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Principles of critical thinking are so obviously fundamental 
in any course in literature that the college teacher offering a 
course in literary criticism can expect his students to come to 
him possessing greatly varied backgrounds in dealing with criti
cal ideas. Two big problems for the teacher are being tied down 
seemingly to the limited possibilities of whatever textbook he 
orders for the course, and despairing at the thought of making 
orderly progress in such a many-sided.subject with students 
possessing the suggested unpredictable preconceptions. 

Available textbooks and catalog descriptions of courses 
indicate that exposure to literary criticism might consist of 
highly miscellaneous materials. One can study it as a history 
of critical ideas (as in A.H. Gilbert's Literary Criticism: 
Plato to Dryden); as a supplement for courses in literary 
periods (any of the Goldentree Books an literary criticism edited 
by O.B. Hardison Jr., Samuel Hynes, or Daniel G. Hoffman)'; as a 
survey of modern schools of criticism (Wilbur Scott's Five 
Approaches of Literary Criticism); as suggested tactics for 
literary interpretation (Zitner, Kissane, Liberman' s ~ Preface 
to·Literary·Analysis); as exercise in memorization of literary 
terminology (A Handbook to Literature by Thrall, Hibbard, Holman); 
as indoctrination in a-special critical point of view (Northrop 
Frye's Anatomy of Criticism or I.A. Richard's Principles of 
Litetary Ctiticism); as training in elements of research (Barzun 
and Graff's The Modern Researcher, good even though written for 
historians); 'or as practice in becoming literary critics. It 
may seem pretentiou·s to prefer the last choice, as the term 
"literary critic" suggests a lofty level of achievt:ment; but. it 
is most important to extend the range and depth of the student's 
own critical thinking, so that all other possible objectives are 
subordinated to this idea. 

In order to extend the student •1 s quality of thinking about 
literature one must first find out what the student knows about 
critical theory and what he does when he reacts to a poem, a play, 
a novel, or a short story. Every ·course he has had dealing with 
literature i,s in a sense a course in 1i terary criticism. In fact, 
every poem, novel, story, or play, read alertly, is an exercise 
in critical thinking. Thus all students have quite a number of 
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critical preconceptions whether they think about them as such or 
not. The most important activity in class is to find out what 
these preconceptions are, to test them with a barrage of related 
questions, to see how well they h~l~ up! to compa:e them with 
other preconceptions, to make modifications or adJustments 
wherever necessary, to do everything to improve, refine, and 
discipline student thinkin~ about literature. 

A technique that helps get this started is to ask the stu
dents during one of the first class periods, perhaps using two 
class periods, to take turns offering general questions which 
they would probably ask themselves when studying a 1i terary work. 
Everyone must ask aloud a general question when his turn comes 
and everyone must record all of these questions. The person 
whose turn comes up asks his question as soon as he has finished 
recording the previous question. Some typical questions are.as 
follows: Is it any good? Can I relate it to my own personal 
experience? Does the author show insight. into. character? . What 
does it mean? What led to the author's viewpoint? What kind 
of imagery does he use? Does it seem based upon a literary· 
tradition? What techniques of prosody does the poet use? What 
is the source for the work? How do his techniques further his 
purpose? Students are to keep this long list of question~, the 
accumulation of which serves as a supplementary text of literary 
values in that the questions generally imply values. Experience 
dealing with a small class reveals that students can suggest and 
record about eighty questions in an hour; but there suddenly 
comes a time when the pace slows down perceptibly. Students 
have a good sense for recognizing questions already asked. As 
soon as the teacher notices several students struggling to come 
up with new questions he might as well quit. They have already 
recited the questions they consider most important, and the 
teacher has a reasonably clear indication of student values. The 
teacher in subsequent meetings might single out representative 
questions from the list as examples of histo:ical c:i~i~ism, the 
generic approach, aesthetic study, psychologica~ cri~icism, 
archetypal criticism, etc., to illustrate relationships between 
student thinking and dominant trends. 

But it is one thing to discover in this rudimentary form the 
student's knowledge of critical theory. It is a much more compli
cated problem discovering what ideas he actually puts ~nto prac
tice when he reacts to a literary work. We can emphasize the 
importance of key values in writing about and discussing 
literature but we should at the same time observe the frequency 
with which' we as teachers as well as our students limit ourselves 
to immediate impressions and memorable passages. In our most 
common lectures· and in our class discussion we rarely get beyond 
a limited view of a literary work. We may talk mainly about the 
historical backgrounds of Dryden's "Absalom and A~hi tophe l" or 
limit ourselves to the relationship between autobiography and 
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the pastoral tradition in a study of Mi 1 ton's "Lycidas." In 
tackling a modern unfamiliar novel like Kawabata's Thousand 
Cranes or Achebe's Things Fall Apart, we might deal at first only 
with characterization. There is an obvious relationship between 
the limits of student responses in writing or oral discussion and 
the similar limits of teachers who "do what they can" when tack
ling works to which they have not devoted exhaustive study. The 
teacher of a course in literary criticism should accept this 
common practice of relying upon immediate, intuitive responses as 
one of the "facts of life" and devise teaching techniques to build 
upon this tendency. But such intuitive responses, though general
ly sound and potentially informative, need considerable develop
ment. 

Rather than impose a consistent "air tight" approach to 
literary study upon students in an undergraduate class, the teach
er may do better by giving them constant.reminders of the pre
viously suggested variety of questions and approaches. The 
teacher should plan to bring in pieces of information or sugges
tions about literary criticism at irregular, perhaps unannounced, 
intervals: a brief review of different ideas about Aristotle's 
notion of catharsis one day; an outline of Susanne Langer's 
definition of art the next; I.A. Richards' list of ten chief 
difficulties of criticism; some modern theories about the creative 
process from the psychology of learning; Croce's equation of • 
intuition and expression; some consideration of William Empson's 
ideas about ambiguity; and much more. These bits and patches, 
each of which could·be an exhausting study for a semester in 
itself, should in an undergraduate course be given in the form 
of a brief advertisement, a ten minute shot, so to speak. Some 
will need to be repeated now and then. Obviously no student can 
digest all of this in a semester course; but neither does any 
teacher regularly keep in mind all of these principles. The 
object is to increase the student's awareness of the breadth of 
critical thought as well as his own critical sensitivity, not to 
indoctrinate him in a special pattern of thought, or force his 
memorization of a complex body of ideas. 

If the teacher can sucessfully structure the course so that 
the ideas about critical study can be kept in rather constant 
circulation, then students, while working on their critical 
papers, can profit from reminders to look at the work they are 
studying from quite a number of different vantage points. Since 
students tend to work better when faced with short term goals, 
it is good to ask them for an early submission of a "complete" 
paper. This paper, however, perhaps without their knowing it at 
the start, will be rewritten several times. The first version is 
to be as good a paper as he can prepare. It should be comparable 
to papers he normally writes in other literature courses.· But 
of course the teacher rather confidently can read these papers 
expecting that they need more judiciously qualified generaliza
tions, more careful use of illustrative evidence, and, perhaps 
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most important of all, more emphasis on testing the quality of 
the literary work according to more varied and sophisticated 
literary standards. We can tell students, quite honestly, that 
papers always can use further refinement. In making suggestions 
for revision, the teacher must also give practical instructions 
for expanding and altering later drafts of a paper. Thus the 
course in some respects inve>lves study in advanced composition. 
The teacher of literary criticism could ask his students to 
rewrite their papers perhaps as many as four times, making 
profitable gains each time and ending up with a truly admirable 
paper, at least in comparison with other projects the student 
has completed. 

Still, another technique, which can contribute to a sur
prisingly important dimension in the course, involves the teacp
er's participation on relatively even terms in writing activities. 
In the ideal classroom situation everyone is influencing and is 
influenced by everyone else. No one person's ideas dominate. 
Such an atmosphere. can be augmented noticeably by the teacher's 
participation in the writing assignments and by participation of 
the students in reading and making marginal suggestions on each 
other's papers. The teacher will have an obvious advantage in 
possessing much greater previous experience with critical ideas 
and wider reading, but he also has greater obligations in the 
course as the organizer and discussion leader. Each teacher, 
however, should accept the challenge of writing a paper on much 
the same basis that he imposes on his students, perhaps preparing 
a critical study of a work which he has ·only recently encountered. 
In the process of struggling with this writing assignment and 
disciplining himself to meet the same deadlines, he should not 
only be able to develop a desirable rapport, he should also.be 
able to understand in a more practical way the special problems 
connected with oreparing a required paper. The teacher may find 
it an interesting challenge, for example, to put into practice 
those same critical principles which he has been fervently 
espousing. 

In addition, such participation will remind the teacher that 
the understanding of what criticism consists of cannot be sepa
rated from an honest recognition of the whole process of 
critical thinking. We rarely see any hint of this process in the 
textbooks on criticism, in the great examples of practical 
criticism, or in the instructions for writing about literature. 
In short, there is the need to admit candidly that the process 
of critical thinking starts off with a miscellaneous collection 
of wildly futile questions about structure and theme, odd recol
lections of unusual characters, striking episodes, or memorable 
images. This leads into a period of collecting apparently unre
lated bits of critical judgments and natches of illustrative 
evidence. Ultimately, if sufficient time is allowed for reread
ing, questioning and thinking, the writer arrives at the 
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decisive moment calling for disciplined effort during which 
phase the miscellaneous materials are hammered out, organized, 
and rephrased in more elegant and polished language. The teacher 
needs regular reminders that there is a good deal more to cri ti -
cal writing than the apparent calm, confident, logical analysis 
one finds in the finished essays anyone can read. From experi
ence in such participation, the teacher also learns much about 
the practical need to schedule his assignments and deadlines so 
that sufficient time is ~llowed for realistic completion of 
work. 

For ultimate evaluation, the teacher, after imposing the 
discipline of rewriting and bringing this great variety of cri
tical options before the student, should grade the student 
according to the degree of sophistication in his practical 
employment of critical principles. No matter how inadequate such 
a basis for accurate grading is, the important result would be 
to emphasize growth in range and depth of critical thinking. 

David Harrington has contributed several stimulating articles to MEJ 
on teaching problems and techniques. 
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TOWARDS THE, IMPROVEMENT OF ENGLISH 
TEACHER EDUCATION IN MINNESOTA: 

CHAPTERS IN A CONTINUING HISTORY 

Chapter V. In Step with the Regulations: 
College Programs for the Preparation of 

Teachers of English 
by GERALD THORSON 

St. Olaf College, Northfield 

This spring the colleges and universities of Minnesota will 
present their second class of teaching majors in English for 
certification under the new state regulations. These students 
have been prepared in programs of study set up to meet the mini
mum standards put into effect b,y the State Board of Education on 
September 1, 1968. There are perhaps several questions that 
ought to be raised at this point: has there been a drastic 
change in the curriculums at the colleges.; are the majors now 
better prepared for teaching in the secondary schools; have the 
regulations made a difference in the hiring practices of super
intendents--do they, in fact, insist on English majors in the 
English classrooms? Preliminary to such studies, however (in
deed, it is perhaps too early to make such studies), is a con
sideration of what the college departments are actually requir
ing as minimum standards for certification. 

An examination of the programs at nineteen of the twenty
three state institutions preparing teachers of English reveals 
a fairly uniform course of study. Specific requirements at 
each institution are quite rigid: specific courses stipulated 
for the major make up the bulk of the requirements for a major. 
Flexibility within a given program is. generally limited to a 
choice in the actual course or courses to satisfy an area 
requirement. Variations among the colleges occur not in the 
nature of the curriculums but in the specific number of credits 
required in the areas of literature, composition, and language. 
There is a very strict adherence to the regulations of the State 
Board of Education. 

A summary of the requirements of these nineteen institutions 
accompanies this article. For the sake of facility in comparison, 
since individual institutions list their requirements in quarter, 
semester, or course credits, these requirements have all been 
expressed in semester credit hours. In considering this compi-
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