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Introduction 

Often literary theories change our views of a work of literature by pro-
posing new distinctions or new categories for looking at the work. This is 
a bit like putting on a new set of glasses: suddenly you see things more 
clearly. 

-Stephen BOl)nycastle, In Search ofAuthority 

IT IS THE CLASS PERIOD right after lunch. The students tumble in, dis-
tracted by their school's recent success in the state football tournament. The lei 
fluorescent light of the classroom is darker than usual; a threatening sky may 
bring the first blast of a long Minnesota winter. It is a smallish class, around 
20 students, and the atmosphere seems comfortable, almost intimate. 

The students have been reading Ibsen's A Dolls House. Jessie, a confi-
dent and creative student teacher, is anxious to put to use some of the con-
temporary literary theory that made her college English courses so interest-
ing. She thought she might incorporate feminist literary theory to highlight 
the role of women in Ibsen's portrayal of nineteenth-century Norwegian soci-
ety. She thought that feminist literary theory might help her students really 
see Nora's plight as she struggles to make meaning of her drab and bounded 
life, a life that wars with her imagination and ambition. 

It hasn't been easy. The students haven't been at all captivated by the 
hand-me-down theory articles that Jessie pulled from her college notebooks. 
The students have never even heard the term "literary theory" before, even 
though their regular classroom teacher had clearly employed both New Criti-
cal and reader-response techniques. The students had even studied a variety 
of archetypes. But this-this new and strange. Worse, to 
some of the students it seemed artificial and contrived, a "teacher game" not 
unlike those transparent symbol hunts or fishing for themes, designed to 
make reading literature even more complicated than it already was. It seemed 
like a fancy tool with no instructions. Some of the male students in particular 
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were irritated by what they considered to be an unnatural forcing of feminist 
issues onto a difficult and burdensome text. 

Announced as a special visitor from the neighboring college, I come 
armed with pink handouts, some cryptic notes on feminist literary theory, 
and a pair of RayBan sunglasses. The lenses of the glasses have been speci-
ally ground for driving. I pass the sunglasses around, ask students to look 
through them and, when all have tried them on, ask them to comment on 
what they noticed. 

"The reds stand out; look at Katie's sweater." Katie blushes and someone 
cries, "Look at Katie's face!" "The greens are way green," says someone else. 
"Do the glasses turn colors that aren't green or red into green or red?" I ask. 
"No;' someone replies. "They just seem to bring out what's already there. 
Bring it out, so you won't miss it." After I tell them what the glasses are for, 
someone volunteers, "I get it-red and green, stop and go. The glasses bring 
out what's there 'cause you can't afford not to see it." 

I shuffle the handouts on literary theory and tell the students that what 
the sunglasses did for the green and red, literary theory does for the texts we 
read. It provides lenses designed to bring out what is already there but what 
we often miss with unaided vision. Like the sunglasses, contemporary theo-
ries highlight particular features of what lies in our line of vision. If used 
properly, they do not create colors that weren't there in the first place; they 
only bring them into sharper relief. And, like the sunglasses, they have pur-
pose outside the classroom. There are things we can't afford not to see. 

I fold together the bows of my RayBans and ask the students to open 
the pages of their Ibsen. "There's a critical lens I'd like you to peer through," 
I say. "Let's see what we encounter;' 
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• CHAPTER ONE • 

The Case for Critical Theory in the Classroom 

Critical lenses are about looking into elements ofthe world in different ways, 
thinking about things from different perspectives. This will never be a bad 
thing, no matter what the lenses are used to view. Seeing many different 
sides of stories only benefits everyone, everything. 

-Mark, Grade 11 

To read the world is to notice, to understand, and to interpret. The world 
around us needs all the. lenses, and to use them is to respond to the 
world itself. 

-Jenny, Grade 12 

[L]iterary theory can handle Bob Dylan just as well as John Milton. 
-Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory 

WE LIVE IN DANGEROUS and complicated times and no one is more aware 
of it than our teenagers. How do we even begin to make our way through 
such a difficult and complicated world? As we begin our apprehensive march 
into the twenty-first century, we educators find ourselves reconsidering how 
our schools might help young people lead productive and satisfying lives. 
How do we help them negotiate these treacherous times? What can we do to 
make things better for them, to make schools safer and more productive 
places to grow and to learn? 

Research on literacy practices, child and adolescent development, and 
school reform initiatives has tried to address these questions by focusing on 
urgent issues such as class size, qualifications of teachers, the sociocultural 
contexts of schooling, the out-of-schoollives and challenges of children, and 
the requirements to make classrooms safe spaces. In the face of today's turbu-
lence and the seemingly urgent need for pragmatic education, it seems almost,., 
ludicrous to suggest that the study of literary theory could have any relevance 
to the education of young people. . 
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Literary theory? When guns go off in school hallways and on play-
grounds? When 14-year-old children become mothers and fathers? When ad-
olescents kill each other and themselves with frightening frequency? When 
many children and grownups don't read anything at all, let alone read with 
theory? Many people consider literary theory (if they consider it at all) as 
arcane and esoteric. It's dismissed as a sort of intellectual parlor game played 
by MLA types whose conference paper topics are the annual object of ridi-
cule by the New York Times. As Terry Eagleton (1983) put it, "There are 
some who complain that literary theory is impossibly esoteric-who suspect 
it as an arcane elitist enclave somewhat akin to nuclear physics" (p. vii). What 
could poststructuralism, new historicism, deconstruction, Marxism, and fem-
inist literary theory possibly have to do with the average adolescent, just 
struggling to grow up, stay alive, get through school, and make the most of 
things? Why, it sounds almost like suggesting that passengers taste truffles as 
the Titanic sinks. It sounds as if I'm promoting a sort of theoretical fiddling 
while the Rome of our sacred vision of successful public education burns. 

Teachers, too, may not be convinced of the relevance of contemporary 
literary theory. High school literature teachers often feel distant and detached 
from recent deVelopments in literary theory. Literature teachers find it diffi-
cult to see, at least initially, how contemporary literary theory can inform 
their daily practice. They are already overwhelmed as they juggle curricular 
concerns as well as the competing literacy skills and needs of their increas-
ingly diverse student body. Students and teachers alike find it hard to believe 
that something as abstract and "impractical" as literary theory could be rele-
vant to their lives, both in and out of the classroom. Nothing, however, could 
be further from the truth. 

IS ook challenges current theoretical and pedagogical paradigms of 
the teaching of literature by incorporating the teaching of literary theory into 
high school literature classes. The guiding assumption of the book is that 
the direct teaching of literary theory in secondary English classes will better 
prepare adolescent readers to respond reflectively and analytically to literary 

ts, both "canonical" and multicultural. The book argues that contempo-
rary literary theory provides a useful way for all students to read and inter-
pret not only literary texts but their lives-both in and out of school. In its 
own way, reading with theory is.a radical educational reform! 

Like the RayBans in the introduction, literary theories provide lenses 
that can sharpen one's vision and provide alternative ways of seeing. Literary 
theories augment our failing sight. They bring into relief things we 
fail to notice. Literary theories recontextualize the familiar and comfortable, 
making us reappraise it. They make the strange seem oddly familiar. As we 
view the dynamic world around us, literary theories can become critical 
lenses to guide, inform, and instruct us. 

THE ( 

lens! 
then 
habJ 
inte 
Wh! 
lens 
pra).-pen 
fact 
as t 
an 
pee 
cas 

co 
dil 
ge 
th 
an 
vc 
di 
Ce 
w 
eI 
IT: 
is 
Sf 

t1 
a 
c 
p 
c 
r 



ENGLISH 

m play-
!hen ad-
I? When 
:ad with 
.t alI) as 
e played 
: of ridi-
nere are 
suspect 

i). What 
mdfem-
mt, just 
most of 
umes as 
fiddling 
mrns. 
nporary 
letached 
I it diffi-
. inform 
lrricular 
mcreas-
) believe 
be rele- 

:r, could  

ligms of 
oryinto 
: is that 
II better 
literary 
ltempo-
ld inter-
>1. In its 

e lenses 
Literary 
lings we 
ortable, 
'. As we 
critical 

3THE CASE FOR CRITICAL THEORY IN THE CLASSROOM 

Critical lenses rovide students with a way of readin their world' the 
lenses way of "seeing" different y and analytically that can hel.1L.. 
them read the culture of school as well as popular culture. Learning to in-
li.iibft multiple ways of knowing also can help them learn to adapt to the 
intellectual perspectives and learning styles required by other disciplines . 
When taught explicitly, literary theory can provide are ertoire of critica 
lenses through which to'v Iterar texts multi Ie contexts at 
p ay w en s u ents read texts-contexts of culture, curriculum, classroom? 
personal experience, prior knowledge, and politics. Students can see what 
Sors have shaped thetr own world VIeW and what assumptions they make 
as they evaluate the perspectives of others, whether a character from a text, 
an author or literary movement, an MTV video, a shampoo commercial, 
peer pressure, or the school system in which they find themselves. As Bonny-
castle (1996) points out, studying theory 

means you can take your own part in the struggles for power between different 
ideologies. It helps you to discover elements of your own ideology, and under-
stand why you hold certain values unconsciously. It means no authority can 
impose a truth on you 'in a dogmatic way-and if some authority does try, you 
can challenge that truth in a powerful way, by asking what ideology it is based 
on.... Theory is subversive because it puts authority in question. (p. 34) 

Perhaps even more important, these multiple ways of seeing have be-
come vital skills in our increasingly diverse classrooms as we explore the 
differences between and among us, what separates us and what binds us to-
gether. As Maxine Greene (1993) has eloquently argued, "Learning to look 
through multiple perspectives, young people may be helped to build bridges 
among themselves; attending to a range of human stories, they may be pro-
voked to heal and to transform" (p. 16). Attending to multiplicity, to the 
diversity that has come to characterize our interpretive communities, has 
caused some scholars to reconsider the role that literary theory may playas 
we acknowledge our need to learn to read across and between cultures (Rog-
ers & Soter, 1997). As Laura Desai (1997) points out, "Literary theory re-
minds us that we do not live in isolation nor do we read and interpret in 
isolation. We understand what we read through some combination of our-
selves as readers and the text with which we interact, but this is never free of 
the multiple contexts that frame us" (p. 169). Desai further argues that liter-
ary theory can provide for young people the tools necessary for interpreting 
culture as well. "Literary theory allows us to recognize our own reactions by 
providing the contexts we need to understand them. In this complex world, 
cultural forces are clearly at play in the lives of young people." But young 
people will remain powerless over these forces unless they can recognize' " 
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(Marshall, 1991). Students may be able to derive a plurality of interpretations 
using the reader-response approach, but they are still not presented with mul-
tiple critical approaches, which would enable them to choose and construct 
their own readings from a variety of theoretical perspectives rather than 
simply the perspective of personal response. . 

Broadly stated, teachers often feel torn between either presenting liter-
ary texts as cultural artifacts-literary masterpieces whose authoritative 
meaning is to be mastered by neophyte students---or relying heavily on stu-
dents' personal experience through a reader-response approach. This tension 
between two theoretical traditions is noted by Applebee (1993) when he 
writes, "Though teachers make a practical compromise with these two tradi-
tions by drawing on both, the resulting eclecticism produces tensions and 
inconsistencies within the classroom rather than a coherent and integrated 
approach to the teaching and learning of literature" (p. 202). While the re-
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them: "How can we judge culture's impact if we cannot define what it is that 
is influencing our reactions?" (p. 170). Literary theory provides the interpre-
tive tools young people need to recognize and "read" those cultural forces. 

BACKGROUND, OR A BRIEF THEORETICAL HISTORY 

Literary theory clearly has informed and in many ways shaped pedagogical 
practice, but in a monolithic, almost corrective way. That is, a single theoreti-
cal vision tends to dominate the teaching of literature until it is replaced by 
another. For example, literary study in high schools initially was dominated 
by Matthew 
a to young readers as 
be honored unquestioningly. The influence of the New Critical perspective, 
mOsfiiOfal:)ly theworkOfrA. Richards and the anthologies of Brooks and 
Warren, took hold of the secondary English classroom in the 1930s and is 
still felt today. In this model, the teacher becomes the primary explicator of 
the meaning of the text, correcting wrong or ill-conceived responses. This 
model gave rise to the primacy of the text in the literature classroom and to 
the authority of teachers as the definitive determiners of literary meaning. 

Over the past 2 decades, reader-response theory has found its way into 
secondary classrooms. A reader-response approach to the teaching of litera-
ture allows students to employ a variety of interpretive strategies and encour-
ages students to bring their personal experience to the text. Although the 
emphasis of this critical approach focuses on the reader rather than the 
teacher or text as the source of literary meaning, the problem of a single 
dominant theoretical perspective remains. In many high school classrooms, 
reader response has become the current orthodoxy of English education 
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THE CASE FOR CRITICAL THEORY IN THE ClASSROOM 

suIting compromise in instruction may be due to competing theoretical ap-
proaches, teaching literature remains largely atheoretical, both for secondary 
teachers and for their students. Rarely do high school teachers make their 
theoretical approaches explicit by naming them to their students. And even 
more rarely have multiple critical approaches been explicitly taught. 

THE CHANGING TIMES 

As we begin a second century of teaching literature, it is time we examine 
these enduring characteristics of literature instruction, asking which are 
appropriate and essential and which have continued because they have 
remained unexamined. 

-Arthur N. Applebee, Literature in the Secondary School 

In the past few decades, the relatively stable (some might even say staid) 
and predictable practice of teaching literature has undergone changes from a 
myriad of directions. At the prompting of scholars, practitioners, and, per-
haps most important, the changing nature of our students, we have consid-
ered and reconsidered the texts, contexts, and pedagogical approaches that 
constitute the teaching of literature. Our canons are loose, our pedagogy is 
shifting, and our profession seems to be challenging every assumption we 
have made about the teaching of literature since 1920. For example, we have 
reconsidered the relationship of texts to readers, of readers and teachers to 
authors, of texts to theories, and, ofcourse, of teachers to their students. Mul-
ticulturalliterature has largely been embraced by many teachers, but the com-
plexity of teaching diverse works to diverse and nondiverse classes is just be-
ginning to be confronted. 

Our profession is challenging its assumptions about our literary heri-
tage, our students, and even who is included in the pronoun our. This reflec-
tion demands that as we challenge the hegemony of the sort of "cultural 
literacy" proposed by Alan Bloom or E. D. Hirsch, we also challenge the 
notion of a single theory, perspective, or "truth" about what literature we 
read together and how we teach it. As Slevin and Young (1995) put it: 

If texts no longer organize the curriculum, then what does? If the professor is 
no longer the privileged agent of education then who is? ... These pressing 
questions ... contemplate the end of coverage as a model, the end of the canon 
as an agreed-upon certainty, the end of the professor as the agent of learning, 
and the end of the classroom as a place where education is delivered. These 
"ends" have been much contemplated, indeed. But what arises in their place? 
(pp. ix--x) 
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THE CALL FOR THEORY 

In the past decade or so, critical theory has played an increasingly important 
role in professional conversations among college literature professors and has 
become more visible in college literature classrooms as part of what it means 
to study literature. Slevin and Young (1995) regard theory as the site of some 
of our most profound professional re-examinations as we reconceptualize 
what it means to teach literature: "The new directions in literary theory and 
criticism that mark the last two decades can be seen as responses to these 
very concerns, reexamining the assumptions that underlie literary study" 
(pp. ix-x). 

Similarly, BonnycastIe (1996) writes: 

Literary theory raises those issues which are often left submerged beneath the 
mass of information contained in the course, and it also asks .questions about 
how the institution of great literature works .... What makes a "great work" 
great? Who makes the decisions about what will be taught? Why are authors 
grouped into certain historical periods? The answers to fundamental questions 
like these are often unarticulated assumptions on the part of both the professor 
and the students .... Literary theory is at its best when it helps us realize what 
we are really doing when we study literature. (p. 20) 

In 1983, Terry Eagleton wrote, "Not much of this theoretical revolution 
has yet spread beyond a circle of specialists and enthusiasts: it still has to 
make its full impact on the student of literature and the general reader" (p. 
vii). More than a decade later, the presence of literary theory was more 
clearly (some might argue, oppressively) present in the college literature class-
room, yet these developments in theory and the reconsiderations of curricu-
lum that they generated had not, for the most part, been introduced into the 
high school literature classroom. As Applebee (1993) points out: 

The certainty of New Critical analysis has given way to formulations that force a 
more complex examination of the assumptions and expectations about authors, 
readers and texts as they are situated within specific personal and cultural con-
texts. The challenges to New Criticism, however, have taken place largely within 
the realm ofliterary theory. Only a few scholars have begun to give serious atten-
tion to the implications of these new approaches for classroom pedagogy ... 
and most of that attention has been focused at the college level. It would be fair 
to say that, despite the recent ferment in literary theory, the majority of college 
undergraduates still receive an introduction to literature that has been little in-
fluenced by recent theory. (pp. 116-117) 
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In fact, Applebee (1993) found that 72% of the high school literature 
teachers he surveyed in schools that had a reputation for excellence "reported 
little or no familiarity with contemporary literary theory" (p. 122). As one 
high school teacher put it, "These are far removed from those ofus who work 
on the front lines!" In one of the few texts about theory written explicitly for 
secondary teachers, Sharon Crowley (1989) agrees: "The practice of teaching 
people to read difficult and culturally influential texts is carried on, for the 
most part, as though it were innocent of theory, as though it were a knack 
that anybody could pick up by practicing it" (p. 26). 

While it is not widely reflected in the practice of secondary teachers, the 
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Certain applications of literary theory can lay bare what the text does not say 
and cannot say as well as what it does and, as part of the same process, to make 
certain aspects of the context in which the reading takes place visible as well . 
. . . To be able to offer pupils this sense of power over their environment seems 

a desirable goal, especially if the sense of power is more than a delusion and can 
lead in some way to an effect on the pupil's environment. (p. 86) 

Dennie Palmer Wolf in Reading Reconsidered (1988) urges us to re-
examine our notions of what literacy is, of what students should read, and of 
what it means to read well. She encourages us to teach students ways of 
thinking about texts. She writes, "Not to teach students these habits of mind 
would be to cheat them just as surely as if we kept them away from books 
written before 1900 and burned all poetry" (p. 4). Wolf reminds us that read-
ing is "a profoundly social and cultural process" and urges us to provide 
all students with deeper and richer ways of thinking about literature, using 
terminology such as "holding a conversation with work;' "becoming mind-
ful," and "reading resonantly" (p. 9). 

In Textual Power: Literary Theory and the Teaching of English, Robert 
Scholes (1985) argues that there are three basic textual skills: reading, inter-
pretation, and criticism. Although there are many secondary English teach-
ers skilled in all three, all too often they relegate only the reading to their 
students. It is they, rather than their students, who determine the appropriate 
critical approach for each literary text. After their critical stance has 
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articulated, the teachers either allow students to create interpretations within 
the context of that critical approach or they provide a single privileged inter-
pretation for the students. While the teacher may be well-schooled in theory, 
the students are not and therefore are limited in the interpretive choices they 
can make. 

TIle call to theory has just begun to be heard by secondary school prac-
titioners. As he contemplates the "shape high school literature should take 
in the coming years;' Bruce Pirie (1997) also invokes Scholes (1985) as he 
calls for a repositioning of the study of literature that "clarifies its relation-
ship with the rest of the world." Critics such as Scholes have pointed out that 
contemporary literary theory opens the barriers bet,Ween the literary text and 
"the social text in which we live" (Scholes as quoted by Pirie, 1997, p. 31). It 
is at the opening, this intersection, of text and social context that the explicit 
study of contemporary literary theory can help adolescent readers make 
meaning of literary texts. 

Kathleen McCormick, a scholar notable for her unique ability to grace-
fully straddle the theoretical world of the university and the seemingly more 
pragmatic world of reading instruction in elementary and secondary schools, 
argues for the relevance of contemporary literary theories, especially those 
she calls "culturally informed theories:' to the development of pedagogies in 
schools. She writes: 

While so often the schools and universities seem quite separate, it is primarily 
the research carried on in the colleges and universities that drives the'reading 
lessons students are given in the schools. If feminists, theorists of race and gen-
der and cultural studies, teachers, and researchers in the universities were to 
begin to engage in more active dialogue with the developers of reading programs 
and the teachers who have to teach students-young and older-"how" to read, 
it might be possible to begin to change the dominant significations of reading 
in the schools-so that more students could begin to learn to read the world 
simultaneously with learning to read the word-so that readers can begin to see 
themselves as interdiscursive subjects, to see texts as always "in use;' and to 
recognize that different ways of reading texts have consequence. (1995, p. 308) 

McCormick's suggestion that theoried ways of reading have significant 
consequences for our students of literature echoes an eloquent plea Janet 
Emig made a decade ago for the teaching of literary theory. In a conference 
paper as president-elect of the National ,Council of Teachers of English, 
Emig (1990) wrote, "Theory then becomes a vivid matter of setting out the 
beliefs that we hold against the beliefs of others, an occasion for making 
more coherent to others, and quite as important to ourselves, just what it is 
we believe, and why" (p. 93). 
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THE CASE FOR CRITICAL THEORY IN THE CLASSROOM  9 

Emig underscores the power of the approach to teaching literature that 
will be presented in this book. The purpose of teaching literary theory at the 
secondary level is not to turn adolescents into critical theorists; rather, it is 
to encourage adolescents to inhabit theories comfortably enough to construct 
their own readings and to learn to appreciate the power of mUltiple perspec-
tives. Literary theory can help secondary literature classrooms become sites 
of constructive and transactive activity where students approach texts with 
curiosity, authority, and initiative. 

CRITICAL ENCOUNTERS IN HIGH SCHOOL ENGLISH offers instructional ap-
proaches that begin to meet the important challenge that Emig (1990) offered 
to her fellow teachers: "We must not merely permit, we must actively sponsor 
those textual and classroom encounters that will allow our students to begin 
their own odysseys toward their own theoretical maturity" (p. 94). 

QUESTIONS ADDRESSED 

CRITICAL ENCOUNTERS IN HIGH SCHOOL ENGLISH addresses some of the fol-
lowing questions: 

• Which  contemporary theories seem best-suited or most age-
appropriate to high school students? Are some more "teachable" 
than others? 

•  What are some specific strategies that teachers can use to encourage 
multiple perspectives as students read literary texts? 

• What does a teacher need to know about theory in order to be able to 
teach it? 

•  Is theory really relevant to marginalized or "at-risk" students, or is it 
only appropriate for college-track classrooms? 

•  Can the study of literary theory help students understand, question, 
and bridge cultural differences? 

• How does the teaching of theory change classroom practice? 
•  What sorts of texts can be used in teaching contemporary literary 

theory? 

ORGANIZATION OF BOOK 

This book combines theory with actual classroom practice. It combines argu-
ment with narrative. Classroom examples illus.trate the practice of teaching 
literary theory. Portraits of urban, suburban, and rural classrooms help make 
the case for particular theories. Throughout the book, actual lessons and 
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materials provide ways of integrating critical lenses into the study of litera-
ture. A variety of "classics" such as Hamlet, The Awakening, Of Mice 
and Men, Heart of Darkness, Frankenstein, and The Great Gatsby, as well as 
titles that have been included in our secondary literature curriculum more 
recently, such as Beloved, "The Yellow Wallpaper;' The Things They Carried, 
and Native used to illustrate a variety of literary lenses. 

Chapter I sets forth the reasons for teaching critical theory, and Chapter 
2 argues for the importance of mUltiple theoretical perspectives in reading 
and interpreting literary texts. In Chapter 2, four very different classroom 
vignettes illustrate the power of multiple perspectives. The vignettes suggest 
specific strategies for introducing the notion of multiple perspectives to stu-
dents (and to teachers) using several short stories and poems. These introduc-
tory activities, designed for students in grades 9-12, can be used at the begin-
ning of a semester, trimester, or year-long course, or at the beginning of a 
specific unit on critical analysis. The focus of the activities is on the power 
ofviewing literary texts from a variety ofperspectives, not on specific literary 
theories-yet. The emphasis on multiple perspectives and multiple ways of 
viewing texts helps set the stage for the introduction of theories that consti-
tute the rest of the book. 

Is reader response an appropriate interpretive strategy for all students? 
Is it useful or appropriate for all texts? Chapter 3 explores what happens 
when students are taught how to apply the basic tenets of reader response 
to their own reading. By describing what happens when students are given 
interpretive tools that are explicitly named, this chapter demonstrates that 
making teaching strategies explicit to students strengthens their interpretive 
possibilities. This chapter also some of the common assumptions 
and practices of response-centered teaching, especially as they relate to di-
verse classrooms. 

Chapter 4 explores the political prism of Marxist literary theory. This 
chapter makes the case for the importance of political theory and argues that 
Marxist literary theory may be best-suited to help students learn to under-
stand, read, and perhaps even resist prevailing ideology. Texts such as Of 
Mice and Men, Black Boy, Native Son, Hamlet, The Great Gatsby, and Beloved 
also explore how these theoretical lenses help readers understand the politi-
cal, social, and economic dimensions of the world in which we live. 

Feminist literary theory is the focus of Chapter 5. The chapter explores, 
through a series of classroom vignettes, a variety of pedagogical approaches 
using feminist literary theory. Classroom situations are presented in which 
students learn to interpret texts such as A Doll's House, The Great Gatsby, A 
Room of One's Own, The Awakening, "The Yellow Wallpaper;' Frankenstein, 
and a variety of poetry using a feminist lens. Chapter 5 also looks at the 
resistance both male and female students have to reading literary texts 
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through a feminist lens and illustrates how students can not only read literary 
texts through the prism of feminist theory but also learn to read the world 
through that refractive light. 

Chapter 6 tackles a more difficult and even more rarely used contempo-
rary theory, deconstruction. Students contrast the purposes of critical theo-
ries that are structural and linguistic with more political, extrinsic critical 
lenses. In using these theories, students are encouraged to focus on the spe-
cific language of literary texts (mostly poetry) and apply recent postmodern 
theories to those texts. Again, several specific lessons are provided to teach-
ers, along with a discussion of the potential value of these approaches to high 
school students . 

Chapter 7 describes how the teaching of literary theory dramatically 
affected a particular teacher's method of instruction. When she relinquished 
her position as literary authority in one class, she discovered that all of her 
classes became less teacher-centered and more exploratory. Excerpts from 
the teacher's journal chart her own personal and pedagogical transformation. 
In addition, the story of this unique teacher/researcher collaboration presents 
a potential model for alternative approaches to curriculum development, in-
service training, and teacher education. 

In addition to presenting concluding remarks, Chapter 8 summarizes 
the central thesis of the book: that literary theory can and should be taught 
to secondary students. Using literary theory as they read texts enables stu-
dents to become theoried and skilled readers with a variety of interpretive 
strategies and theoretical approaches. As they become constructors of mean-
ing, with multiple literary visions of their own, they become adept at reading 
the world around them. 

Beyond providing portraits of particular teachers and students who em-
barked on this theoretical odyssey, this book offers teachers many specific 
teaching strategies for incorporating critical lenses into their literature curric-
ulum. Included in the append" are all of the activities that are described 
throughout the text. feel free to adapt and use these activi-
ties in their own C 
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