anthologies, worried that such textbooks overemphasize textual analysis
or shortchange diversity. Torn between validating our students’ interpretations of
literature and asserting our own, between empowering learners and revering the text,
we repeatedly ask ourselves: How can we help our students discover the love of
literature that led most of us to become English teachers in the first place?

One answer, this dissertation argues, comes in the form of Web-based
technology, when it is used in imaginative and effective ways. Over the past decade,
we have watched technology change both our schools and our students. Simply put,
schools possess more technology resources than ever before. The National Center for
Educational Statistics recently estimated that in 1994, only 35 percent of American
public schools had Internet access. By 2001, this number had increased to 98 percent.
Nor are computer resources restricted to wealthy districts or elite schools. Today,
schools with high minority enrollments and students on assisted lunch programs are
just as likely to possess Internet-connected computers (“Internet Access in U.S. Public
Schools” 5). The digital divide, at least in terms of computer hardware, is rapidly
closing.

During the past few years, wireless technology has made it easier for teachers
and students to access the Internet at school. In 2002, the Peak Group, a provider of
research for the educational technology market, estimated that the number of wireless
networks operating in schools jumped 50 percent from 2001-2002 (“New Report on
Wireless Technologies” par. 4). And the National Center for Educational Statistics
reports that in 2002, 23 percent of schools had wireless connections of some form

(“Internet Access in U.S. Public Schools™ 4). If secondary schools follow the lead of
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universities, where wireless networks have become increasingly common since 2000
(Olsen 1), then the Internet will soon be even more prevalent in our classrooms,
available on every student’s desk.

And it is not just our schools that are changing: many of our students now
possess remarkable technology-related skills. These students are members of what
Donald Tapscott labels the “Net generation,” a highly proficient subset who grew up
surfing the Web, sending e-mail, designing Web pages, participating in threaded
discussions, and holding conversations via Instant Messenger and chat rooms. This
Net generation will continue to grow as the digital divide shrinks. A 2003 study
conducted by the Grunwald Association claims that 66 percent of low-income homes
now have Internet access, a figure up from under 50 percent only two years ago. The
same study showed that children under seventeen spend nearly as much time using the
computer as they do watching television (“Study: Digital Divide Shrinks” par. 2).
More and more of students will come to our secondary classrooms familiar with the
Web and its many applications.

The teachers of today and tomorrow, then, need to know how and why to use
technology—and particularly the tools and resources of the Web—in their
classrooms. While many schools possess adequate technology resources, many
teachers still feel uncomfortable using technology. As recently as 1999, only 30
percent of practicing teachers felt confident integrating technology into their
curriculums (“Teachers’ Tools for the 21% Century” 75). In English language arts, a
number of texts have helped to address this concern. Weaving a Virtual Web:
Practical Approaches to New Information Technologies (Ed. Gruber 2000), /0 Easy
Ways to Use Technology in the English Classroom by Hilve Firek (2003), and The

Tech-Savvy English Classroom by Sara Kajder (2003) concentrate on practical
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methods, illustrating how to integrate technology with relevant classroom examples.
Both Firek and Kajder, for example, include a chapter on the WebQuest, one of the
Web learning tools I describe in this dissertation. More theoretical considerations,
among them Espen Aarseth’s Cybertext: Perspectives on Ergodic Literature (1997),
Jerome McGann’s Radiant Textuality: Literature after the World Wide Web (2001),
and George Landow’s Hypertext 2.0: The Convergence of Contemporary Theory and
Technology (1997), have explored how digital technology is changing literature
studies, but have had limited influence on classroom practitioners.

This study will demonstrate not only how, but also why the World Wide Web
should be used to engage secondary students in reading literature. Its aims are both
theoretical and practical. Making explicit connections between the emphases of
contemporary literature instruction and the resources and tools of the World Wide
Web, it first provides a theoretical rationale for integrating the Web into literature
study. It then illustrates how particular Web tools—the MOO and the WebQuest—
can reinforce literature instruction in a secondary context. Finally, it contends that
future English language arts teachers must be trained to use Web-based technology in

ways that are both theoretically grounded and practically effective.

Research Methodology

This dissertation is based on the research I conducted in two separate
classroom environments: a British literature class for high school seniors at Grand
Rapids Christian High School, and a literature methods course for pre-service
teachers at Western Michigan University. In both settings, my methodology followed
a practical action research model. Practical action research involves a systematic

inquiry done by teacher-researchers (or other individuals in an educational setting) to
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gather information about and improve the ways their particular school operates, how
they teach, and how well their students learn (Mills 6). Such research can be broad in
scope, as when an entire faculty examines the problem of school violence, or more
localized to an individual classroom, as when a particular teacher addresses a specific
problem such as low reading comprehension. The practical action research model
lent itself well to this study for a number of reasons.

First, this research model favors a descriptive, rather than explanatory
purpose. A descriptive purpose calls for examination and observation, rather than for
proof of causality. As Marion MacLean and Marian Mohr explain, teacher-
researchers generally prefer descriptive research, since their classrooms are ill-suited
to experimental research design, which necessitates closely monitored control and
variable groups, favors quantitative data, and requires statistical analysis. A
descriptive purpose, in contrast, allows teacher-researchers to explore a classroom or
school issue in a way that coincides with their existing responsibilities as teachers
(47).

Action research is also a flexible approach, well suited to the changing
dynamics of high school and college teaching. The action research model allows for
fluid movement between research phases, as the teacher-researcher adjusts her
methods to suit the ever-changing situation. Kurt Lewin, who coined the term action
research in the 1940s, defined the action research process as a cyclical movement.
According to Lewin, the action researcher identifies a problem, makes a plan of action
to address the problem, executes the plan, and evaluates the success of the plan.
Based on this evaluation, he modifies the original plan, implements the new plan, and
so on until the problem has been addressed (Smith 2). Similarly, Mills suggests that

practical action research done in the classroom consists of a “dialectic spiral” in
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which the teacher-researcher moves back and forth between identifying an area of
focus, collecting data, analyzing and interpreting data, and developing an action plan
(19). Though critics contend that these in-process adjustments sacrifice the
objectivity and rigor of the research, the flexibility of the action research process
allows teachers to test theories and examine practices in a fluid and dynamic manner.
The practical action research model is also flexible in the data types it
accommodates. Marion MacLean and Marian Mohr observe that a teacher-researcher
may draw on a range of quantitative and qualitative data, including but not limited to
audio and video recordings of students; student work such as completed assignments,
tests, or reflective writing; surveys or questionnaires with objective or open-ended
questions; and classroom records such as grades and attendance reports (36-47).
Additionally, the teacher-researcher keeps a research log throughout the process, in
which she records notes, observations, and other pertinent material. Gathering data
from such diverse of sources is not only permissible, it is of critical importance for

teacher-researchers. As MacLean and Mohr note:

In teacher research both quantitative and qualitative data are used to
develop interpretations and understandings of the complex interactions
of teachers’ teaching and students’ learning, but neither kind of data
alone is enough, especially for findings that are meant to go beyond
classrooms to school districts as a whole. As teacher research
contributes more widely to evaluations of achievement and programs
at the school level, we believe that a combination of qualitative and
quantitative data will enable schools and districts to make decisions
that are data driven and informed by local research. (51)

To portray their classrooms and schools as fully as possible, then, teacher-researchers
must rely on both quantitative and qualitative data. This blend of data types lends
authenticity, substance, and finally impact to their research.

Lastly, practical action research has immediate meaning for multiple lives.

Since it arises from active intervention in real-world contexts, it has real-world
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consequences. Chief among these is the improvement of classroom practices that
results when the findings of a disciplined inquiry are applied. But the teacher-
researcher also benefits, as does the research community at large: the teacher-
researcher becomes a more reflective practitioner through the process, and the
community—whether one or more colleagues, the entire school faculty, or the

educational profession—gains a context-rich analysis of an important issue.

An Outline of this Study

This study follows the contours of the practical action research model.
Descriptive in intent, it begins with an inquiry, relies on data drawn from my own
classrooms to explore and refine that inquiry, and ultimately aims to evolve literature
instruction at the secondary and teacher-education levels. The central inquiry of this
dissertation asks how literature teachers at the secondary level can use the World
Wide Web, now a fixed presence in schools, to teach literary reading. This inquiry
raises two additional subquestions: first, how is literary reading currently conceived;
and second, how does the World Wide Web fit into or complicate our understanding
of literary reading?

Chapter One addresses the first of these subquestions: how is literary reading
currently conceived? Examining the commercial literature anthology as an indicator,
it suggests that the practice of teaching literature tries to accommodate two central
and sometimes conflicting concerns: concern for the reader and concern for the
literary texts of the canon. These dual themes, the first stressing the personal growth
and empowerment of the individual, the second emphasizing the lasting cultural and
aesthetic value of literary works, have shaped contemporary literature instruction and

given rise to current models of literary reading. This chapter explores both text-
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oriented and reader-oriented models of literary reading, examining the critical theories
on which they are founded, reader-response theory and New Criticism. The purpose
of this exploration is to establish a theoretical framework for integrating Web-based
technology into the secondary literature curriculum.

Chapter Two addresses the second important subquestion: how does the
World Wide Web fit into or complicate our understanding of literary reading? In
exploring this question, I first scrutinize hypertext, the electronic discourse at the
center of current discussions about digital technology and literature. Hypertext
enthusiasts contend that it reconfigures literary reading, radically altering -
conventional understandings of text, reader, and author. This chapter argues instead
that the World Wide Web has much in common with existing literary media.
Moreover, this chapter contends that the Web can be used to reinforce the
conventional understanding of literary reading already established, and sets forth a
model for doing so. This model posits that conceptualizing the Web as an
environment supports a reader-oriented approach to literary reading, while
understanding it as an encyclopedia supports a text-oriented approach to literary
reading.

Chapters Three and Four move my discussion of literature and technology
from theory into practice, providing the results of the classroom research I conducted
in my high school senior literature class. My research evaluated how specific Web
applications can be used to teach literature. In Chapter Three, I detail how I used a
synchronous Web environment called a MOO to support a reader-oriented approach
to the novel Brave New World. In Chapter Four, I describe how I used another
application, a WebQuest, to support a text-oriented approach to Heart of Darkness.

The classroom research that comprises both chapters was approved by Human
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Subjects Institutional Review Board under the category of exempt (Appendix A),
since the research was undertaken as part of the normal educational procedures of my
senior literature class. The class consisted of sixteen second-semester seniors, all of
whom consented to participate with the knowledge that their work would become part
of this dissertation. The first phase of the research took place during February and
early March of 2002, when I developed and implemented the Brave New World
MOQO. During approximately five weeks, students completed generated data in two
forms: first, they completed specific assignments within the MOO environment which
were recorded by an internal logging mechanism; second, they completed an
evaluative survey at the conclusion of the project. The assignments are described in
detail in Chapter Three, and the survey is included in Appendix D of this dissertation.
I also maintained a research log, in which I recorded my own observations and
insights throughout the process.

The second phase of this study occurred during late March of 2002. This
phase explored another Web application, the WebQuest. I designed a WebQuest for
use with Heart of Darkness, another text from the senior literature curriculum. After
reading the novel, students spent five days completing the Heart of Darkness
WebQuest. The WebQuest required students to research one of five schools of
literary criticism, answer guiding questions about that critical perspective in a
research journal, and finally apply the perspective to select passages from Heart of
Darkness. Students used an online threaded discussion to post their interpretive
responses. At the conclusion of this project, I collected their research journals and
their online responses. The Heart of Darkness WebQuest is also described at length
in Chapter Four and is included in Appendix E of this dissertation.

Taken together, Chapters Three and Four illustrate how the Web—as both an
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interactive environment and encyclopedia—supports reader-oriented and text-oriented
approaches to literary reading. In Chapter Three, I describe how Brave New World
MOO, an immersive and participatory environment, allowed my students to envision
the story world, make connections between the text and their own lives, and reflect
critically on the text itself. In Chapter Four, I detail how the Heart of Darkness
WebQuest utilized the encyclopedic resources of the Web, providing my students
with multiplicity of critical lenses from which to read the novel.

The last chapter of my dissertation addresses Web integration in secondary
literature instruction beyond my own classroom. Specifically, I focus on the issue of
teacher preparation. Having advanced the World Wide Web as an effective tool for
teaching literature at the secondary level, my dissertation ends by exploring how
technology-enriched methods courses can best prepare pre-service teachers to use
digital tools in similarly meaningful ways. To answer this question, I again rely on
classroom research, this time involving pre-service teachers who took their capstone
literature methods course, English 480: Teaching Literature in Secondary Schools, in
Western Michigan’s new wireless English Education Laboratory. Chapter Five
follows four students through their internship experiences, as they cope with differing
degrees of access to resources, as they implement the Web-based assignments they
developed in English 480, and finally, as they begin seeing themselves as technology
users.

My research involving these students was approved by the Human Subjects
Institutional Review Board under the category of exempt (Appendix B). I employed
two research strategies, case study and survey. For the case study, I selected four
volunteer students who had taken my English 480 class during the fall of 2002 and

were interning in local schools during the spring of 2003. The four participants were
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all seniors in the Secondary English program at Western Michigan University at the

time of the study. They generated data in three different formats. Before their
internships began, they visited their host sites, assessed its technology resources, and
wrote short anticipatory essays outlining their expectations for using technology
during their intern teaching. During the internship semester, they participated in an
online threaded discussion whose focus was technology integration. The online
discussion allowed the students, all interning at separate locations, to share their
successes and failures with each other and me, and created a permanent written log of
their experiences. At the conclusion of their internships, I interviewed the pre-service
teachers. The case studies are supplemented with data generated by a survey taken by
nineteen additional interns near the conclusion of their spring 2003 internship. The
thirty-three question survey dealt with three focus areas: access to technology
resources, effectiveness of Web-based assignments, and attitude toward technology
integration. The survey is included in Appendix F of this dissertation.

The results of this study, discussed fully in Chapter Five, support the findings
of Chapters Three and Four. If English language arts teachers are to integrate the
Web in meaningful ways—ways that are as theoretically grounded and practically
applied as the Brave New World MOO and the Heart of Darkness WebQuest—then
they must be amply prepared to do so. Chapter Five concludes my dissertation by
looking forward, identifying key areas of concerns for technology-enriched methods
instruction, and challenging teachers and teacher educators to continue working

toward meaningful technology integration.
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CHAPTER 1

LITERARY READING: READER-ORIENTED AND
TEXT-ORIENTED APPROACHES

More obviously, we have to note the powerful, very pervasive influence
of mnemonic irrelevances. These are misleading effects of the
reader’s being reminded of some personal scene or adventure, erratic
association, or the interference of emotional reverberations from a
past which may have nothing to do with the poem.

I.A. Richards, Practical Criticism (1929)

The reader brings to the work personality traits, memories of past
events, present needs and preoccupations, a particular mood of the
moment, and a particular physical condition. These and many other
elements in a never-to-be-duplicated combination determine his
response to the peculiar contribution of the text.

Louise Rosenblatt, Literature as Exploration (1938)

Introduction

Since English emerged as an academic subject over a century ago, secondary
literature instruction has tried to accommodate two central concerns: concern for
reader and concern for canonical literary texts. These dual themes, the first stressing
the personal growth and empowerment of the individual, the second emphasizing the
lasting cultural and aesthetic value of literary works, have together shaped
contemporary literature instruction and given rise to current models of literary
reading. This chapter explores both reader-oriented and text-oriented models of
literary reading by examining the two critical theories on which they are founded,

reader-response theory and New Criticism. The larger purpose of this exploration is

12
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to establish a theoretical framework for integrating Web-based technology into the

secondary literature curriculum.

Textbook as Touchstone: The Commercial Anthology and Literary Reading

The exploration begins with an examination of one of the oldest and most
permanent components of secondary literature curriculum: the commercial literature
anthology. A staple of the literature classroom, the commercial literature anthology
has much to tell us about secondary literature instruction. When its chief
components—its organizational structure, its literary selections, and its instructional
apparatus—are examined closely, the commercial anthology becomes an artifact, a
touchstone that measures the way literary reading is conceptualized and taught at the
secondary level.

Consider the following scene, drawn from a typical literature classroom. On
the first day of this particular class, an English teacher is distributing textbooks to her
junior-level American literature students. She gives each a hefty literature anthology
that will serve as the main textbook for the next semester and perhaps longer.
Students are not surprised when the Prentice Hall or Glencoe text comes down their
row, particularly in an English class. Indeed, over 90 percent of secondary English
language arts teachers report using commercial anthologies, according to a 1991 study
conducted by Arthur Applebee. The study, the most recent and comprehensive of its
kind, also found that 63 percent of these teachers rely on commercial anthologies as
their primary source of material. And while teachers use anthologies differently, it is
undeniable, as Applebee asserts, that “the anthology clearly plays a major role in the

teaching of literature” (“A Study” 1).

What would students notice about their texts on that first day of class? First
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perhaps, their sheer size. Surveying the seven most popular anthology series of 1989,

Applebee calculated the average length of textbooks to be 917 pages, with an average
of 124 selections apiece. He also discovered that textbook length had increased
dramatically over the past thirty years: since James Lynch and Bertrand Evans
conducted the first rigorous study of high school English anthologies in 1963, the
page total of commercial anthologies grew by 47 percent (“A Study” 6-8). This trend
has continued to the present decade, with bulky texts even raising health concerns for
elementary and secondary students overburdened by heavy backpacks. In 2003, the
National Association of State Textbook Administrators (NASTA), the Book
Manufactures Institute (BMI), and the Association of American Publishers (AAP), the
three organizations that compose the Advisory Committee on Textbook
Specifications, began exploring means of making textbooks lighter, and legislation
limiting textbook weight has recently been passed in both California and Tennessee
(“Advisory Committee for Textbook Specifications” pars.1-6).

The increased girth of commercial anthologies cannot be solely attributed,
however, to the inclusion of more literary works. While the number of selections did
grow substantially from 1963 to 1991, Applebee found the greater factor in textbook
expansion to be the instructional apparatus accompanying the selections. Of the
anthologies he examined, an average of nearly 50 percent of the total pages were
dedicated to supporting materials, such as information on an author or genre; or study
activities, such as pre-reading activities, comprehension questions following a
selection, writing assignments, enrichment activities, and skills practice (“A Study”
10). This compares to an average of 34 percent in the 1963 anthologies studied by
Lynch and Evans (178).

Such supplementary material is met with skepticism from some English
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teachers. Lynch and Evans note that “Teachers report that nothing puts students off

quite so much as a plethora of editorial equipment” (178). More recently, in a series
of textbook reviews commissioned by English Journal, Bruce Appleby, Greg
Johnson, and Robert M. Taylor contend that publishing companies overstuff their
texts with instructional apparatus. Their review of the 1989 Prentice H’all Literature
Series, for instance, charges its editors with including “everything possible in the
series, so [they] can claim that idea/fad/research as part of the series” (“A Hefty New
Literature Series” 77). In response, textbook companies claim to offer only what the
market wants, citing the demands of teachers, state standards and curricula, and
increasingly, standardized tests. Whatever the cause, the commercial anthology now
accommodates more extra-textual information than ever before, resulting in a heavier
and busier textbook.

But what else, beyond its weight and supplementary material, might a student
observe about her American literature textbook on that first day of class? She would
do well to take note of its organizational structure, since as Lynch and Evans
maintain, “the organization of anthologies is hardly less significant than content for
reaching an evaluation of them” (131). If typical, her American literature anthology
might be organized according to as many as three different principles: chronology,
genre, and theme. She might find “The Raven” by Edgar Allen Poe, for example,
included in a chronological division dedicated to early nineteenth-century writers; a
genre division concerned with poetry; and thematic/topical division focused on
personal loss. The anthology might be further subdivided according to literary
techniques, so that “The Raven” would also fall under the heading of “symbolism” or
“imagery.”

Among these organizational patterns, Applebee discovered arrangement
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according to genre dominant among textbooks for grades seven through ten, while
chronological sequence was the most common in texts for grades eleven and twelve,
the years when American and British literature courses are generally taught. Even the
American and British literature anthologies organized chronologically were frequently
subdivided according to genre, so that “Transcendentalism,” for example, might be
further split into “Essays” and “Poetry” (“A Study” 8). The multiple modes of
organization seem to reveal a tension in the commercial literature anthology. Our
American literature student—and more realistically, her teacher—might wonder how
to approach “The Raven™: as a part of literary history, an illustration of a particular
genre or literary technique, an instance of a larger theme, or some combination of
these. Moreover, similar tensions exist in other more germane components of the
anthology, namely its literary selections and instructional apparatus.

The selections included in literature anthologies are typically drawn from a
wide range of genres. Applebee determined the average commercial anthology
contains a variety of genres, including on average one novel or long work of fiction,
three plays, seventy-two poems, twenty-six works of short fiction, sixteen works of
non-fiction, and seven selections from other genres such as myths or tall tales. As the
grade level increased, the genres shifted to include more poetry, particularly in
American and British literature, with American literature also emphasizing non-
fiction more heavily than earlier grades (“A Study” 10-12). A brief look at a recent
textbook, Prentice Hall’s Timeless Voices, Timeless Themes: Bronze Level (2000),
finds a similar sampling of genres. An eighth-grade literature anthology, the textbook
contains among its 130 works The Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens; “The Charge
of the Light Brigade” by Alfred, Lord Tennyson; “Rip Van Winkle” by Washington

Irving; an essay entitled “Was Tarzan a Three-Bandage Man?” by Bill Cosby; and
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“The Lion and the Statue,” one of Aesop’s fables. To some degree, this variety of

genres evidences disagreement over what exactly literature comprises.

Lynch and Evans, for example, advocated removing the novel from literary
anthologies entirely, since editors were often forced to include abridged versions or
replace novels with novellas. Such novellas, Lynch and Evans contended, were often
geared toward adolescents and, by consequence, of dubious literary value (55). More
contemporary reviewers of anthologies, in contrast, often lament the absence of more
popular genres like adolescent fiction. In their review of The Elements of Literature
(Holt 1989), Appleby, Johnson, and Taylor suggest that The Diary of Adrian Mole, an
adolescent novel, might make the tenth-grade textbook friendlier to students
(“Another Hefty Literature Series” 93).

Closely related to the disagreement over genre is a second issue, the larger
question of the literary canon. Debate over the canon is fierce at all levels of literature
instruction, encompassing questions of literary history, diversity, and gender. What
does the commercial anthology reveal about the tension between longstanding
canonical texts and relative newcomers? Applebee’s research is again helpful, though
publishing companies have progressed in incorporating multicultural texts since he
conducted his research in 1991. His study found that anthologies for grades seven to
ten made an effort to include women and non-white writers, with 26 to 30 percent of
the selections written by women, and 18 to 22 percent by non-whites. These numbers
drop only slightly in the surveyed American literature anthologies, with 24 percent of
selections by women and 16 percent by non-whites (“A Study” 14).

Despite the presence of these writers, however, diversity remains an issue.
This is most evident in British literature textbooks, where women and non-white

writers are least represented. In 1991, Applebee found only 8 percent of selections in
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British literature texts to be written by women and 1 percent by non-whites (“A
Study” 14). Again, more recent British literature anthologies have attempted to be
more multicultural and gender-equitable in their selections. The most recent edition of
Prentice Hall’s Timeless Voices, Timeless Themes: The British Tradition (2004), for
example, increases the number of women writers to nearly 20 percent and non-whites
to 6 percent, including representative works drawn from the former British empire.
Still, this increase may not reflect the movement toward multiculturalism occurring at
both the university and secondary levels. It seems safe to speculate that commercial
anthologies will not soon include texts such as Oroonoko (1668) or The Life of
Olaudah Equiano (1789), which as Allen Webb has illustrated, can provide a colonial
context for Shakespeare’s The Tempest (89); it seems equally implausible that
textbooks will contain The Book of the City of Ladies by Christine de Pizan (1405),
one text used by high school teachers Liz Dodge and Liz Whaley to supplement their
early British literature course (153).

Questions of the canon are also complicated by debate over contemporary
writers. “The teaching of literature,” writes Applebee, “always involves finding a
balance between relatively contemporary works, which may seem more relevant to
young readers, and older works that are part of major cultural traditions.”
Commercial anthology series generally strike this balance by including more
contemporary writers in textbooks intended for younger students and fewer in those
intended for older. Applebee found that 75 percent of selections in seventh through
tenth grade textbooks were taken from the twentieth century; with 30 percent of these
written in the past thirty years. In comparison, only 53 percent and 27 percent of
works in American and British anthologies were taken from the twentieth century,

respectively, with 15 percent and 5 percent written in the last thirty years (“A Study”
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12). When anthology series are considered as whole, then, they offer a balance of
contemporary voices at lower grade levels and more traditional authors at upper grade
levels.

From another point of view, however, the decrease in contemporary authors in
American and British literature textbooks amounts to failure on the part of publishing
companies. Appleby, Johnson, and Taylor, fault Prentice Hall’s The English
Tradition (1989) for what they see as a slighting of contemporary voices: “The
twelfth-grade text is, an odd way, a throwback . . . there is almost no attempt to deal
with contemporary British literature” (“A Hefty New Literature Series” 79). They
make a similar complaint about Holt’s Elements of Literature series (1989), arguing
that the American and British literature volumes “reflect the literary canon as it was
seen in the 1950s” (“Another Hefty Literature Series” 93). Though the newest edition
of Prentice Hall’s The British Tradition (2004) does include a handful of relatively
contemporary authors, such as Anita Desai, Eavan Boland, James Berry, Seamus
Heaney, and Nadine Gordimer, it contains only three works written after 1980 among
its approximately 100 selections. The pressure to include even more contemporary
voices in American and British anthologies will likely continue in the future.

Thus far I have argued that two of the chief components of the commercial
anthology, its organizational architecture and its literary selections, reveal tension in
the way literature instruction is conceived. A third component of the anthology, its
instructional apparatus, exhibits a similar tension. In an English Journal article, Jane
Ann Zaharias suggests that this component should merit the most critical scrutiny,
arguing that “The problem inherent in these [ American] textbooks are not attributable
to the sequencing and selection of the literary works they contain, but rather to the

nature of the tasks that students are asked to perform in conjunction with their

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

19



20
reading” (22). Applebee offers a useful way of analyzing these tasks, dividing the

instructional apparatus into the two broad categories of supporting material and study
activities.

In the category of supporting materials, Applebee includes contextual
information, such as introductory biographical, historical, or literary information;
reading aides such as pre-reading activities, reading strategies, or vocabulary study;
and other literary aides, such as help with literary terminology and writing activities.
Applebee found that the majority of anthologies supply a wealth of supporting
materials, offering biographical, historical, and literary context on all grade levels,
with historical and literary information increasing with grade level. Anthologies also
tried to anticipate reading difficulties, with 87 percent of all selections offering a
focusing question prior to reading—though Applebee notes that the extent and
effectiveness of such questions varied considerably—and 75 percent of selections
drawing attention to challenging elements of the text. Difficult or important literary
ideas, such as situational irony, were also addressed by pre-reading or post-reading
activities offered in nearly all anthologies (“A Study” 37). According to Applebee,
then, many anthologies performed adequately in the category of supporting materials.
Appleby, Johnson, and Taylor echo this finding in their critique of the Prentice Hall

Literature series (1989):

More interesting is the recognition that kids should be involved in
literature before they read the story, not afterwards. Good pre-reading
activities are given in the teacher’s edition; some are reproduced in the
student text. Difficult vocabulary is presented with definitions before
the selections to help students get through stories on theirown . ..
The teaching portfolio has reproducible companion selections with
wide margins so the students can annotate texts as they read. This
seems to be first time a publisher has admitted that active readers write
in their books. (“A Hefty New Literature Series” 80)

While they did offer ample supporting materials, the anthologies in
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Applebee’s study did not perform as well in the secondary category of study activities.

A variety of activities are included in this category, ranging from direct requests for
information to suggestions for library research. The study activities are particularly
important for Applebee, reflecting “the implicit definition of what counts as
‘knowing’ literature.” His analysis divides study activities into two groups:
“authentic” activities, or open-ended activities that allow for a range of individual
responses, and “recitation” activities, which require a single predetermined answer.
According to the study, the vast majority (65 percent) of all study activities in
commercial anthologies emphasize the latter (“A Study” 41).

His findings may be reapplied to a more recent textbook, Literature: The
Reader’s Choice, a world literature anthology published by Glencoe in 2002. In this
case, the questions following Tolstoy’s short story “How Much Land Does a Man
Need?” are representative of the textbook as a whole. As typical in most anthologies,
the questions are divided into a hierarchy reflective of Bloom’s taxonomy, beginning
with knowledge and comprehension, moving to application and critical analysis, and
concluding with synthesis and evaluation. Fifteen questions follow the Tolstoy story,
all grouped under the heading of “Analyzing Literature,” which is further divided into
“Recall and Interpret” and “Evaluate and Connect” (948).

The first ten questions are grouped under the “Recall and Interpret”
subheading. Of these, the first five coincide with the initial levels of Bloom’s
taxonomy, knowledge and comprehension. Applebee would label these questions
recitation activities, since each calls for a single predetermined answer. Question one
asks, “What boast does Pakhom make at the beginning of the story?” (He boasts that
if he had land, he would not fear the devil himself); four asks, “What dream does

Pakhom have in the land of the Bashkirs?” (He dreams of the devil laughing at the
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corpse of an ill-clad man); five asks, “What arrangement does the Bashkir chief agree
to make with Pakhom?” (The Bashkir chief agrees to give Pakhom as much land as he
can traverse in one day, as long as he returns to his starting place by nightfall).
Advancing upward in Bloom’s taxonomy to application and analysis, the next
five questions require a greater degree of interpretation. Seven asks, “How does
Pakhom’s purchase change his relations with other peasants?”; eight asks, “Is the
information Pakhom is given about acquiring land misleading? ; ten asks, “Why
does the arrangement the Bashkir chief makes with Pakhom lead to Pakhom’s death?”
While these mid-level questions are not as focused on single answers—question eight
might prompt at least two distinct responses—Applebee would still categorize them

as recitation activities, arguing that:

Even when activities seem to require skills of analysis and
interpretation, or to invite students to apply or relate what they have
learned, the concomitant emphasis on an expected “right” answer may
short circuit the value these activities might have. Rather than
encouraging students to think carefully about the text, in most cases
these activities simply test whether their reasoning is “correct.” (43)

In effect, Applebee contends that the expectation of correctness established by the
recall questions prevents interpretative or analytical questions from eliciting more
individual responses.

Applebee might raise similar objections to the last five questions following the
story. Intended to encourage synthesis and evaluation, the last stages of Bloom’s
taxonomy, the final five questions are grouped under the subheading “Evaluate and
Connect.” Of these five, Applebee might suggest that three point to a single correct
answer or a limited set of correct answers. Question twelve asks, “Describe an
example of situational irony”; thirteen asks, “Which elements of this story do you
think are fantastic and which ones are real?”; fourteen asks, “What kind of audience

do you think Tolstoy was trying to reach with this story?” For Applebee, such
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questions would again fall into the recitation category. Questions eleven and fifteen,
in contrast, would likely be judged as authentic, since they allow for a wide range of
individual responses. Eleven asks, “In your opinion, does Pakhom realize his mistake
before he dies?”; fifteen points back to a previous pre-reading activity, asking, “In the
Reading Focus . . . you were asked to describe a time when you wanted more of
something than you really needed. Compare your thoughts on that occasion with
Pakhom’s thoughts in the story” (948).

Of all of the questions, only question fifteen explicitly connects to a previous
activity. Applebee concluded that 63 percent of all anthology study activities were
similarly disconnected from the activities that preceded or followed them (“A Study”
47), though it could be argued that the questions here build on each other according to
Bloom’s taxonomy. Furthermore, Applebee found that study activities rarely
connected inter-textually to other literary works in the same volume, with only 6
percent of activities alluding or linking to other anthology selections. The overall
effect of these recitation-based, discrete activities, Applebee argues, is to equate
literary texts as a series of “unrelated puzzles” that can be solved through the mastery
of individual details (“A Study” 53).

Others have made different but equally pointed criticisms about the instruction
apparatus of commercial anthologies. Alan C. Purves likens the anthology questions
to state assessment tests, arguing that both emphasize low-level comprehension (19).
Robert Probst complains that anthologies have shaped the way literature is taught:
secondary literature instruction, he suggests relies on “traditional conceptions of
comprehension upon which many textbooks are based [that] too easily leave the work
as a thing apart from the reader, an object outside of the reader to be worked upon

”(60). Zaharias argues that commercial anthologies create “the erroneous impression
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that literature should be read in much the same way and for the same purposes [as a]
science or history text” (23).

To be fair, the Glencoe anthology does offer a guide on active reading,
recommending strategies such as predicting, connecting, questioning, visualizing,
evaluating, reviewing, and responding. In addition, each selection is situated in
supporting material of the type that Applebee commends. But for some critics, the
existence of such material does not compensate for the emphasis on factual recall, and
this points to a third tension within the commercial anthology. Like the
organizational structure and literary selections, the instruction apparatus of the
anthology is pulled between two approaches to literature instruction. These
conflicting and sometimes overlapping approaches, one centered on the text, the other
emphasizing the reader, now merit further consideration.

To begin discussing these two approaches, it is helpful to sort the main
features of the commercial anthology into two separate classifications. In the
commercial literature anthology, the text-oriented approach manifests itself through
organization according to genre, an emphasis on the genres, authors, and literary
periods of traditional canon, and an instructional orientation that privileges close
textual analysis. The reader-oriented approach, in contrast, is marked by
organization according to theme or topic, an acceptance of non-traditional genres, an
inclusion of diverse and contemporary authors, and an instructional orientation that
privileges response-based activities. Underlying the different emphases of each
approach are two distinct critical perspectives, reader-response theory and New
Criticism, which together have shaped how literature instruction occurs in the
secondary classroom. The remainder of this chapter will examine these two critical

traditions, illustrating how they inform not only the commercial literature anthology
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but also our concepts of literary reading.

The Reader-Oriented Approach: Reader-Response Theory

In their 1963 study of high school literature textbooks, Lynch and Evans
examined seventy-two textbooks published between 1949 and 1961, grades nine
through twelve. As we have seen, they argue that a textbook’s organization is nearly
as important as the literary selections it included. They specifically advocate
typological organization, or organization according to genre. Their recommendation
was largely a reaction against topical organization, or arrangement according to
theme. Surveying the field of anthologies, Lynch and Evans noticed what they
regarded as a disturbing trend: the dominance of topological organization in ninth and
tenth grade texts. For Lynch and Evans, the trend was emblematic of a larger
movement in secondary literature instruction, the movement away from the literary
text and toward the reader (153).

Topical organization reflects this movement in a number of ways, according to
Lynch and Evans. First, topically organized anthologies often include non-literary
texts meant to appeal to student interest. Anthologies reviewed by the study included
units on family, dating, sports, and vocations, with many selections consequently
drawn from non-literary fields like social studies and the natural sciences (154).
Lynch and Evans label this approach to literature studies the “bibliotherapeutic view,”
countering that literature instruction should not have adolescent socialization as its
chief goal (156). Furthermore, Lynch and Evans contend that topical organization
damages legitimate literature selections by unjustly forcing pieces into thematic
units—here they cite an anthology that places Charles Dickens’ 4 Christmas Carol

into a unit on “Home Life”—and by excluding many traditional works in favor of

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



26

contemporary pieces that are easier to categorize (157). “Topical organization,” they
conclude, “because it tends to be incongruous, ineffectual . . . is inappropriate for an
anthology of literature” (160).

With its campaign against topological organization and contemporary
literature, Lynch and Evans’ study can be understood as part of a larger fight against
the commercial literature anthologies they saw influencing literature instruction in the
1950s. The topical organization of these anthologies, in turn, may be attributed in
part to the work of Louise Rosenblatt, and more specifically to her landmark text,
Literature as Exploration (1938). This text laid the foundation for what emerged as
reader-response theory.

Historically, reader-response theory can be understood as a product of the
progressive movement in education. As Arthur Applebee explains in Tradition and
Reform in the Teaching of English: A History (1974), one key expression of the
progressive movement in the field of English was the desire for independence from
college reading lists, which since the late nineteenth century had determined the
literature curriculum and classroom texts of secondary English. Harvard and Yale, for
example, published annual reading lists of literary works that applicants were
expected to know to gain admission (49).

Not surprisingly, secondary schools based their curriculum on the reading lists
published by colleges. But when these lists became too unwieldy and inconsistent,
high schools began demanding uniformity. In response, the National Conference on
the Uniform Entrance Exams approved a reading list for all secondary students,
dividing the list into works for both wide and deep study. These new lists were
largely effective in regulating the secondary English curriculum: by 1907, the same

ten works, among them Julius Caesar, Macbeth, and The Rhyme of the Ancient
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Mariner, were being taught in over 60 percent of secondary schools in the Midwest
(Tradition and Reform 50). Savvy publishing companies began publishing carefully
annotated classroom editions of works on the lists, further solidifying the literary
canon. These early classroom editions, however, bore little resemblance to the
anthologies Lynch and Evans criticized in 1963. Typically, each contained a single
work, multiple works by a single author, multiple works in the same genre or literary
period, or multiple works of a single nation or region. Schools purchased these texts
and supplemented them with new editions when college reading lists changed
(Tradition and Reform 128).

Classroom textbooks changed, however, with the dawning of progressive
movement in education. Arising from the industrial growth, population explosion,
and intellectual upheavals that marked the early twentieth century, the progressive
movement shifted the major purpose of secondary education from a fitting school
orientation, which readied students for college, to a common school orientation,
which educated students to participate in a democracy. Its chief characteristics were a
Deweyian concern for the psychology of the individual learner, an opposition to
authoritarian pedagogy and curriculum, and an emphasis on education as a tool for
social reform. The movement affected multiple educational disciplines, but had
particular repercussions for English studies.

In the discipline of English, the main themes of the progressive movement
were sounded by the Reorganization of English in Secondary Schools, a 1917 report
published by the recently formed National Council for the Teachers of English. Along
with asserting the independence of secondary curriculums from college reading lists,
it argued that preparation for college was not the same as preparation for life.

Accordingly, the report argued, the English curriculum should not only promote
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cultural knowledge, it should foster vocational skills and train socially useful citizens.
By extension, literature was no longer simply a means to advance students to college;
it was a source for personal and social growth. Through its major publication, the
English Journal, NCTE began advocating for the expansion of school libraries,
publishing books lists for home reading, and supplying alternative reading lists that
included popular contemporary literature, contending that dime novels, newspapers,
and magazines could serve as bridges to classical literature (7radition and Reform 58-
65).

By the mid-1930s, a new sort of literature textbook had emerged from the
progressive movement: the modern commercial literature anthology. Unlike their
conservative predecessors, these new anthologies reflected the goals of the
progressive movement by including a wide range of selections and genres in a single
volume, providing a variety of contemporary literature, and most significantly,
presenting literary pieces arranged according to theme, many arranged around the
social or personal topics. The 1938 publication of Literature as Exploration
reinforced the goals of the progressive movement and established the premises of
reader-response theory (Tradition and Reform 128-130).

The main thrust of this landmark text is that literary texts cannot be
understood in isolation from the reader. In making this central argument, Literature as
Exploration specifically counters the New Critical approach that treats texts as self-
contained, autonomous objects. Addressing I.A. Richards’ objection to “mnemonic
irrelevances,” Rosenblatt writes: “The reader’s fund of relevant memories make
possible any reading at all. Without linkage with the past experiences and present
interests of the reader, the work will not come alive for him, or, rather, he will not be

prepared to bring it to life.” Reader-response theory, then, begins by acknowledging
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the role the reader plays in shaping the meaning of a literary text. “In a molding of

any specific literary experience,” Rosenblatt claims, “what the student brings to
literature is as important as the literary text itself” (Literature as Exploration 77-78).

For Rosenblatt, “what the student brings to literature,” includes both affective
elements, such as personality traits, memories, emotional state, physical condition;
and more cognitive elements, such as past reading experiences and knowledge of
literary conventions. As the reader engages a literary text, she constructs meaning by
contributing these personal elements to the text, creating a unique reading based on
her individual associations and experiences. Reading is therefore an event, or in the
language of Rosenblatt’s later work, The Reader, the Text, the Poem (1978), a
momentary transaction that cannot be duplicated, even when the same reader re-
encounters the same text.

During this literary transaction, the reader and the text co-produce a “poem,” a
temporary meaning informed by both the reader and the conventions of the text; one
that “cannot be equated solely with either [emphasis original] the text or the
experience of a reader” (The Reader, the Text, the Poem 105). Far from justifying any
interpretation of a given text, Rosenblatt’s concept of the poem insists on textually

informed reading:

There is, in fact, nothing in the recognition of the personal nature of
literature that requires an acceptance of the notion that every evocation
from a text is as good as every other . . . Undisciplined, irrelevant, or
distorted emotional responses and the lack of relevant experience or
knowledge will, of course, lead to inadequate interpretations of the
text. The aim is to help the student move toward a more and more
controlled, more and more valid or defensible response to the text.
(Literature as Exploration 267)

For Rosenblatt, moving students away from the “inadequate interpretations” means

helping them pay attention to their own meaning-making processes. Thinking
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critically about meaning-making strategies leads readers to evaluate their validity,
particularly in light of other readers’ responses and the conventions of the text itself.
A student might ask, for example, what textual elements justified his own response,
or how another reader arrived at a very different interpretation. In asking such
questions, the reader is “reflecting on the world of the poem or play or novel as he
conceived it and on his responses to that world,” thereby achieving “a certain self-
awareness, a certain perspective on his own preoccupations, his own system of
values” (The Reader, the Text, the Poem 146). This critical self-awareness influences
the next literary transaction experienced by the reader, refining her literary
sensibilities in the process.

Though Literature as Exploration was first published in 1938, reader-response
theory remains influential in the academy and the secondary classroom. In the
academy, it reached the height of its influence in the 1980s, when Stanley Fish
popularized a form of reader-response theory that can be understood as an extension
of Rosenblatt’s transactional theory. In his most representative work, Is There a Text
in this Class? (1980), Fish argues that the meaning of a work is relative to the
interpretative community to which a reader belongs. This interpretative community
shares a set of external social and cultural norms which shape the perception of the
reader. Hence “meanings are the property neither of fixed or stable texts nor of free
and independent readers but of interpretive communities that are responsible both for
the shape of a reader’s activities and for those texts those activities produce” (322).
Fish illustrates his point with an example telling how his poetry students interpreted a
set of names accidentally left on the blackboard as a religious poem.

Other strands of reader-response theory have also emerged in recent decades.

Richard Beach categorizes these strands into five groups: textual, experiential,
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psychological, social, and cultural (8). Each of these places emphasis on a different

element of the literary transaction—text, reader, or context—but all focus on how
readers make meaning from texts. Textual reader-response theorists, according to
Beach, focus on how readers use their knowledge of textual conventions to respond to
texts. Psychological theorists are more interested in the way the conscious and
subconscious reading processes vary according to personality type and developmental
stages. Social theorists emphasize the surrounding social context of reading
transactions. In a similar way, cultural theorists focus on the cultural context of the
reader, examining how her cultural attitudes, mores, and positions shape her reading.
Lastly, experiential reader-response theory, as Beach suggests, centers on “the nature
of readers’ engagement or experiences with texts—the ways in which, for example,
readers identify with characters, visualize images, relate personal experiences to the
text, or construct the world of the text” (8-9).

Reader-response theory is also influential at the secondary level. We have
already seen how topical organization of secondary literature anthologies emerged in
part due to the work of Louise Rosenblatt. But reader-response theory has also
changed the secondary literature canon—what texts are included commercial
literature anthologies. Lynch and Evans disapproved of what they perceived as an
excess of contemporary literature in progressive literature anthologies. Rosenblatt, in
contrast, argues for a literary canon more suitable to the interests and maturity level of
adolescents, since such literature enables the reader to have a personal and engaging
experience. As she observes, “It may be that the youngster reading National Velvet or
Johnny Tremain will have a fuller, more sensitive, more responsible literary
experience than the student who is so unready to handle the demands of The Divine

Comedy or even Henry James” (Literature as Exploration 269). To this end, the early
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progressives advocated including contemporary literature and genres in literature
anthologies and classrooms, even recommending dime novels, newspapers, and
magazines. These works, they argued, could serve as bridges to classic literature.
Contemporary proponents of adolescent literature have made similar
arguments about its value. Studies like Books and the Teenage Reader by G. Robert
Carlsen (1967) and Voices of Readers: How We Come to Love Books by Carlsen and
Anne Sherrill (1988) demonstrate how adolescent literature meets the psychological
and emotional needs of teenage readers. In Books and the Teenage Reader, Carlsen
draws on developmental psychology to argue that adolescent literature helps teenagers
progress through developmental tasks involving interpersonal relationships, defining
the self, and finding a vocation. Voices of Readers, a compilation of over 1,000
reading autobiographies collected from high school and college students, reinforces
the findings of the earlier study. Here, Carlsen and Sherrill suggest that many of the
conditions that promote reading—among them recreational reading time, reader
choice, social interaction between readers, availability of a variety of literature
genres—are largely absent from the secondary English classroom. Adolescent
literature, however, can meet these conditions, supplying the teenage reader with an
engaging hook that encourages recreational reading, a choice of appealing subjects, a
wide variety of genres, and the chance to talk about books with fellow adolescents.
Since 1967, when S.E. Hinton published The Outsiders—considered the
pioneering work of young adult literature—an extensive body of adolescent fiction
has been written. The 1970s, 80s, and 90s brought a wealth of books intended solely
for the teenage market, ranging from problem novels (e.g. Judy Blume’s Are You
There God, It’s Me, Margaret) to formulaic romance and horror (the Sweet Valley

High or Fear Street series) to more complex portrayals of the adolescent psyche
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(Walter Dean Myer’s Monster). But contemporary adolescent literature has made few
inroads into classroom literature anthologies. Economics may be the limiting factor,
since publishing companies may not be prepared to pay royalties on contemporary
literature. Additionally, the subject matter of adolescent literature is frequently
controversial, addressing sexuality, substance abuse, or divorce (Christenbury 154),
and publishing companies generally avoid such risks. Perhaps by consequence, most
schools purchase adolescent novels separately in classroom or library sets. Most
textbook publishing companies have separate young adult literature imprints for this
purpose.

The continuing presence of young adult literature in the classroom—if not yet
in the literature anthology—reflects the lasting influence of reader-response theory on
secondary literature canon. Its influence is also evident in the instructional apparatus
of contemporary anthologies. As Applebee found, the study activities included in
commercial anthologies attempt to assist readers with reading aides such as pre-
reading activities, reading strategies, and vocabulary study. The Glencoe textbook,
Literature: The Reader’s Choice, even provides an active reading model which,
echoing Rosenblatt, recommends active reading: “Effective readers are active readers.
As they read, the have conversations with themselves about the text; they get
involved. Don’t be a passive reader” (2).

For some, however, anthologies still fall far short of the goals of reader-
response theory. In her critique of anthologies, Zaharias contends that textbooks
privilege an “efferent” reading stance. In making this criticism, she invokes
terminology coined by Rosenblatt, who differentiates between efferent and aesthetic
reading. For Rosenblatt, efferent reading involves taking information away from a

text, as in reading an article in an encyclopedia. A reader taking this stance “must
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focus attention primarily on the impersonal, publicly verifiable aspects of what the

words evoke and must subordinate or push into the fringes of consciousness the
affective aspects.” Aesthetic reading, on the other hand, involves living through the
experience of reading. Here, the reader “must broaden the scope of attention to
include the personal, affective aura and associations surrounding the words evoked
and must focus on . . . the moods, scenes, situations being created during the
transaction” (Literature as Exploration xvii).

Rosenblatt argues that texts themselves are not specifically literary or non-
literary; rather, the reader determines his own stance, varying between efferent and
aesthetic positions during the transaction experience. Frequently, readers occupy the
middle ground on the efferent-aesthetic spectrum, sometimes seeking information,
sometimes experiencing the text more vicariously. For Zaharias, however,
commercial anthologies compel readers to take efferent stances by including too many
questions that require information gathering. As we have seen, Applebee draws a
similar conclusion, contending that the vast majority of anthology study activities
privilege recitation (“A Study” 53).

If as I have suggested, the commercial literature anthology represents
secondary literature instruction, then we may conclude that the influence of reader-
response theory is still formidable, despite criticism voiced by Applebee and others.
Reconsidering the anthology’s key components—its organization, contents, and
instructional apparatus—reveals the underlying influence of reader-response theory.
In its attempt to organize material in a way that appeals to adolescents, in its ongoing
effort to embrace contemporary and diverse voices, and in its endeavors, however
problematic, to include reader-oriented activities, the contemporary anthology shows

that secondary literature instruction values the contributions of reader-response
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theory.

Reader-response theory is one of two critical traditions responsible for the
shaping of secondary literature instruction. As Deborah Appleman suggests,
“teachers often feel torn between either presenting literary texts as cultural artifacts—
literary masterpieces who authoritative meaning is to be mastered by neophyte
students—or relying heavily on students’ personal experience through a reader-
response approach” (4). The second tradition that sees texts as “cultural artifacts”

now merits examination.

The Text-Oriented Approach: New Criticism

In their 1963 study of anthologies, Lynch and Evans advocated typological
organization as the best way to arrange a literature textbook. First, they reasoned that
typological organization excluded the non-literary material of which they
disapproved, if the types were restricted to prose fiction, the essay, the poem, and the
drama. They also contended that genres worthy of study, like the drama, have long
histories, making it possible to include representative works from a wide range of
literary periods. Furthermore, Lynch and Evans claimed that typological organization
fosters intensive study of individual authors, since “most literary figures likely to be
studied in high school have written their best work in a single genre.” While Lynch
and Evans acknowledged the problems created by typological organization, including
misclassified works, fabricated non-literary genres, and an excess of “editorial
machinery,” their recommendation for typological organization remained unequivocal
(161).

In emphasizing the importance of genre, Lynch and Evans express one major

concern of the dominant literary theory of their day, New Criticism. Applebee rightly
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observes that Lynch and Evans share “the New Critics’ interest in literary studies

focusing upon the unique characteristics of individual genres” (“A Study” 10). This
point is underscored by Rene Welleck and Austin Warren in Theory of Literature
(1942), an influential text in graduate, undergraduate, and even secondary literary

study in the 1950s and 1960s. They assert:

Theory of genres is a principle of order: it classifies literature and
literary history not by time or place (period or national language) but
by specifically literary types of organization or structure. Any critical
and evaluative—as distinct from historical—study involves, in some
form, the appeal to such structures. (226)

The concern for literary type is central to New Criticism, a text-oriented
approach to literary criticism. As Applebee explains in Tradition and Reform in the
Teaching of English, New Criticism made its way into the secondary classroom in
part as a reaction against the “life adjustment” movement of the 1940s and 1950s.
Life adjustment proponents sought to extend the progressive goals of personal growth
and social consciousness by catering specifically to adolescent needs, an emphasis
which in secondary English classrooms, stressed behavioral skills such as coping with
family problems or dealing with puberty. By the 1960s, however, the life adjustment
movement had been discredited and teachers trained in the rigors of New Critical
analysis were entering the profession (147). The same decade saw a wave of
commercial literature anthologies informed by New Ceritical theory, further cementing
New Criticism’s place in the secondary classroom (170-174).

While they certainly differed on minor points, the New Critics shared a
number of common critical assumptions, all of which began with the centrality of the
literary text. New Critics held that a literary text is an independent and self-sufficient
verbal object. As such, a literary text contains its meaning within itself, rather than in

relation to its author, its historical or literary context, or its effect on the reader. This
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central assumption determined the way New Critics read literary texts—specifically
by close reading, or rigorous explication of the text and its interrelated components.
In the New Critical view, these textual components were primarily verbal: words,
figures of speech, and symbols interplay within the overall structure of a literary work
to form an organic whole. Given their focus on language and form, the New Critics
generally preferred poetry for close reading (Abrams 246-247).

As an interpretive method, close reading changes the role the reader plays in
the meaning-making process. I.A. Richards’ Practical Criticism (1929), one of the
pioneering works of New Criticism, serves to illustrate this point. While a lecturer at
Cambridge, Richards routinely distributed anonymous poems to his students,
soliciting both their interpretative comments and the number of readings it took to
arrive at their interpretation. Richards used these protocols to evidence of a host of
reader difficulties, classified into ten separate categories: inability to making plain
sense of a poem; insensitivity to the sounds and rhythm of language (a lack of what
Richards called “sensuous apprehension”); misjudgment of imagery; distraction by
mnemonic irrelevances; tendency toward stock responses; predisposition toward
overly sentimental or inhibited responses; bias toward religious interpretation; and
over-reliance on certain critical assumptions or maneuvers (14-17).

As these categories suggest, close reading involves a very specific method of
reading. Readers are not to succumb to affective or the intentional fallacy, both terms
defined by the influential formalist critics W.K. Wimsatt and Monroe C. Beardsley.
The first of these errors involves evaluating a poem by its emotional effects on the
reader; the second, judging a poem by the presumed intent of author. Since both
methods incorporate factors external to the text, New Critics believed them irrelevant,

and focused instead on reading a work for its structural and verbal characteristics.
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Nor should readers fall prey to what Cleanth Brooks labels “the heresy of
paraphrase;” that is, substituting their own ordinary language for the literary language
of the poem or text. Instead, close reading requires careful scrutiny of the text,
typically in search of irony, ambiguity, paradox, and similar effects achieved through
verbal means (Abrams 247).

In addition to prescribing a rigorous method for literary reading, the New
Critics tended privilege the traditional canon. If not an underlying premise of New
Critical thought, the preference toward canonical texts was at least a byproduct of
New Critical methodology. This point may be underscored by returning to Lynch and
Evans, the textbook reviewers steeped in the New Critical tradition. Lynch and Evans
protested how the anthologies of their day were including more and more
contemporary literature, consequently displacing major works from “the great Anglo-
American literary heritage” (411). One value of this heritage, they explain, lies in its

potential to elucidate contemporary literature:

Since all art relies heavily upon convention, and convention is
meaningless without its tradition, even contemporary literature will be
more significant if the reader can come to it aware of the common
tropes of language that influence authors of all ages, including the
most recent. Bulwer-Lytton once wrote: ‘In science, read by
preferences the newest works; in literature the oldest. The classics are
always modern.’ (412)

Hence, the literary tradition enables New Critical methodology: it can teach the reader
to appreciate the “common tropes of language,” or the formal poetic language to
which New Critics paid a great deal of attention.

The argument advanced by Lynch and Evans echoes T.S. Eliot, who with
Richards and William Empson, laid the foundations for New Criticism. Eliot’s
“Tradition and the Individual Talent” articulates the significance of literary tradition

to both the creative and the critical act. “No poet, no artist of any art,” he writes, “has
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his complete meaning alone. His significance, his appreciation is the appreciation of
his relation to the dead poets and artists. You cannot value him alone; you must set
him, for contrast and comparison, among the dead” (155). As a critic, Eliot viewed
modern works against the backdrop of literary history, judging the work by aesthetic
standards that dated back to Homer and continued to the present. For Eliot, the
function of both artist and critic was to uphold and extend these long-standing literary
conventions, simultaneously affecting and being affected by the literature of the past.

Such conventions, as Paul Lauter contends, include “organic complexity in
structure, ambiguity, and tension in language” (75). Literary texts that did not possess
these qualities, he further argues, held little value in New Critical esteem and no place
in the literary canon. According to Lauter, the New Ceritical preference for complexity
of language and form shaped the modern American literary canon. The qualities that
New Critics most admired, he maintains, characterizes only a select group of texts and
genres. The metaphysical poets, for example, were favored by Eliot and other New
Critics for their use of intricate forms, verbal play, paradoxes, and incongruous
conceits. In his 1921 essay on the metaphysical poets, Eliot resurrected interest in
Donne and other seventeenth-century poets, and their place has been fixed in the
British canon ever since. Due to the influence of Eliot and others, the modern
American literature canon celebrates similarly complex writers, but marginalizes
writers—Lauter cites Gwendolyn Brooks, Toni Cade Bambara, and Alice Walker—
whose work displays less complexity, denseness, and obscurity in language and form
(77). For Lauter, this means that long-standing concepts of the literary canon and
literary history must be re-examined in light of alternative traditions.

Given the New Critical emphasis on close reading and organic complexity, it

is not surprising to find Lynch and Evans advocating more rigorous “editorial
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apparatus,” their term for the supporting material and study activities that accompany
literature selections. Concerned that progressive anthologies catered too much to
adolescent readers, Lynch and Evans also call for more exacting editorial apparatus.
Evaluating the quantity, relevance, tone, helpfulness, and accuracy of such apparatus,
they make a number of recommendations for future textbooks. Their suggestions
resonate with the tenets of New Criticism. On relevance, for example, Lynch and
Evans argue that questions accompanying literature selections “lead the student back
to the texts rather than into vaguely defined areas of ‘experience’” and “should place
comprehension ahead of application” (184). The assumption here is a New Critical
mainstay: meaning is contained within the literary text itself; comprehension involves
rigorous explication of the literary text. At fhe same time, Lynch and Evans
criticized study activities that seemed to subordinate texts to other concerns. Here,
Lynch and Evans cite an anthology activity that asks students to hold a panel
discussion on “how to be popular,” making thematic connections to literary works in
the process (186). Lynch and Evan’s distaste for such activities again reflects their
New Critical predisposition away from the personal response of the reader and toward
the literary text itself.

Since the height of its influence in the 1960s, New Criticism has encountered
opposition at all levels of literature study. In the academy, resistance to New Criticism
began in the late 1960s, as Gerald Graff notes, “with suppressed undergraduate
mutterings at forever having to hnnt for ‘hidden meanings’ in literary works,” and
evolved into contemporary “deconstructive transgressions of those conventions of
interpretive closure” (240). While New Criticism is considered passé in current
literary studies, its influence is still felt in secondary schools. In a study examining

literature instruction in high schools with reputations for excellence, Arthur Applebee
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found that the theoretical goals of New Criticism have become tacitly acknowledged
as conventional wisdom in American high schools, particularly in upper grade levels
(Literature in the Secondary School 124).

This has led English teachers and teacher educators to take issue with New
Critical methodology. Robert Probst, for example, suggests that the New Critical
orientation creates a hierarchy of readers, with “the most renowned critic at the top,
other published scholars a rung or two below . . . other professors and teachers several
steps further down the ladder, and finally, at the bottom, most deficient of all, the

student . .. (55). Ben Nelms describes his New Critical education in similar terms:

I learned to think of the literary text as an edifice. Almost as a temple.
Complete, autonomous, organically whole, sacrosanct. We
approached it with reverence. We might make temple rubbings and we
were encourage to explain how it arches carried its weight and to
speculate on the organic relationship between its form and function.
But it was an edifice and we were spectators before its splendors. (1)

As a student, Nelms felt much like Probst describes—disenfranchised by the New
Critical approach to literature instruction.

Jeff Wilhelm labels the New Critical approach the “bottom-up” theory of
reading, and draws an analogy between New Criticism and phonics-based reading
instruction. Wilhelm argues that in primary reading instruction, the bottom-up model
holds that students must learn to read in a prescribed sequence, moving from letters,
to letter clusters, to words, to phrases, and finally to sentences, eventually combining
these elements into a larger patterns of meaning. Wilhelm contends that the parts-to-
whole philosophy is paralleled in the secondary classroom by New Critical literary
theory. New Critics call for careful explication, or close reading of a text, to reveal
how its individual components relate with each other to form an organic whole. In
Wilhelm’s view, these components, such as irony, metaphor, or symbol, are

analogous to the letters, phonemes, and words of phonics-based reading instruction
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(Strategic Reading 35).

For Applebee, the New Critical emphasis on close textual analysis ultimately
emerges in the form of recitation-based anthology questions. His study of anthologies

concludes:

Following a New Critical tradition, most anthologies base their major
divisions or subdivisions on genre characteristics. Study activities
emphasize text-based comprehension, beginning with simple recall
and paraphrase and working from there toward analysis and
interpretation. An overwhelming proportion of the study activities
involve recitation. (53)

Even without accepting Applebee’s connection between New Criticism and
recitation—one might ask if a New Critic would advocate paraphrasing—it is
undeniable that New Criticism continues to shape secondary literature instruction.
Again taking the commercial anthology as representative of such instruction, we see
New Critical tendencies in typological organization, in the presence and prevalence of
canonical figures such as Donne, and in instructional apparatus that focuses on careful

explication of the components of literary texts.

Conclusion

This chapter has argued that two approaches to literary reading—a text-
oriented approach and a reader-oriented approach—have shaped literature instruction
at the secondary level. While their premises and practices differ, these models need
not be in conflict with each other. Literature teachers rely on both models in their
classroom. A study conducted by the Center for the Learning and Teaching of
Literature verifies my point. Reviewing the results of study, which surveyed Catholic,
public, and independent schools, Applebee found that most secondary literature

teachers have consciously or unconsciously reconciled the two approaches toward
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literature instruction:

Teachers report a dual emphasis: on techniques that are loosely related
to reader-response theories and on those that are associated more
directly with close analyses of text. Rather than standing in opposition
to one another, these broad theoretical orientations to literary study are
frequently treated in complementary fashion . . . concern with reader-
response seemed most typically used as a way into texts, while a focus
on analysis of the text itself emerged as a later but ultimately more
central feature of classroom study (“The Background for Reform™ 8)

Seeing the two critical traditions as complimentary is also important for the remainder
of this study. Web-based technology, the remaining chapters of this dissertation will
argue, can support both text-oriented and reader-oriented models of literary reading.

It is also important that this discussion of literary reading has preceded my discussion
of technology. As 1 will illustrate, the most effective use of technology arises from a

thorough understanding of the subject to which it is applied.
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CHAPTER II

BUILDING A BRIDGE: LINKING LITERARY READING TO THE
NEW DIGITAL MEDIUM

Hypertext, which demands new forms of reading and writing, has the
promise radically to reconceive our conceptions of text, author,
intellectual property, and a host of other issues ranging from the
nature of the self to education.

George Landow, “Twenty Minutes into the Future” (1996)

The ideological forces surrounding new technology produce a rhetoric
of novelty, differentiation, and freedom that works to obscure the more
profound structural kinships between the superficially heterogeneous
media.

Espen Aarseth, Cybertext: Perspectives on Ergodic Literature (1997)

Introduction

This chapter addresses a key question raised by the recent emergence of digital
technology: how does the new digital medium—and more specifically the World
Wide Web—coincide with or complicate our understanding of literary reading? In
answering this question, I first scrutinize hypertext, the electronic discourse at the
center of current discussions about digital technology and literature. Hypertext

theorists such as George Landow contend that it reconfigures literary reading,

radically altering conventional understandings of text, reader, and author. This
chapter examines hypertext and the claims that often accompany it, finally arguing
that the World Wide Web—which can be considered the meta-hypertext—is more

similar to than different from existing literary media. Moreover, the Web can be
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aligned with the conventional understandings of literary reading already established.

When conceptualized as an environment, the Web reinforces a reader-oriented
approach to literary reading; when understood as an encyclopedia, the Web reinforces

a text-oriented approach to literary reading.

Where is the Web? Digital Technology in the Literature Curriculum

This chapter begins with another scene from a secondary English classroom.
On this particular day, students are turning in the research papers they have worked on
for the past six weeks. As students turn in their essays, a glance reveals they have
used word processing software to compose them—despite differences of font and
margin size, there is a neat uniformity to their work. Ranging in subject from gun
control to the Atkins diet, the essays were written at school, with word processing
software installed on computers in the media center and laboratories. The students
have used such software throughout their school careers: a 2003 study shows that
word processing is the most common educational use of computers by students
(Goldberg 3). Indeed, the word processor has become an entirely transparent tool, no
more obtrusive than the pen or pencil (Moran 207).

The word processor is also a proven educational asset, well supported by
research correlating computers to student writing performance. In 2003, The Journal
of Technology, Learning, and Assessment published a meta-analysis of sixty-five
studies conducted between 1992 and 2002, all focusing on the impact of word
processors on student writing. Reviewing twenty-six quantitative studies, the meta-
analysis found that across all grade levels, word processors improved both the
quantity and quality of student writing. Additionally, the analysis of thirty-five

qualitative studies showed that the writing in computer-based classrooms is more

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



46
collaborative, recursive, and social than in pen-and-paper environments (Goldberg 2).

By virtue of being composed on a word processor, in other words, the research essay
on gun control will likely be better than if written by hand.

In the past decade, the Internet has also entered the secondary composition
curriculum, providing a powerful research tool and new opportunities for student
publishing. Another look at the Atkins diet essay reveals a bibliography replete with
Web sources, including medical databases, online health journals, the official Atkins
diet Web site, personal Web sites published by dieters, threaded discussions, and even
Web logs. The essay might also be enriched with multimedia from image archives or
educational databases. In technologically progressive classrooms, a student may even
turn her essay in electronically, via e-mail, electronic portfolio, or Web site. If so, the
essay may include hyperlinks, linking the essay to external Web resources.

As in the case of the word processor, research has shown that the Internet
affects writing and writing instruction. Most such research has sought to align the
Web with the pedagogies and practices of composition classrooms. Specifically,
studies have shown that the Web motivates students by providing a real audience for
their writing (Leibowitz 1999); lessens their inhibition through non-threatening media
like e-mail and online chats (Kuperlian 20001); allows them to revise peer writing
through synchronous and asynchronous tools (Kuperlian 2001); encourages students
to produce more text (Trupe 2002); and gives students the chance to experiment with
new genres, such as the personal Web page or hypertext research essay (Nellen 2000).
While some teachers remain skeptical, arguing that the Web fosters plagiarism,
spawns corrupt syntax, contains unreliable and even dangerous information, and
promotes superficial knowledge at the cost of deep learning, it is clear that World

Wide Web is increasingly important to secondary writing instruction.
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The impact of the Web on literature instruction, however, is more difficult to
measure. On first glance, it may seem the Web has an established presence in the
secondary literature curriculum. Revisiting our touchstone—the commercial literature
anthology—illustrates this point. Most publishing companies now offer online
versions of their literature and language arts textbooks. In fact, all seven of the leading
publishing companies that Applebee studied in 1991 now have significant
accompanying Web resources. At such sites, sometimes called online learning
environments, subscribers can access a variety of resources. One example is
Classzone, the McDougal, Littel companion site, which offers complete digital
versions of all English language arts textbooks; student resources that include links to
reference sites, profiles of authors, summaries of novels, and help strategies for
standardized state tests; and teacher resources that include links to background
information on literary figures, lesson plans, professional development articles, state
standards and tests, and help on grant writing (http://www.classzone.com).

Prentice Hall’s companion site offers an online edition of Timeless Voices,
Timeless Themes: Bronze Level that provides, among other features, pre-reading
streaming video clips, pre- and post-reading logs that may be completed online, and
interactive quizzes on vocabulary and other topics (http://www.phschool.com/
atschool/literature/bronze). Pearson, the company that publishes the Prentice Hall
imprint, reports that more than 40,000 schools in the U.S. use at least one of their
online programs and that more than 14 million parents, students, and teachers connect
to Pearson learning tools from home (“Pearson Annual Report”).

Such resources illustrate that the Web has potential to shape literature
instruction and eventually become as important to literature study as the word

processor is to composition. A closer inspection, though, reveals a fundamental
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difference between the role digital technology plays in the composition instruction
and the role it plays in literature instruction. Both the word processor and the Web
have been shown to support the theoretical assumptions and current practices of
writing instruction. The same, however, cannot be said for the Web and literature
study. In fact the opposite is true: the discussion of the digital medium and literary
reading has largely focused on the perceived differences between the two media.
Since the advent of the Internet, both teacher-practitioners and critical theorists have
emphasized the way electronic textuality differs from or even redefines conventional
concepts of literary reading.

In llluminating Texts: How to Teach Students to Read the World, for example,
Jim Burke identifies the skills that “reading the Internet” requires. These include
identifying various types of electronic discourses, among them the chat room, e-mail,
listserv, MUD and MOO, newsgroup, threaded discussion group, and Web site;
categorizing Web sites based on their form and function; and evaluating the
credibility of Web sites by analyzing their sources, timeliness, authority, audience,
and quality control (20-28). Burke links these skills to state benchmarks for reading
achievement, claiming that “teaching our students to read the Internet critically helps
them reach the standards set by state boards” (36).

While Burke does draw important connections between digital reading and
conventional reading, he observes that the two processes are quite different: “People
don’t read Web sites in the traditional sense, nor are Web sites written to be read; we
scan them, bouncing across the bulleted lists and highlighted text to determine if we
are the intended audience and this is the sought-after information” (24). For Burke,
Internet reading hones skills that are applicable to non-digital material, but many of

these skills involve analyzing the credibility of non-fiction sources, with the primary
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goal of information gathering. Students, for example, might research the historical
context of The Grapes of Wrath or The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, learning to
critique Web sites along the way. If used in this fashion, the Internet enriches reading
by providing students with immediate and diverse contextual information. Doing
online research will also foster a new set of reading strategies, as Burke and others
have noted. But given its nature, reading on the Web seems to have little to do with
the literary reading that typically occupies secondary literature instruction. Reading
literature, we know, is not information gathering; students are not encouraged to
“bounce across” the pages of Brave New World or Heart of Darkness to discover “the
sought-after information.”

The same distinction between digital and literary reading has been made in
critical theory. George Landow, the premier hypertext scholar, has emphasized how

the new digital medium redefines conventional notions of literary reading. He writes:

Electronic linking shifts the boundaries between one text and another
as well as between the author and the reader and between the teacher
and the student. It also has radical effects upon our experience of
author, text, and work, redefining each. Its effects are so basic, so
radical, that it reveals that many of our most cherished, most
commonplace ideas and attitudes toward literature and literary
production turn out to be the result of that particular form of
information technology . . . (Hypertext 2.0 31)

In stressing the radical effects of the digital medium, Landow employs what Espen
Aarseth labels the “rhetoric of differentiation,” or “the tendency to describe the new
text media as radically different from the old, with attributes solely determined by the
material technology of the medium . . .” (14). In effect, such language tends to
divorce the digital medium from codex textuality and conventional concepts of
literary reading. Still, Landow raises interesting questions that should be explored:

Does the digital medium really change literary reading in radical ways? Or can the
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digital medium—and more specifically the World Wide Web—be understood in more
conventional terms? If so, what sort of literary reading skills might the Web foster?
In short, how does the Web coincide with or complicate our understanding of literary

reading?

Hypertext and Literary Reading: Revolution or Evolution?

To begin answering these questions, it is necessary to examine the digital
discourse at the center of discussions about literature and technology: hypertext.
Defined simply, hypertext is electronic text with hyperlinks, the “electronic linking”
Landow mentions above. The term hypertext was coined in 1965 by Theodor Nelson,
who defined it as “non-sequential writing—text that branches and allows choices to
the reader, best read at an interactive screen” (Landow Hypertext 3). In defining
hypertext, Nelson was expanding an idea originated by his mentor, Vannevar Bush. In
a 1945 Atlantic Monthly article, Bush envisioned the original hypertext machine, a
mechanical invention he called the “memex.”

Bush argued that hierarchical categorization systems were being overwhelmed
by the vast store of modern knowledge, making them cumbersome and impeding
information retrieval. He called for a new machine—the memex—that would store
and retrieve data in a way that reflected the associative thought processes of the
human mind. What Bush called the “essential feature of the memex,” was therefore
its aptitude for “associative indexing . . . whereby any item may be caused at will to
select immediately and automatically another” (108). With startling foresight, Bush
speculated that readers might use the memex machine to forge unique associative
connections, or pathways between different text and image sources.

Though associative indexing remained only theoretical during Bush’s lifetime,
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the idea was later developed by Nelson, whose ambitious Dream Machines (1974)
and Literary Machines (1981) imagined a networked system—the “docuverse”—that
stored and categorized all public and private information. The final product, a
software framework named Project Xanadu, never materialized, but Nelson’s work
elaborated the idea of hypertext.

The technological catalyst for the actual realization of hypertext was the
digitalization of texts, a fairly recent phenomenon, as David Levy explains. For 5000
years, Levy observes in Scrolling Forward: Making Sense of Documents in the
Digital Age (2001), writing technologies have enabled writers to make physical marks
on various surfaces. Levy traces the technological history of writing, highlighting its
key moments: the development of fiber-based paper in China in the second century
C.E., its introduction into Europe during the middle ages, the invention of the printing
press in the late fifteenth century, and the growth of commercial paper mills in the
nineteenth century (9-12). During the last forty or fifty years, however, new
technologies have made physical markup unnecessary to the writing process. Instead
of scratching words and sentences onto a physical surface like stone, vellum, or paper,
writers now input information into a word processor, their thoughts and ideas
translated into binary code and stored on the computer.

Levy labels this underlying code “digital representation,” contrasting it to the
“perceptible forms” the computer interface allows writers to manipulate (147-148).
As Steven Johnson notes, human interaction with a computer hinges on an act of
translation between digital representation and perceptible form. The Web browser
interface, for example, interprets markup language (e.g. HTML or JavaScript) and
presents the user with a perceptible form, in this case a Web page (14).

By 1992, when George Landow published the first edition of Hypertext: The
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Convergence of Contemporary Critical Theory and Technology, digital representation
of text had made the concept of non-linear hypertext a reality. The early 1990s saw
the publishing company Eastgate Systems issuing the hypertext novels Victory
Garden by Stuart Moulthrop and Afternoon by Michael Joyce. These hypertext works
were distributed on CD ROM and packaged with software—Storyspace—that enabled
them to be read. Other software applications, such as Apple’s Hypercard, allowed
users to create their own hypertexts. Most significant, however, was the development
of the World Wide Web, which can be considered the meta-hypertext, the near
realization of the memex that Bush originally envisioned. In the second edition of
Hypertext (1997), Landow defines hypertext against the backdrop of the new
information medium. Hypertext, for Landow, “denotes an information medium that
links verbal and nonverbal information” (Hypertext 3).

As the breadth of his definition indicates, hypertext can take many different
forms. Victory Garden and Afternoon are hypertexts, but so is the Encyclopedia
Britannica Online, published on the Web (http://www.britannica.com). Online literary
text archives like the William Blake Archive (http://www .blakearchive.org) or the
Rossetti Archive (http://www.iath. virginia.edu/rossetti) also qualify as hypertext.
These last two examples are particularly relevant to Landow, who is deeply interested
in the implications that hypertext has for literature and literature study.

Landow suggests that hypertext has radical implications for the literary text,
its author, and of special significance to this study, its reader. More specifically,
Landow maintains that hypertext is more non-linear, dynamic, and indeterminate than
its codex predecessors; hypertext complicates the role of the author by promoting the
reader to co-author; and finally, hypertext embodies the post-structuralist concepts of

the decentered and writerly text. As a result, Landow believes that hypertext “calls
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into question our assumptions about the nature and institutions of literary education,”
making it critical to look carefully at the key components of hypertext (Hypertext
219).

For Landow, the most salient characteristic of hypertext is its non-linearity.
One example is the In Memoriam Web (http://www.eastgate.com/catalog/In
Memoriam.html), Landow’s online version of Tennyson’s poem. In Hypertext 2.0,
Landow posits that hypertextual non-linearity—also multi-linearity or multi-
sequentiality in his language—is particularly fitting for “anti-linear” works like /n
Memoriam, which he describes as “fragments interlaced by dozens of images and
motifs and informed by an equal number of minor and major resolutions” (54). In
Memoriam Web, the hypertext version of Tennyson’s poem, allows readers to “join an
indefinite number of links to any passage (or block) of text [moving] through the
poem along many different axes” (55). Readers may proceed in a largely linear
manner, taking detours to linked reference materials such as critical articles, editorial
commentaries, and an electronic dictionary; or in a non-linear way, following the
leitmotifs of the poem or tracing the recurrences of a particular allusion. Both ways of
reading In Memoriam involve linking discrete units of texts—or lexias as Barthes
would call them—in three distinct ways: extratextual, as in linking to a modern
biography of Tennyson or history of Victorian England; inter-textual, as in linking to
another line or passage from In Memoriam, and intra-textual, as in linking to Idylls of
the King or another Tennyson poem.

By allowing readers to choose their own paths, Landow contends, hypertext
redefines some of the basic properties of codex texts. One such property is stability:
even without hyperlinks, electronic text is less fixed than codex text, since it allows

fluid revision and editing processes. With hyperlinks and resulting reader choice,
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electronic text becomes more unstable still. Landow theorizes that during the act of
reading, the reader fractures hypertext into separate lexias, breaking apart sequential
passages into isolated units that gain greater individual autonomy at the cost of overall
textual coherence (Hypertext 55).

A related casualty is the idea of the unitary text, or the definitive edition.
Since hypertext allows readers to view multiple versions of single texts side-by-side,
including variants such as facsimiles of original manuscripts, it may no longer be
possible to have a scholarly edition of any codex work. Instead, scholars may rely on
electronic text archives such as Jerome McGann’s Rossetti Archive or the William
Blake Archive. But even these archives cannot guarantee the stability of electronic
texts. As Jerome McGann observes in Radiant Textuality: Literature after the World
Wide Web (2001), the act of translating traditional codex texts into the mark-up
language recognized by computers invariably produces other versions, generating
different interpretations of the texts, further destabilizing the concept of a fixed
authoritative version (77).

Hypertext also weakens the structural characteristics of conventional codex
texts, particularly those related to closure. A traditional text has a determined
beginning and ending, indicated by conventional markers such as the title page,
chapter headings, and sequential pagination. Hypertext, in contrast, is a network of
inter-textually linked lexias, each of which may serve as the beginning or ending of a
particular reading. It therefore cannot be regarded as complete, at least not in the
same sense that a book is considered complete. As Landow suggests, hypertext is
“open-ended, expandable, and incomplete . . . If one put a work conventionally
considered complete, such as Ulysses, into a hypertext format, it would immediately

become ‘incomplete.’” In the same sense, hypertexts cannot be viewed as discrete,
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self-contained objects, since they contain extratextual and intra-textual links that
make their own borders permeable (Hypertext 79).

Additionally, hypertext has important implications for the author. Landow
believes that hypertext transfers power from the original author to the reader in new
and distinct ways. First, the hypertext author is diminished by his participation in a
large metatextual network such as the World Wide Web. In this electronic
environment, his work and his identity become decentered nodes in the information
network, randomly accessed bits that are nearly devoid of conventional means of
authorial distinction and prestige. A database search, for example, allows querying
readers to enter a given text at any point, with little regard to the intent or even
identity of the original author (Hypertext 94). At the same time, however, hypertext
creates new possibilities for collaborative authorship. Landow notes that the concepts
of individual authorship and authorial property are rooted to book technology and a
publishing industry that rewards single authorial efforts. Hypertext, in contrast,
moves away from “page-bound technology,” to allow new forms of collaboration, by
allowing writers to link their work to that of others, forming larger collaborative
metatexts (Hypertext 110).

Hypertext also changes the role of the literary reader. By choosing their own
pathways through texts, the hypertext reader gains greater control over the meaning of
the text, in effect becoming its co-author. Landow discusses this change by aligning
hypertext with post-structuralist theory. He suggests that hypertext embodies
Derrida’s concept of the decentered text. In following the hyperlinks of a hypertext
work, the reader removes the hyperlinked signifier from its original context, resituates
it in a new context, and explores its derivations and opposites, in theory pursuing his

or her own interests along associative paths until the original text has become

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

55



56
decentered. “As readers move through a web or network of texts,” Landow explains,

“they continually shift the center—and hence the focus or organizing principle—of
their investigation and experience. Hypertext, in other words, provides an infinitely
recenterable system . . . whose provisional point of focus depends upon the reader”
(Hypertext 36). By following her own choice of reading pathways, the reader
recenters the text on herself.

In addition, hypertexts that allow readers to annotate the original text embody
Barthes’ idea of the writerly text, in which the reader co-creates meaning with the
original author. For Landow, this is particularly true of Web hypertexts, which can be
hyperlinked with other pages. Describing his own students’ work on the Web version
of Hypertext 2.0, Landow suggests that hypertext readers become “wreaders,” or
“active, even aggressive readers who can and do add links, comments, and their own
sub-webs to the larger web” (“So What’s Happened Since 1992?” par. 4). In this
context, the reader becomes a co-author by making connections between their own
work and that of the writer.

As Landow admits, not all hypertexts empower the reader in these ways. A
hypertext narrative may confuse the reader with a disorienting and debilitating
sequence of textual pathways, causing some readers to leave the text without a
satisfying sense of closure. Moreover, the potential pathways are created by the
author, not the reader. Still, Landow maintains that the hypertext reader has the
freedom to form her own sense of textual coherence by entering text where she
chooses, imposing her own causal organization on its lexias, and leaving the text
where she chooses. In many cases, the hypertext reader moves from a sense of
fragmentation to wholeness, a process akin to but different than traditional reading:

“This construction of an evanescent entity or wholeness always occurs in reading,”
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claims Landow, “but in reading hypertext it takes additional form of constructing,
however provisionally, one’s own text out of fragments, out of separate lexias . ..”
(Hypertext 195). In the final analysis, then, hypertext changes how literary reading
occurs, according to Landow, by giving the reader greater control over the meaning-
making process.

For some, the potential impact of hypertext on traditional reading is harmful.
In their view, hypertext undermines traditional codex works: literary texts are no
longer sequential narratives, but networks of interconnected lexias; no longer stable
but dynamic; no longer finite but forever indeterminate; no longer read but co-
authored. Sven Birkerts, for example, warns in The Gutenberg Elegies:The Fate of

Reading in an Electronic Age (1994):

Once a reader is enabled to collaborate, participate, or in any way
engage the text as an empowered player who has some say in the
outcome of the game, the core assumptions of reading are called into
question. The imagination is liberated from the constraints of being
guided at every step by the author. Necessity is dethroned and
arbitrariness is installed in its place. (163)

Like Landow, Birkerts believes that one such “core assumption” challenged by
hypertext is the authority of the writer. “This domination by the author,” he protests,
“has been, at least until now, the point of reading and writing. The author masters the
resources of language to create a vision that will engage and in some ways overpower
the reader; the reader goes to the work to be subjected to the created will of another”
(163). For Birkerts, the hypertextual shift toward reader empowerment has profound
cultural and metaphysical ramifications. He contends that language gives humanity
the capacity for existential speculation, the propensity “to confer meaning on our
experience and to search for clues about our purpose from the world around us” (31).
Literature, for Birkerts, can be understood as a repository of such metaphysical

imaginings, which we can gain from and participate in as readers. But reading
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requires a willing acquiescence to the sensibilities of a particular mind. When this act
of submission occurs, readers “slip out of customary time orientation marked by
distractedness and surficiality, into the realm of duration,” a meditative state where
existential speculation is possible, where we can “question our origins and
destinations, and . .. conceive of ourselves as souls” (32). Hypertextual reading, for
Birkerts, prevents such speculation from occurring. By setting readers on equal
footing with writers, hypertext makes the act of submission unnecessary, thereby
derailing the duration experience. Consequently, the human capacity for reflection
suffers, resulting in a host of cultural and metaphysical losses, including a disjointed
sense of time, decreased attention span, broken faith in cultural institutions and the
narratives that assign meaning to experience, estrangement from the past, isolation
from surrounding communities, and lack of vision for the future of humanity (27).

Attributing such large-scale outcomes to the digitalization of texts may seem
reactionary, particularly in the case of the hypertext literature like Victory Garden,
which never gained the public readership necessary to effect the sweeping changes
Birkerts feared. In 1994, Birkerts lamented the eventual obsolescence of the
traditional book. Now, a decade later, it seems more realistic to suggest that
electronic and codex texts differ in degree and not in kind. Such is the main thrust of
Espen Aarseth’s Cybertext: Perspectives on Ergodic Literature (1997).

Aarseth asserts his two central arguments against hypertext: first, that its
advocates have misrepresented the new digital media with the “rhetoric of novelty,
differentiation, and freedom,” describing it as radically different from the traditional
print medium; second, that the same enthusiasts have paradoxically relied on existing
literary theory to discuss hypertext, liberally applying contemporary critical discourse

to the new digital media. “In the context of literature,” Aarseth contends, the rhetoric
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of technologists “has led to claims that digital technology enables readers to become

authors, or at least blurs the (supposedly political) distinction between the two, and
that the reader is allowed to create his or her own ‘story’ by ‘interacting’ with ‘the
computer’ (14). Both arguments respond directly to Landow and other hypertext
theorists.

First, Aarseth takes issue with the language employed in hypertext theory. One
oft-employed term that Aarseth disputes is non-linearity. Reviewing the language
used by Nelson (non-linear, non-sequential), Landow (multi-linear, multi-sequential)
and others to describe hypertext, Aarseth suggests that neither hypertext nor the
traditional codex form can be described as inherently linear or non-linear, since
linearity is a temporal phenomenon experienced by the reader, as opposed to an
intrinsic quality of a written document. Some codex forms, such as the encyclopedia,
lend themselves well to non-linear reading, and by consequence may be well suited to
the digital medium (46). On the other hand, hypertext may also foster very linear
readings, particularly when a reader is forced to follow pathways predetermined by
the author. Early hypertexts like Michael Joyce’s Afternoon, for example, do not
allow the reader to browse among all of its lexias, effectively reducing reader freedom
to a set of limited actions (77). Furthermore, all codex works, even novels like War
and Peace, permit non-sequential reading experiences, since the reader may skip
around as she pleases. Even largely sequential reading involves minor non-sequential
acts: in Barthes’ terminology, readers engage in tmsesis by skimming over non-
essential passages. “To construct a fundamental dichotomy between linear and non-
linear types of media is therefore dangerous;” Aarseth cautions, “it produces blind
spots even as it creates new insights” (47).

Another critic, Michael Allen, makes a similar point in an online article for
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Ctheory.net. Allen specifically disputes the alleged indeterminacy of digital text. He

argues that hypertext, like all codex works, is bound by print, the “neatly arranged
words arranged into neat lexias” (par. 8). Though hypertext makes use of a new print
technology, it nonetheless relies on a closed system—the printed word—to
communicate its meaning. And while hypertext does attempt to resist closure by
linking to other lexias, Allen contends that literary works have long attempted to
undermine the permanence of their own print, chiefly by drawing attention to the
artificiality of their own construction.

Aarseth also draws attention to the structure of hypertext narratives, disputing
claims that the digital medium undermines traditional narrative patterns in radically
new ways. While hypertext fictions like Affernoon have been labeled postmodernist,
Aarseth contends that they typically address narrative problems more in keeping with
modernist poetics. Afternoon does seem postmodern: it is characterized by the
literary high jinxes that typify postmodern texts, such as authorial intrusions, genre-
blending, and metafictional self-awareness. Its narrative structure, however, features
chronological jumps, textual fragments, multiple perspectives, unclear causality, and
other devices originated and mastered by modernist writers. Moreover, the
experience of reading hypertext fiction, what Aarseth labels the progression from
“aporia” to “epiphany,” parallels the experience of reading modernist fiction (86-87).
Like the reader of The Sound and the Fury, the hypertext reader likely attempts to
create textual coherence from the fragments.

Allen makes a similar argument, analyzing the novel Tristam Shandy by
Laurence Sterne. Sterne, Allen suggests, achieved the narrative innovation often
attributed to hypertext, by resisting the conventional unities of time, location, and

action. Moreover, Allen demonstrates that Sterne’s use of the dash prefigures the
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hypertext link, representing the “associations as well as the actual moments of

associative linking” (pars 19-21). For both Aarseth and Allen, then, the codex
medium is capable of achieving the hypertextual effects of non-linearity and
indeterminacy.

Another key point of hypertext theory is that readers become co-writers.
Again, both Aarseth and Allen challenge this idea. “Hypertext is certainly a new way
of writing,” Aarseth admits, “but is it truly a new way of reading? And is all that
jumping around the same as creating a new text?” (78). To answer these questions,
Aarseth examines the ways in which different hypertext platforms force readers to
operate. One representative example is Stuart Moulthrop’s Hegirascope, published
on the World Wide Web in 1995 (http://iat.ubalt.edu/moulthrop/hypertexts).
Hegirascope displays its individual lexias on the screen for fifieen to twenty seconds
each. Within each lexia are links to others that the reader may follow, but he must
choose his path quickly, before the existing lexia is replaced by a new lexia. This
stressful process can hardly empower the reader, let alone turn him into a co-author:
“Hegirascope does not allow for contemplative reading,” Aarseth echoes Birkerts,
“which is perhaps the most important feature of the [novel]” (80). Hypertext fiction,
at least in the case of Hegirascope, disenfranchises the reader.

Allen again echoes Aarseth, questioning the notion that hypertext produces
reader-writers, or “wreaders” in Landow’s language. This view of the reader, he
writes, “has made the author only a little more authoritative a source on texts than a
stocker of the shelves in a library.” Allen suggests that effective readers have always
co-produced meaning, finding their own semantic paths through codex works long
before the advent of hypertext. Furthermore, like Aarseth, Allen finds that hypertext

links actually impede this meaning-making process. Such readers, he argues, “find
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hypertextual links too restrictive because they limit the range of lexia that one might
read into and out of a given text” (par. 15). Again, it is a matter of choice: traditional
readers feel disenfranchised by having to follow one or two reading pathways pre-
selected by the hypertext author.

Aarseth contends that claims about hypertextual co-authorship arise from a
fundamental error: the misapplication of literary theory to the digital medium. He
holds Landow and others responsible for perpetuating this error. The Storyspace
programmer and hypertext author Jay David Bolter, for example, writes in a 1992
essay:

In a curious way, hypertext is a vindication of post-modern literary
theory. For the past two decades, postmodern theorists from reader-
response critics to deconstructions have been talking about text in
terms that are strikingly appropriate to hypertext . . . When Wolfgang
Iser and Stanley Fish argue that the reader constitutes the text in the act
of reading, they are describing hypertext. When the deconstructionists
emphasize that a text is unlimited, that it expands to include its own
interpretations—they are describing a hypertext ... It is uncanny how
well postmodern pronouncements seem to fit the computer. (24)

Bolter’s misstep, according to Aarseth, is to assume that one material medium—
hypertext—simultaneously realizes the theoretical demands of two radically different
approaches to textuality: the phenomenological (reader response) and the
semiological (post structuralism). The concept of hypertextual co-authorship
misappropriates the idea of the active reader from reader response theory,
commingling it with the poststructuralist concept of the decentered or writerly text.
The resulting theoretical blend confuses what Aarseth identifies as the “physical
reality [text]” and the “construction [of the text] in the observer’s mind™ (83). Allen
also mistrusts Landow’s appropriation of post-structuralist theory, suggesting that the
decentered text has already been realized by codex works (par 13).

In re-examining the major assertions of the hypertext theory, Aarseth and
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Allen temper Landow’s optimistic vision of hypertext as a radical new form that

liberates the text from traditional notions of linearity, determinacy, stability,
authorship, and readership. “The paper-electronic dichotomy is not supported by our
findings,” writes Aarseth. “The new media do not appear in opposition to the old but
as emulators of features and functions that already exist. It is the development and
evolution of codex and print forms, not their lack of flexibility, that makes digital
texts possible” (75). Both Allen and Aarseth insist on continuity between digital texts
and traditional texts, which should reassure those, like Birkerts, who fear the loss of
contemplative reading and metaphysical speculation.

In rejecting the “paper-electronic dichotomy,” Aarseth makes a critical point:
our thinking about hypertext—and the new digital medium as a whole—should focus
on the similarities, not the differences, between digital and codex texts. At the same
time, however, Landow proposes that the new digital medium has exciting and
important consequences for literature study. As secondary literature teachers strive to
integrate the Web into their instruction, they should keep both Landow and Aarseth in
mind. Using the Web to teach literature involves exploring its unique properties
while remaining rooted in what we already know about literary reading. Those unique
qualities of the Web—which is at once both an environment and an encyclopedia—

support both reader-oriented and text-oriented approaches to literary reading.

The Electronic Environment: Reader-Oriented Reading and the Web

Conceptualizing the Web as an electronic environment allows us to see
connections between the new digital medium and a reader-oriented approach to
literary reading. Making this connection involves reconsidering the qualities of the

World Wide Web in somewhat broader terms. In Hamlet on the Holodeck: The
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Future of Narrative in Cyberspace (1997), Janet Murray contends that the new
medium has two key qualities: participation and immersion. The first key
characteristic of the digital medium is participation. A participatory medium is one in
which the audience may input information that shapes the way the medium looks,
sounds, and functions. The medium itself then becomes what Murray calls a
“codified rendering of responsive behaviors” (74). A somewhat primitive version of a
participatory medium is the video game, in which players have a set number of tasks
and options. Early text-based games like Infocom’s Zork, for example, restricted
player moves to a series of verb-object statements, as in “go down,” or “open
trapdoor” (80). Though video games like Electronic Art’s The Sims and Sony’s
Everquest are certainly expanding the rules of the game, players are still limited to
functioning within certain predetermined parameters. Murray reports the frustration
of a Nintendo player who was forced to fight opponents when he wanted to explore
the rich landscape of the gaming world (129). The World Wide Web, on the other
hand, is a far less restricting technology that allows participants to determine their
own rules by following hyperlinks to various destinations, interacting with other users
through synchronous and asynchronous conferences, and enlarging the medium itself
through the publication of Web sites, blogs, zines, and other forms of electronic
discourse.

Murray likens immersion, the second characteristic, to “digital swimming,” or
the sensation of being psychologically submerged in the digital environment (99).
Anyone who has spent hours on end surfing the World Wide Web has experienced the
immersive quality of the digital medium. When such immersion occurs, Murray
contends, the computer acts not only as a tool, responding to the whims and wishes of

the user, but also as a world of its own. Since the advent of the Internet, this world
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has grown both expansive and encyclopedic, and therefore more engrossing. “With
encyclopedic detail and navigable spaces,” Murray writes, “the computer can provide
specific location for places we long to visit. A few clicks on the World Wide Web
and we are instantly in one of the feudal fiefdoms [. . .] or in the sick bay of the
starship voyager” (98). The metaphors used to conceptualize the virtual world
encourage us to think of cyberspace as a physical location: we connect or hook up to
the Web, surf or navigate its geography, and arrive at locations or sites, some of
which engulf us with infusions of video and audio. These experiences in the
cyberworld can be so immersive, Murray maintains, that we deliberately conceive of
them as “visits” in order to distinguish between the virtual and real world: “The visit
metaphor is particularly appropriate for establishing a border between the virtual
world and ordinary life because a visit involves explicit limits on both time and
space” (106). We return from these visits refreshed or informed by what we have
seen.

Taken together, the participatory and immersive qualities constitute an
electronic environment, a sort of virtual world which we can enter and leave. For
literature instructors, the question becomes how to employ this virtual world to teach
literary reading. One way is by capitalizing on the participatory quality of the World
Wide Web. As we have seen, reader-response theory stresses the active role the reader
plays in the interpretive act—how his participation in the literary transaction shapes
its meaning. As Landow has suggested, hypertext allows readers to participate in the
meaning-making process in new and significant ways. Moving the discussion beyond
hypertext to video games, MOOs, and the Web at large, Murray suggests that the

digital medium is particularly suited to encourage the active creation of meaning:

As the literary theorists known as the ‘reader response’ school have
long argued, the act of reading is far from passive: we construct
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alternate narratives as we go along, we cast actors or people into the
roles of characters, we perform the voices of the characters in our
heads, we adjust the emphasis of the story to suit our interests, and we
assemble the story into the cognitive schemata that make up our own
systems of knowledge and belief . . . In digital environments, we have
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