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!FROM THE EDITORS l 
As another school year begins, MCTE members will be at

tending a variety of programs and conferences on the var
ious problems and possibilities of teaching English. and 
language arts at all levels of education. No doubt you 
will find some of these meetings more valuable than others 
and some of the speeches more worthwhile than others. As 
editors of a publication which exists to provide informa
tion and assistance to teachers of English throughout the 
state, we have one request to make of our members and our 
readers. 

Whenever you hear a prepared speech which you think is 
worth a wider hearing than it can receive at the meeting 
you attend, would you please inform the editors? We do 
not promise to publish everything that anyone thinks is 
worthwhile, but we do promise to follow up every sugges
tion. - The talents of Minnesota provide the sources of our 
articles; every MCTE member has an opportunity to help i
dentify those talents. All we need is a note from you to: 

Minnesota English 
Duane Scribner, Co-Editor 
Peik Hall 
University of Minnesota 
Minneapolis, Minnesota 55455 
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THE TH EMA TIC APPROACH 
TO LITERATURE 

Karen J. Garvin 

(Much has been said about a "thematic 1
' approach to 

literature. Miss Garvin offers a summary and some 
implications for those who must decide how much at
tention to pay to statements about theme as a basis 
for organizing the teaching of literature. She is a 
graduate student at the University of Minnesota.) 

R. S. Hennis says that "for more than thirty years Eng
lish teachers have been in the throes of a controversy 
concerning the nature of the literary experience and the 
philosophy underlying the teaching of literature, 1111 and 
this controversy is reflected in the variety of approaches 
to the teaching of literature advocated by individuals or 
groups of teachers. In all of the questioning of approach 
and content in literature in the schools, two questions 
emerge again and again: 

1. Can programs be devised that are sequential and cum
ulative from the elementary school on upward? 

2. What are the most profitable ways to approach a lit
erary work at various educational levels? 

This investigation is concerned with the thematic ap
proach as a possible and profitable means to a sequential 
and cumulative program of literature study in secondary 
schools. 

Jerome S. Bruner, in The Process of Education, reasons 
that cumulative learningis made possible by specific 
transfer of skills from one task to a similar one and by 
non-specific transfer involving utilization ~f principles 
and attitudes. Mastery of the structure of a subject mat
ter is necessary before the non-specific transfer can take 
place. In Literature Study in the High Schools, Dwight L. 
Burton points to agreement among literary scholars that 
this structure is to be found in literature in its recur
ring themes and modes and in the various forms and genres. 
Burton identifies four human relationships as universal 
themes of literature--man and deity, man and other men, 
man and nature, man and his inner self. He uses Northrop 
Frye's Design for Learning to identify four modes--roman
tic, comic, tragic, ironic. A curricular structure lead-




