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Should Students Be Well
Read Or Should They Read

Well?

BY ANNE McCREARY JUHASZ AND LESLIE R. WILSON

ANNE McCREARY JUHASZ is a professor at Loy-
ola University in Chicago, Ill. LESLIE R.
WILSON is director of Instruction-English and
of the Instructional Materials Center at

Homewood-Flossmoor (Ill.) Community
High School.

After their study of college English departments, the writers
define what secondary students should read to be well read and
what analytic skills the student who reads literature well should
possess. They suggest a three-point plan for evaluating a
school’s literature program.

CONTEMPORARY INQUIRY de-
t fining literacy and corollary con-

siderations of core curricula have

raised once again the question of what
books should be taught.
To help administrators evaluate one

aspect of their school’s language arts

curriculum-namely, literature-the
writers consider the question: Should we
train students to be well read or to read
well’?

The Study
One goal of high school educators is

to guarantee to the best of their ability

that students are ready for college. To
determine whether students are reading
the right works, we asked college Eng-
lish departments to list the books they
feel &dquo;at a minimum every incoming
freshman should have read&dquo; before en-

tering their institutions.
The 48 colleges and universities most

commonly attended by the graduates of
a Chicago suburban high school were
selected as the sample. Twenty-seven
respondents representing Eastern,
Western, Midwestern, and South-
western public and private schools of a
full range of sizes sent lists of titles. On
a straight tally basis, the most frequently
mentioned works or authors are

itemized in rank order in Table 1.

One obvious problem with the list is
that some entries are titles and some are

authors. For example, were Shake-
speare tallied by noting any references
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classics but who has been encouraged to
enjoy reading and who has been taught to
read carefully, analytically, and intelli-

gently. I guess I’m saying that how a
student has been taught to read is of con-
siderably greater importance to me as an
educator than what a student has been re-

quired to read.

Another participant in our college
study, James Quivey of Eastern Illinois
University, provides a pragmatic ration-
ale for a skills approach, rather than a
works approach:

Those students who experience diffi-

culty in our freshman sequence do so not
because they have not previously read par-
ticular works but rather because they are
deficient in analytical/interpretive skills,
because they do not read expository prose
well, because they do not write expository
prose well. With respect to belletristic lit-
erature, it is more important that students
know that they must read a text closely
before they begin to interpret than that

they know a few works well.

When the largest national pro-
fessional organization of English edu-
cators, the National Council of Teachers

of English, attempted to define the Es-
sentials of English (1982), they itemized
seven objectives for literature instruc-
tion :

&dquo;Through their study and enjoyment
of literature, students should:
. realize the importance of literature as
a mirror of human experience, reflecting
human motives, conflicts, and values
. be able to identify with fictional
characters in human situations as a

means of relating to others; gain insights
from involvement with literature
0 become aware of important writers

representing diverse backgrounds and
traditions in literature
0 become familiar with masterpieces of

literature, both past and present
. develop effective ways of talking and
writing about varied forms of literature
0 experience literature as a way to ap-
preciate the rhythms and beauty of the
language
0 develop habits of reading that carry
over into adult life. &dquo;

Learning to read with compre-
hension, to interpret works with under-
standing, to evaluate literature accord-

ing to appropriate criteria, and to

develop life-long reading habits are at
the core of a skills approach.
The variety inherent in these goals,

however, has been the source of conflict
in the design of literature curricula.
Some argue, for example, that the aim
of &dquo;becoming familiar with the master-
pieces&dquo; is mutually exclusive with the
aim of &dquo;developing habits of reading
that carry over into adult life.&dquo;

The administrator must help
balance the curriculum to
provide for all of the areas
of English. Don’t expect
English teachers to suggest a
balance.

In other words, they say teaching in a
way that will encourage students to read

necessarily means that one not teach the
classics. They would argue that Silas

Marner will not produce avid readers.
Others posit that the language arts skills
are interrelated to such an extent that

literature, vocabulary, grammar, and
composition skills cannot be separated
meaningfully. Consequently, literature
curricula are packaged in a number of
ways.
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Up to this point, you have been given
the two keys to an effective literature

curriculum, the works and the objec-
tives. How can you tell if the curriculum
in your school is the best curriculum?

How can you ensure that your cur-

riculum will produce well-read students
who read literature well?

Three-Point Design for Success

To answer the questions above,
here’s a three-point plan designed to

lead to success in secondary school lit-
erature curriculum evaluation.

1. Ignore the packaging.
Titles and objectives are usually as-

signed to a given curricular package.
Three of the most common patterns for

organizing the study of literature are the
historical/chronological, thematic, and
genre approaches.
However, while it is important for the

student to have the cultural base of the

historical/chronological, the motivation
and engagement of the thematic, and the

exposure to literary forms of the genre
approaches, the arrangement itself is not
a benefit.

As an adjunct to the college survey,
the organizational patterns of the col-
leges’ and universities’ undergraduate
literature curricula were analyzed. No
one pattern emerged. In fact, no one
school’s English program is organized
consistently according to a single pat-
tern.

Twenty-five percent of the courses
were titled by period, 16 percent by
genre, 16 percent by theme, 12 percent
by author, eight percent by place or
country, and five percent by an inter-
disciplinary approach. The other offer-
ings were spread among six additional
categories.

Obviously, students can learn about
literature through a variety of ap-
proaches. Any of the works on the com-
bined list (Table 2) could be placed in
any organizational schema. For exam-
ple, Scarlet Letter could appear in the
first semester of a chronologically ar-

ranged American literature survey
course, could be a selection in a the-

matic course in alienation, and could be
studied as an example of the novel.
Look beyond course titles to course con-
tent.

2. Examine and organize the contents.
Teachers should be able to answer the

question, &dquo;Why do you teach ’x’
work?&dquo; with an answer other than &dquo;Be-

cause I or the students like it.&dquo; Stephen
Judy (1980) points out that ‘ ‘... a cul-
tural component is a vital part of English
education, for all children, not just the
college bound. &dquo; Consistency on the part
of secondary educators also provides an
important base for colleges.

If staff members are tired of teaching
a given work, perhaps a reassignment is
in order. While some flexibility can be
built into a curriculum by suggesting
alternative works, no amount of teach-
ing expertise can make Judy Blume into
Shakespeare. You now have the list of
works that ought to be part of your cur-
riculum to use as a beginning.

You also have the list of appropriate
literature skills. These skills should be

articulated, ranked, ordered, and evalu-
ated. Neither aesthetic involvement,
reading ability, nor cultural experience
mitigates the possibility of sequencing
the objectives. All of those factors sug-
gest appropriateness, not impossibility.
3. Balance the English skills.
The study of literature is just one vital

part of an English curriculum. The

 at Bobst Library, New York University on November 23, 2013bul.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://bul.sagepub.com/
http://bul.sagepub.com/


81

to Shakespeare or a Shakespearian
work, the ranking would be first.

While knowing what college English
chairpersons wish incoming students
had read is interesting and useful, we in
public education also need to know what
two other groups, taxpayers and staff,
feel.

One widely inclusive attempt to com-
pile such a list was conducted by Edu-
cation Secretary William Bennett in

1984 when he was chairman of the
National Endowment for the Humani-
ties. Fueled by the national reports on
excellence in education and propelled
by a belief that there is a knowledge
base with which every citizen should be

familiar, he polled &dquo;325 people-
journalists, teachers, business officials,
parents, and others-to ascertain ...
what literary works they thought all

American students should be expected

to study....&dquo; (Education Week,
1984. )

Bennett’s list and the additional pub-
licity it received from George Will (Sun
Times, 1984) prompted Casey Banas,
education writer for the Chicago Tri-
bune, to ask administrators, teachers,
and students of 43 Chicago-area high
schools to list the 10 works they felt

every high school graduate should have
read.

Realizing that such lists reflect per-
sonal preference and acknowledging
that educators need to cater to their pub-
lics (including our marketplace as repre-
sented in the college English study, our
public at large as represented by Ben-
nett, and our own professional judgment
as represented by Banas), we combined
these three lists to derive a more defini-

tive list.

Many English teachers would quickly
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point out that it is not the works, but the
development of literary analytic skills
that should be the focus of the pri-
oritized study of literature. Some would
say that no such listing is possible, or no
such listing is meaningful. Even though
the specific judgments are individual,
the shared literary territory becomes a
cultural base.
One college respondent from a pri-

vate Eastern school said: &dquo;Quite sim-
ply, we hope that all applicants will be
well read, especially in the classics of
English, American, and world litera-
ture. In other words, the more reading
the better.&dquo; High school students ought
to be reading the books on the combined
list (Table 2) and they ought to be read-
ing them as part of the curriculum.

To Read Literature Well

An equally important component in a
secondary school literature curriculum

guide are the specific literature objec-
tives. Stephen N. Judy in his English

methods text (1974) describes four lev-
els of literary skills: understanding, in-
terpreting, relating, and exploring be-

yond the text.
Several of the college respondents

commented on the skills they feel are
necessary to the study of literature. The
most thorough of the responses defining
what it means to read well, and justify-
ing this as the proper domain of a sec-
ondary literature curriculum, is from
Lucien L. Agosta of Kansas State:

I would like to suggest, however, that it
is less important that students read a se-
lected number of important texts than that
they read whatever they read critically and
with understanding. A course in analytical
reading, sensitively taught, would do
more for a student (even if the required
reading were a newspaper) than a course
requiring students to plough through Da-
vid Copperfield, Hamlet, and 13 other
works recognized as classics simply be-
cause these works should be read by all

high school students. I would much prefer
to work with a student who has read few
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NCTE Essentials of English: A Docu-
ment for Reflection and Dialogue in-
cludes thinking skills, communication
skills, and language in addition to litera-
ture as the proper domain of the dis-

cipline.
The administrator must help balance

the curriculum to provide for all of the
areas of English. Don’t expect English
teachers to suggest a balance.
Most of them are trained in a specific

area of the broad field of English and
cannot be expected to be equally inter-
ested or talented in literature, grammar,
composition, speaking, listening,
drama, and reading. Nor do they under-
stand the importance of the com-
munity’s input in developing curricula.

Their natural bias can interfere with
the balance that is needed. The adminis-
trator must monitor the instruction for
balance.

Conclusion

Overall, the secondary school cur-
riculum can have the dual aim of pro-
ducing well-read students who read lit-
erature well. If the list of works

proposed is taught with the itemized ob-
jectives in mind and administered ac-

cording to the recommended three-point
plan, the literature program will be suc-
cessful.

Administrators can customize the

suggestions here by running a survey of
their own marketplace, community, and
teachers. Through conscious design,
your literature program can be effective.
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