Statement of Purpose
Advanced Placement English 12: Literature and Composition

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

Issues of Morality

As members of the global, human community, it is necessary for students to be able to share information about their circumstances, emotions, beliefs and needs with those around them via language and communication skills.  It is also necessary for students to be able to easily interpret and evaluate the overwhelming and sometimes unreliable information they receive from outside sources and determine its purpose, relevance, and possibly its consequences for their lives.  In order for students to be compassionate and considerate members of society, they must be able to empathize with others and understand, at least to some extent, how those with viewpoints different from their own come to these conclusions.  In order to be contributing and self-reliant members of society, students must be able to communicate effectively in both writing and speech, interpret, analyze and assess information from other sources, and create for themselves some meaning and purpose for their place in the larger world.  

The ability to analyze and appreciate literature is useful in this endeavor in that it allows students to: observe the world from other perspectives, including those removed from the student by time or space; build a greater understanding of diverse cultures and systems of belief; identify and evaluate the possible motives of written communication and to determine whether the author is manipulating the reader’s interpretation of events or facts.  Furthermore, allowing students continuous opportunities to write – as a means of reflection, evaluation, response and synthesis – sharpens their communication skills and builds their confidence.  Developing these literacy and writing skills as part of a balanced curriculum allows students to gain a sense of place within the human timeline – a sense of connection to others – and gives them a sense of purpose for their place in the greater society.


That being said, too often students who might otherwise be considered “proficient” in their reading and writing abilities are lost when removed from the context of the teacher-led classroom because, while they are capable of comprehending what they read and writing effectively about their observations, they have never developed the higher level thinking skills of synthesis and evaluation.  Students work under the misconception that any words in print have authority over their own opinions and tastes, so they are hesitant to ever question a text, an author, a critic or, for that matter, a teacher.  Therefore, they rely on teachers and print “authorities” to tell them how to interpret and appreciate literature rather than trusting their own abilities to do so.  As a result, they find it difficult to argue theses that have not been devised for them by a teacher, to develop arguments that are independent from or in opposition to those ideas presented by resources or primary texts, or to fully place the larger themes present in a text within a context that is personal and relevant to them.  

This inability to contextualize content and personalize its significance has clearly become an obstacle for students after graduation.  Professors Joseph M. Williams and Lawrence McEnerney, of the University of Chicago Writing Program, address these issues in their essay “Writing in College,” in which they warn incoming freshman that skills such as summary and application, which might have allowed them to succeed in high school, will not be sufficient for an equally successful college career.  They point out:

universities hold as their highest value not just the pursuit of new knowledge and better understanding, but the sharing of that knowledge. We write not only to state what we have think but also to show why others might agree with it and why it matters. We also know that whatever it is we think, it is never the entire truth. Our conclusions are partial, incomplete, and always subject to challenge. So we write in a way that allows others to test our reasoning: we present our best thinking as a series of claims, reasons, and responses to imagined challenges, so that readers can see not only what we think, but whether they ought to agree.  (Williams & McEnerney, University of Chicago)
Williams and McEnerney identify a key stumbling block for post-secondary students – they have been writing to please an intended audience, rather than attempting to engage their audience in a dialog in which their own opinions and observations are granted equal recognition as valid and worthwhile.


ACT has attempted to remedy this issue of preparedness, looking at the class of 2010 in particular, with a series of six recommendations for schools to consider when trying to bridge the gap between high school accomplishment and post-secondary expectation.  These recommendations include focusing on “fewer – but essential – high school standards that are valued by both colleges and employers”, adapting curriculum to reflect the fact that, more than ever, students going directly into the work force need a comparable level of knowledge and skills as college-bound students, and establishing “clear and consistent messages about what level of performance is ‘good enough’ to demonstrate college and career readiness.” (ACT, The Condition of College and Career Readiness: Class of 2010)  In other words, most English curriculums have lost sight of what core skills and knowledge are mandatory for post-secondary success, getting caught up instead in touching on a wide range of skills with little contextualized practice of the most indispensable.  According to recent data collected by ACT, only 72% of those 2010 graduates who took the English portion of the ACT reached the benchmark indicating they were college-ready.  It would seem that students are incapable of taking what they have learned in the English classroom and applying it in new contexts because they have not been given adequate opportunities to do so.

The proposed curriculum design will address the need for a streamlined practice of skills and an opportunity to approach content from numerous contexts.  Essentially, students will identify a universal theme – for example, morality – and consider how this theme is discussed within a literary work of their choosing in comparison to their own perspective of the concept from the context of their own lives.  They will then research the viewpoints of literary critics who have addressed the theme from a specific contextual framework, such as feminism or Marxism, and construct an argument that merges these different views into a cohesive discussion of the text’s merits and attributes.  The curriculum design is driven by student inquiry, as all content and methodology choices are left to the students, which in turn encourages the students to connect more personally with the learning experience because they are in control of it.  Furthermore, their opinions and voices take on new importance as they become participants in a “conversation” between author, critics and the outside world.

It is our duty as educators to prepare our students to be active citizens, self-sufficient thinkers and well-rounded people who are prepared to meet the challenges of the future.  It does not matter what path they will take into that future, be it further education or immediate immersion into the work force – all students need to be critical interpreters of information and competent communicators of their own thoughts if they are to be successful.
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