Statement of Purpose

Advanced Placement English 12: Instructional Design for Critical Theory Unit

It is widely recognized, by both college professors and work-force employers, that American high school students are graduating with the disadvantage of being unable to think critically when faced with unexpected problems or issues with no one specific, correct resolution.  Students are used to looking for the “right” answer, not necessarily the “best” answer, to the problems with which they are faced.  This would seem to be due, in part, to the fact that students are not given a great deal of control over their own learning experiences during their secondary education; they have never before been required to think independently or pursue their own courses of inquiry, and therefore are unprepared to do so when the need arises later.  

While the entire Critical Theory unit addresses this issue directly, in that students in the Advanced Placement English 12 course lead their own investigation into an area of literary interpretation of their choice, the final product being an argumentative essay that defends a thesis with researched evidence, the first subunit encompassing Reading Applications is a necessary and vital beginning point for the students.  Before students can generate a thesis based on their own, individual interpretation of a text, they must approach their readings of the text as valuable and equal to those of other critics.  Many students assume that any “print authority” automatically has a greater insight into a text than any of which they are capable.  Instead of defending their own interpretations, they become immediately defeated; they are so used to having a “correct” interpretation revealed to them by the teacher that they do not have confidence in their own ability to create meaning from a piece of literature.  Expanding this issue in a wider context, students cannot connect any outside information to their own experiences and knowledge bases in order to draw conclusions or make decisions because they fear that their own ideas are not valid in comparison to those “in authority”.  As Wendy Stephens notes in her article “Evidence of Student Voices: Finding Meaning in Intellectual Freedom” (2008), “An emphasis on improved reading comprehension had lead students to believe that meaning was absolute.”  In other words, students believed, due to their previous learning experiences, that there was only one way to interpret a text and that any divergent interpretation was “wrong”.  What, then, would be the point of arguing one’s own reading of a text, when obviously it would be irrelevant?

To combat this cycle and encourage students to think independently and appreciate their own ideas, this unit introduces (and/or reviews) multiple critical theories in response to literature.  Coming up with an arguable thesis is a giant obstacle for students who have been conditioned not to argue with a text or question its most obvious interpretation because it requires them to ask a question of the text that they have to answer.  The critical theories are a useful means of opening this door to students because they offer a specific “lens” or perspective from which students can easily question how and why a text works as it does.  Furthermore, these perspectives often affirm questions or concerns students already had with a text.  For example, a student who was troubled by the representation of a heroine might be validated in reading a Feminist criticism of the work; a student who instinctively questions social structures might find an outlet in Marxist criticism – thereby legitimizing his/her ideas throughout the application of the theory to a text.


Though some argue that introducing critical theories may lead to confusion on the part of the students, the opposite is actually true.  Although most teachers do not recognize it, critical theory is already employed in every English classroom in the nation.  As Mary Lee Bretz and Margaret Persin point out in their article “The Application of Critical Theory to Literature at the Introductory Level: A Working Model for Teacher Preparation”, most teachers apply the New Critical approach to literature each time they address reading comprehension within classroom texts (1987).  “In addition, the premises upon which New Criticism is founded suggest that only one meaning exists, one correct reading of a text.  This premise is both theoretically and pedagogically unsound.”  However, this is, in part, why students are afraid to think “outside the box” when it comes to literary interpretation; they’ve only ever been exposed to one reading of a text.  Instead of being confused by the possibility of numerous interpretations, students find themselves liberated.  In reference to the numerous critical theories available, Bretz and Persin state:


Within the classroom, these approaches to literature offer new possibilities for 

active student participation.  Freed from the need to “explain” the correct meaning of the text to students who remain mystified as to how this meaning was extracted, the classroom becomes a place of discovery, of dialogue, and of cooperative reading.  Provided that their interpretations are cogently argued and textually verified, students learn that their ideas can help to expand the possible meanings of the text, just as their professors and published critics strive to do. (1987)
As a result, students are encouraged to think independently and become active participants in a dialogue that crosses barriers of space and time.  Literature is no longer a non-living artifact from a different era or culture, it is an adaptable reflection of its era or culture grounded in – and made relevant to – the context of the students’ modern world.


The unit begins with a Pre-Assessment that gauges how familiar the students are with the critical theory perspectives as part of their prior knowledge and skills.  Some of the students may naturally approach literature from one of these viewpoints without being aware that they are actually implementing literary theory.  The Pre-Assessment determines their individual leanings, and the follow-up discussion will reveal how much students know about these independent fields in relation to their other content areas, such as psychology or sociology.  Approximately a week is then spent introducing (or, as the case may be, reviewing) the five most common critical theory perspectives: Psycho-analytical, Feminist, Marxist, Historical and Cultural.  
The majority of the unit, though, follows the Self-directed Learning model of instruction.  This is the most logical method for a number of reasons.  First, the ultimate goal of the unit is for students to become confident and independent thinkers who can draw on outside resources to reach conclusions and defend arguments.  The goal is for students to be self-reliant, therefore the means of reaching that goal offers them that opportunity as part of the process.  Secondly, the direction of the overall project is student-led and inquiry driven; students may not have a choice regarding whether or not they write an argumentative paper to meet the course requirements, but they can choose the perspective from which to analyze the text, the topic about which they wish to write, the text they will use as a primary source, and the sources they will use to defend their thesis.  Although they are given a teacher-designed rubric to assess the strength of their argument based on rhetorical style and composition structure, the students will also take part in the assessment of their finished papers by reflecting on the effectiveness of the process they implemented and by conferencing with the teacher on a rough draft of the paper to address areas of weakness deemed by the student.  While it is true that this may not be a Self-directed Learning unit in its purist form, as Alfie Kohn points out in “Choices for Children: Why and How to Let Students Decide”, self-directed learning does not necessarily require that the teacher be removed from the learning experience entirely, but rather that the teacher should take on a role of facilitator and advisor, resource person and authentic audience member. (1993)  The most important aspect of this method, after all, is that the learning be made relevant to the student and that the student be given control over his or her individual learning experience.

This ownership of the process, as well as the final product, not only offers the students a means of connecting the course literature to their own ideas, beliefs and world experiences, it allows them to become more independent in and responsible for the learning experience as a whole.  This, in turn, prepares them for their future endeavors in higher education and the 21st century work force.
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Unit Learner Outcomes

Advanced Placement English 12: Literature and Composition

Critical Analysis Unit: Using Literary Theory/Criticism to Defend a Thesis

Issues of Morality

Subunit One: Reading Applications

AP Standards

· Students will analyze and interpret samples of good writing, identifying and explaining an author’s use of rhetorical strategies and techniques.  (Analysis/Evaluation)
Literary Texts (Ohio Academic Content Standards)

· Students will compare and contrast motivations and reactions of literary characters confronting similar conflicts (e.g., individual vs. nature, freedom vs. responsibility, individual vs. society), using specific examples of characters’ thoughts, words and actions.  (Analysis/Evaluation)
· Students will analyze the historical, social and cultural context of setting.  (Analysis/Synthesis)
· Students will explain how voice and narrator affect characterization, plot and credibility. (Evaluation)
· Students will evaluate an author’s use of point of view in a literary text.  (Evaluation)
· Students will analyze variations of universal themes in literary texts. (Analysis/Synthesis)
· Students will recognize and differentiate characteristics of subgenres, including satire, parody and allegory, and explain how choice of genre affects the expression of theme or topic.  (Knowledge/Analysis)
· Students will compare and contrast varying characteristics of American, British, world and multi-cultural literature. (Analysis/Evaluation)
· Students will evaluate ways authors develop point of view and style to achieve specific rhetorical and aesthetic purposes (e.g., through use of figurative language, irony, tone, diction, imagery, symbolism and sounds of language), citing specific examples from text to support analysis.  (Application/Evaluation)
Informational, Technical and Persuasive Text  (Ohio Academic Content Standards)

· Students will analyze and compile information from several sources on a single issue or written by a single author, clarifying ideas and connecting them to other sources and related topics. (Analysis/Synthesis)

· Students will distinguish between valid and invalid inferences and provide evidence to support the findings, noting instances of unsupported inferences, fallacious reasoning, propaganda techniques, bias and stereotyping.  (Analysis/Synthesis)

· Students will examine an author’s implicit and explicit philosophical assumptions and beliefs about a subject.  (Analysis)

Advanced Placement English 12: Literature and Composition

Critical Analysis Unit: Using Literary Theory/Criticism to Defend a Thesis

Pre-assessment Survey: Critical Theory in Practice
Please rate the following according to what you see as being most relevant, 5 meaning it is the greatest possible influence on a piece of literature and 1 meaning it is irrelevant to a piece of literature.
1. The author’s personal history, including childhood experiences, relationships, and individual ideologies

5 
4
3
2
1

2.  The historical context in which the piece was written, including popularly accepted religious and philosophical beliefs and values

5
4
3
2
1

3.  The socio-economic context in which the piece was written, including social norms such as class rank, economic conditions, political leaders, etc.





5
4
3
2
1

4.  The cultural context from which a piece of literature originates, including factors such as race, ethnicity, religious affiliation, and sexual orientation.



5
4
3
2
1

5.  The author’s psychological profile, including personal fears, hidden desires, addictions and emotional maturity.

5
4
3
2
1
Please respond to the following questions as honestly as possible.

6.  When I read a piece of literature, I am particularly drawn to the author’s representation of gender roles, especially regarding how women are depicted.

Always

Often

Occasionally

Never

7.  When I read a piece of literature, I find the text to be a commentary on its social context, sometimes criticizing society’s practices and values and sometimes reinforcing them.


Always

Often

Occasionally

Never

8.  When I read a piece of literature, I find myself comparing events and characters in the work to events and people in the author’s life.

Always

Often

Occasionally

Never

9.  When I read a piece of literature, I find myself questioning the author’s mental state.

Always

Often

Occasionally

Never

10.  When I read a piece of literature, I automatically take note of symbols that seem to suggest wealth or power.

Always

Often

Occasionally

Never

11.  I believe that, ultimately, all literature is about the balance of power in society and that all characters demonstrate the struggle between the social classes.


Strongly Agree
Agree

Somewhat Agree
Disagree

12.  I believe that all literature is dependent upon its culture of origin for a full comprehension of the text’s inherent meaning.  Readers who are not from within that culture can never fully appreciate the text, but they can come to a greater understanding of the culture.

Strongly Agree
Agree

Somewhat Agree
Disagree

13.  I believe that literature, ultimately, is autobiographical.  All authors draw on their own experiences, whether they do so purposefully or not.


Strongly Agree
Agree

Somewhat Agree
Disagree

14.  I believe that all literature has an underlying meaning that demonstrates the subconscious workings of the human mind.  Therefore, characters are usually symbolic of humanity’s hidden desires, fears, or unrecognized needs.


Strongly Agree
Agree

Somewhat Agree
Disagree

15.  I believe that literature has been used throughout history to reinforce society’s acceptance of male dominance, essentially helping to keep women powerless.


Strongly Agree
Agree

Somewhat Agree
Disagree
Advanced Placement English 12: Literature and Composition

Critical Analysis Unit: Using Literary Theory/Criticism to Defend a Thesis

Day 1 Lesson Plan: Introducing Critical Theory

Objective:
Students will apply a critical theory framework to a familiar text.

Concept/Skills: 
Identify symbols within the text and evaluate their meaning within the context of the critical theory framework.

Evaluate a text and its place within its social/philosophical context.

Materials: 
Reader’s Logs
Procedures: 
Introductory Activity  (Approx. 10 minutes)

Ask students to reflect on their favorite stories from their childhoods.  What do they remember about these stories?  Why do they like them?  What lessons do they think these stories had to teach?


Discuss the fairytale “Cinderella” as an example.  Recognize the different versions of the story (The Brothers Grimm vs. Disney, modern film adaptations, etc.).  Why do they think the story has changed form over time?  What motivations might have cultivated these changes?


Warn the students that you are about to destroy their childhood innocence.  This will definitely get their attention.  “What if I told you…” statements are most effective.
Developmental Activity  (Approx. 30 minutes)
Introduce elements of Marxism by slowly walking students through the story of Cinderella and analyzing it from a Marxist perspective.  

Let’s consider Cinderella and her role in society.  To what social class does Cinderella belong?  (Students will ultimately reply that she is a peasant or of the lower class.)  If she is lower class, is that a placement that she was born into?  Or is she being subjugated into that role?  (Most students will recognize that Cinderella’s father was a man of some social recognition, which is what attracted his second wife.  It is only after his death that Cinderella becomes a slave.)  If Cinderella is actually a member of the middle or upper classes, how is it then that she is forced into servitude?  (Students will discuss possible reasons – oppression by the step-mother, peer pressure to please her new family, lack of education of social norms after her mother’s death, etc.)  Now consider the event that changes her fate; where does Cinderella meet her prince?  (The ball.)  In regard to social status, what kind of gathering is this?  (Students will discuss the social environment.)  How is it that Cinderella is even capable of going to the ball?  (Students will mention the Fairy Godmother.)  So, Cinderella is only capable of entering an event of the upper class because she is helped by a well-dressed figure whose magical abilities place her outside the boundaries of the social structure?  

Usually by this point in the discussion the students are beginning to think from a Marxist perspective and they will begin leading the conversation with questions of their own.  However, if they are slow to take control of the discussion, similar questions may be posed addressing each major plot progression – the glass slipper, the prince’s search for Cinderella and his inability to recognize her without the slipper, the punishment of the step-mother and sisters, and Cinderella’s eventual rise as queen.
When the analysis of Cinderella is complete, ask the students to identify the main concerns of Marxist criticism based on the previous class exercise.  Ask students to draw on their previous knowledge of Marxism as a component of socialist government and relate their comprehension of Karl Marx’s philosophies to literary interpretation.  How would a Marxist interpret Cinderella?  What social commentary would a Marxist see in this text?

Concluding Activity  (Approx. 10 minutes)

Students will reflect on and process the information regarding Marxist Criticism by writing in their Reader’s Logs.  Reflection is individual and will be unique to each student, but the following questions can be posed to help them organize their thoughts:

· How did a Marxist reading of Cinderella affect your view of the tale?  Do you feel any differently about the story now than you did previously?
· What valid points does a Marxist reading of Cinderella offer the audience that might have been lacking before?  What can a reader learn about society or human nature from this interpretation of the tale?

· Consider novels we have read previously, including the novel you chose for your independent research project.  Could a Marxist framework be a useful tool in interpreting and better appreciating those works?

· What reservations do you have about Marxist theory?  Is there anything that a Marxist interpretation of literature seems to be lacking?
Advanced Placement English 12: Literature and Composition

Critical Analysis Unit: Using Literary Theory/Criticism to Defend a Thesis

Day 2 Lesson Plan: Marxist Criticism in Practice

Objective:
Students will apply a critical theory framework to an unfamiliar text and evaluate interpretations presented by published critics in response to the text.

Concept/Skills: 
Identify symbols within the text and evaluate their meaning within the context of the critical theory framework.


Evaluate a text and its place within its social/philosophical context.


Evaluate the interpretations of literary critics, specifically assessing the validity of the evidence presented in their arguments.

Materials: 
Literature: An Introduction to Fiction, Poetry, Drama, and Writing, AP Edition by X. J. Kennedy and Dana Gioia


Snodgrass, W.D. “A Rocking Horse: The Symbol, the Pattern, the Way to Live”.  Hudson Review, Vol. XI, No. 2.  Summer, 1958.
Procedures: 
Introductory Activity  (Approx. 10 minutes)

Review the previous day’s lesson with the class.  Encourage students to share their reflections with their peers and pose their questions about the Marxist interpretation composed in the previous class.

Developmental Activity  (Approx. 40 minutes)




As a class, read “The Rocking-Horse Winner” by D.H. Lawrence aloud.  Discuss and clarify as needed throughout.



When the story has been read, allow the class to divide into groups.  Each group will analyze the story from a Marxist perspective, attempting to identify symbols and their latent meanings.  Students will discuss for the remainder of the period.  Assign the Snodgrass criticism as a reading assignment for homework.

Advanced Placement English 12: Literature and Composition

Critical Analysis Unit: Using Literary Theory/Criticism to Defend a Thesis

Day 3 Lesson Plan: Marxist Criticism in Practice (Continued)

Objective:
Students will apply a critical theory framework to an unfamiliar text and evaluate interpretations presented by published critics in response to the text.

Concept/Skills: 
Identify symbols within the text and evaluate their meaning within the context of the critical theory framework.


Evaluate a text and its place within its social/philosophical context.


Evaluate the interpretations of literary critics, specifically assessing the validity of the evidence presented in their arguments.

Materials: 
Literature: An Introduction to Fiction, Poetry, Drama, and Writing, AP Edition by X. J. Kennedy and Dana Gioia

Snodgrass, W.D. “A Rocking Horse: The Symbol, the Pattern, the Way to Live”.  Hudson Review, Vol. XI, No. 2.  Summer, 1958.

Reader’s Logs
Procedures: 
Introductory Activity  (Approx. 15 minutes)

Students should reconvene in their discussion groups from the previous class.  They should review their discussion notes regarding their interpretations of the Lawrence short story, as well as their opinions and questions about the Snodgrass criticism assigned as homework.


Developmental Activity  (Approx. 25 minutes)




Each group will present their interpretation of “The Rocking-Horse Winner” to the class, defending their reading of the text with direct quotes and textual evidence, as well as by relating their interpretation to the criticism written by Snodgrass.  The class will discuss these interpretations and argue/defend their weaknesses.  The teacher should be merely facilitating the discussion – as there is no “correct” interpretation, the students should be able to experiment with their readings of the text as much as necessary, as long as all claims remain textually-based.



Concluding Activity  (Approx. 10 minutes)




Students will reflect on their group interpretations in their Reader’s Logs.  The following questions can be used to instigate reflection as needed:

· Were there any elements of the text that you did not feel could be explained by or integrated into a Marxist interpretation?  How did you address these “holes” in your interpretation?  Did you ignore them?  Or find alternate explanations for their existence within the text?

· What did you feel was gained by reading the story from a Marxist perspective?  Did you feel anything was lost?

· What questions do you have about the text that a Marxist framework could not answer?  What other information might be relevant to full comprehension of the story?

· What was your opinion of the critical piece you read in response to “The Rocking-Horse Winner”?  Did you feel the critic argued his points well?  Or did you see flaws in his logic?
Note:  These lesson plans are representative of the types of lessons utilized in this unit for the first two-three weeks.  The remaining four critical theory perspectives would be introduced and practiced in a similar fashion, each exercise leading the students closer to their eventual project development, independent research and argument composition. The final four weeks of the unit would be student-led and based on each individual student’s plans of inquiry.  I will simply facilitate the writing process.
Finding Reliable Critical Sources

Listed below are the premiere critics in each field of literary criticism.  They are all published, respected and experts in their areas of study and analysis.  

Because these are professional critics writing for academic and literary audiences, some of their writing is dense and, at times, intimidating.  However, there are other, more contemporary critics who might be easier to read and comprehend.  If the contemporary critics you find refer to one or more of these experts as a source for their own articles, you can more than likely trust their publications as well.

Marxist Critics: 

· Karl Marx (Obviously.  However, his writing will not be focused on literature exclusively, but on the principles of Marxism in general.)

· Louis Althusser

· Ronald Kotulak

Easy Reads: Terry Eagleton, Max Weber

Feminist Critics:

· Sarah Gilbert*

· Susan Gubar*

· Gayle Rubin

· Adrienne Rich

· Laura Mulvey

· Audre Lorde

· Margaret Homans

Easy Reads: Marilyn Frye, Elaine Showalter, Janet Todd, Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Chandra Mohanty

Psychoanalysis Critics:

· Sigmund Freud (Again, not directed at literature per se.)

· Carl Jung

· Jacques Lacan

· Margaret Mahler

Easy Reads: Murray Schwartz, Walter Davis, Hanna Segal, Elizabeth Wright, D.W. Winnicott

Historical and Cultural Critics:

· Louis Montrose

· Stephen Greenblatt

· Eric Sundquist

· Paul Gilroy

Easy Reads: Lee Patterson, Toni Morrison

Structuralist Critics: 

· Claude Levi-Strauss

· Ferdinand de Saussure

· Tzvetan Todorov

· Gerard Genette

Easy Reads: Jonathan Culler, Northrop Frye**, John Carlos Rowe, Robert Scholes

Deconstructionist Critics:

· Friedrich Nietzsche (Not directed specifically at literature)

· Jacques Derrida

· Julia Kristeva

· Jean Baudrillard
· Harold Bloom
Easy Reads: Douglas Atkins, Sharon Crowley, Vincent Leitch
Additional (Versatile) Critics: Michel Foucault, John Fiske, Roland Barthes, Nancy Chodorow, Janice Radway, Lee Edelman, Raymond Williams

Gender Studies Critics:

· Judith Butler

· John M. Clum

· Ronald R. Butters

· Michael Moon

· Bonnie Zimmerman*

· Emmanuel S. Nelson

· Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick*

Easy Reads: Lillian Faderman, Claude J. Summers

Advanced Placement English 12: Literature and Composition

Critical Analysis Unit: Using Literary Theory/Criticism to Defend a Thesis

Post-assessment Survey: Critical Theory in Practice
Subunit One: Reading Applications

Please answer the following questions as honestly and with as much detail as possible.
1.  Identify the unique focus of each of the following critical theories, including specific issues of concern with respect to symbolism, setting, and characterization.


Psychoanalytical:


Marxist:


Feminist:


Historical (Biographical):


Cultural:

2.  Which of the critical theories we have studied best seems to suit your interpretation style?  Explain why.

3.  After reading “A Rose for Emily” by William Faulkner (p28 in your AP Literature text), please offer a brief interpretation of the story using three of the critical theories discussed in class.



Criticism #1:



Criticism #2:



Criticism #3:

4.  Reflect on the differing interpretations you drew from the Faulkner story in question #3.  What do the differing literary perspectives have to offer a reader that one limited interpretation might not?  Which interpretation(s) do you feel is best supported by the text?

5.  Which of the theoretical frameworks do you intend to use in your Critical Analysis paper?  Explain why you think this is the best perspective to use with your novel.

Note:  This is the Subunit One post-assessment to determine if students are adequately prepared to implement a critical theory in their own interpretive writing.  The final unit assessment will be, of course, their Critical Analysis paper.
