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spend time talking about the rationale, planning, learning from others, 
exploring the difficulties such a project may encounter. 

There are more meetings scheduled. If we are really serious about th~s 
undertaking, with the best of intentions and a very fine text, we should begm 
by educating ourselves. 
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Literary Literacy: 
Understanding Reading (Response) 

by 

Jon Byrne 

Most, if not all of us, are in the English profession because we love to read. 
Literature-poems, drama, and stories-plays an important part in our 
lives. For me, this field presents an opportunity to blend avocation and 
vocation. Because I love to read, I get excited when I talk about literature. 
I want to kindle some of that same passion in my students-I also love to 
teach. As teachers in literature classrooms, we strive to help students 
become better readers, and eventually lovers ofliterature, but we don't agree 
on the best way to do this. Recent research on the act of reading has 
influenced my approach. First of all, and this has been overlooked until 
recently, we must understand the reading process: how we get meaning from 
print. Second, we must know our students-our increasingly multicultural 
classrooms emphasize the point that individual readers read differently. 

Ifwe had a sure-fire teaching method that worked for all students, our job 
would be easy. But because as it has been said, the "province of literature 
... is all that humans have thought and felt and created" (Rosenblatt 1968, 
268). our methods must reflect the complexity of the task. In addition to a 
concern with pedagogy, we should be aware of the critical theories which are 
driving our discipline. In our poststructuralist era, it is a full time job to keep 
abreast of all the complicated approaches to analyzing literature. And 
critical theories and teaching methods are often treated as separate entities, 
reflecting a split between the pure and applied which exists in many 
professions. (How many teachers deconstruct short stories in Introduction 
to Literature?) Yet we do teach on the basis of theory. 'The question," 
according to W. Ross Winterowd, "is whether or not teachers understand the 
theory that guides their instruction" (qtd. in Crowley ix). Since many of the 
current critical theories stem from research on reading, understanding the 
reading process is a good place to start. I found two books immensely 
helpful-Frank Smith's Understanding Reading and Louise Rosenblatt's 
Literature As Exploration. 

After reading Smith's book, subtitled "A Psycholinguistic Analysis of Read
ing and Learning to Read," I realized that an understanding of how people 
read helps me understand literature--! have more of an awareness of the 
different strategies I use to comprehend a written text. Bill Corcoran writes, 
and I agree, that "without an understanding of the reading process, teachers 
will never understand how their interventions are meant to assist students 
as they learn to read literature" (41). Frank Smith's point of view is that 
"reading and learning to read are essentially meaningful activities; that they 
are not passive and mechanical but purposeful and rational, dependent on 
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the prior knowledge and expectations of the reader (or learner). Reading is 
a matter of making sense of written language rather that of decoding print 
to sound" (2). In other words, Smith believes that readers must have a 
personal interest in whatever they are reading, and readers must draw on 
what they already know (prior knowledge) to form questions and expecta
tions of the text. Most importantly, reading is thinking; it is not a passive 
or mechanical decoding. Although Smith is not a literary critic (the blurb on 
the back of his book calls him "one of the most authoritative and provocative 
researchers on literacy"), his work is central to understanding current 
theories, especially reader-response. Nevertheless, despite 90 pages of 
notes and over 30 pages of references, Smith hardly mentions literary 
criticism or reader response. This again reflects a split in the profession-
literacy is not literary. 

Smith, as with those considered reader-response critics, re-establishes the 
importance of the individual reader in the literary experience. He thinks 
"meaning is not contained within the sounds of speech or the printed marks 
of writing, conveniently to be discovered or decoded, but rather must be 
provided by the listener or reader" (25). Thus, the act of reading, like the act 
of writing, and learning itself, becomes a composing process. Smith makes 
the distinction between visual information, or the marks we see on the page, 
and nonvisual information-prior knowledge-the accumulated store of 
information we have about the world. What the reader brings to a text
nonvisual information-is an essential part of the reading. No matter how 
clear or well-written, I won't be able to understand an essay on advanced 
calculus. I don't have what the reading researchers call a schemata or 
schema, which Smith defines as an "extensive representation of more 
general patterns or regularities that occur in our experience" (14). Ifwe can't 
fit something into our theory of the world, we won't make sense of it. 

We use all our faculties to help us understand-including emotions and 
feelings. Smith thinks "the emotional response to reading is treated 
insufficiently in most books about literacy, (not excluding the present 
volume), although it is the primary reason most readers read, and probably 
the primary reason most nonreaders do not read" (177). Recognizing and 
discussing what a text does to a reader is also a rallying point for reader
response critics. The movement is a reaction to New Criticism or the 
formalist approach, which tends to downplay, or ignore altogether, a 
reader's emotions. The formalist approach has dominated, and probably 
still does, critical theory and pedagogy in our discipline. In order to 
understand reader-response, we have to take a close look at formalist tenets. 

New Critics, like reader-response critics, often have sharp differences. 
Nevertheless, New Critics generally agree on the following: 

1) They focus on the text as an object. 

2) The literary critic, with an objective, close reading, reads better 
than others. 
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3) New Criticism represents a system of literary elitism. Critics aim 
for a definitive, "universal," reading. 

4) Emotional responses are taboo. The New Critics Monroe Beardsley 
and W.K. Wimsatt coined a term, "affective fallacy," which they 
define as a "confusion between a poem and its results." 

5) The literature teacher in a position of power. The teacher tells the 
students how they should respond. 

My introduction to the world of literature was through New Critical eyes. I 
enjoyed belonging to the elite club who could understand ''The Waste Land" 
and Ulysses. What happened? Why doesn't this approach work for me 
anymore? And why reader-response? Because I believe, to quote Emrys 
Evans, that reader-response critics "describe more accurately than anyone 
else I have read on the subject, what I feel I do when I read. And so I hope 
that it may describe what some of you do too" (25). Simply, emotions have 
always been important in my reading experience. Learning a "correct" or 
prescriptive reading defeats the purpose of literature. The increasing 
number of readers in our schools who don't share a common background
-who don't have similar nonvisual information-only reinforces the imprac
ticality of the New Critical approach. 

Just what is reader-response? Steven Mailloux, in his essay ''The Turns of 
Reader-Response Criticism," states "the goal ofreader-response criticism is 
to talk more about readers than about authors and texts" (38). Jane 
Tompkins collected some of the most important essays of the movement in 
Reader-Response Criticism: From Formalism to Post-Structuralism, pub
lished in 1980. Her introduction to the collection, and Mailloux's more 
recent essay, show the range of differences-from David Bleich's subjective 
approach to the social models of Jonathan Culler and Stanley Fish. Jane 
Tompkins writes that reader-response criticism in not unified, "but a term 
that has come to be associated with the works of critics who use the words 
'reader,' 'the reading process,' and 'response' to mark out an area for 
investigation" (ix), and "the objectivity of a text is what these authors destroy" 
(x). 

Mailloux thinks "the most vital theoretical phase of this reader-response 
criticism extended from about 1970through 1980" (40). However, primarily 
because of the influence of the New Critics, a book written over 50 years ago, 
30 years before the reader-response movement, was largely ignored in 
literary circles. Louise Rosenblatt's Literature As Exploration is finally 
getting the credit it deserves. The book blends pedagogy with theory, and it 
remains one of the best descriptions of the literary experience. Rosenblatt 
notes in the preface to the fourth edition that "since reader-response 
criticism has acquired the dimensions of a literary movement, Literature As 
Exploration is being cited as the first empirically based theoretical statement 
of the importance of the reader's contribution" (xiv). 



16 

Alan Purves, in his foreword to her book, claims: 

Literature As Exploration treats each of these aspects of the reader
-the individual psyche, the individual as a member of society, and 
the individual as seeker of form and order-and sees them all as 
aspects of the essential humanity of the reader, as part of the 
conceptual baggage that the reader brings to the text and that is 
modified during and long after the reading of the text .... The literary 
experience ... is ... a transaction between reader and text in which 
both are modified in many of their aspects. (iii) 

Since the book was published, much of the research on reading has 
supported her claims. According to Purves, and echoing Smith: 

The research has shown that readers project their world into what 
they read; that readers tend to ask critical questions directed in part 
by the text and in part by their culture; that readers gain diverse 
insights and satisfactions from their reading; and that readers 
change as they grow. Each act of reading becomes a unique 
encounter between an individual and a text. (iv) 

Even though many ofus agree that this is what happens when we read, our 
teaching often doesn't reflect these processes. 

Rosenblatt frames her theories and arguments with implications for teach
ing. She stresses that we won't understand how our students read until we 
know our students. The whole person must be taken into account, 
especially today, when our students' backgrounds, values, temperaments, 
and ability to think critically, vary. Rather than teach our students stock 
responses, we must help them explore possibilities. Some responses are 
better than others; students need to hear other voices (the teacher's among 
them) in order to work out what is valuable. Rosenblatt thinks the teacher's 
responsibility is "to develop discriminating readers able to evaluate the 
human import of the literary fare offered to them" (212). 

Rosenblatt describes what she calls the transactional approach to literature. 
She believes every reading act is an event. Our readings change as we 
change. The first time I read The Sun Also Rises I was traveling through 
northern Spain on my way to Pamplona and the running of the bulls. I read 
it again a couple of years later in Minneapolis as part of a Modern American 
Literature course, where we read nine novels in ten weeks (and we were 
tested on them). Needless to say the two experiences were quite different. 
Rosenblatt believes that the literary experience is more than an interaction, 
which suggests distinct and fixed entities, between the reader and the text. 
Her transaction is much more fluid. She uses the last lines from Yeats's 
"Among School Children" to exemplify her idea: 

0 body swayed to music, 0 brightening glance, 
How can we know the dancer from the dance? 
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She states that "under the guidance of the text, out of his own thoughts and 
feelings and sensibilities, the reader makes a new ordering, the formed 
substance, which is for him the literary work of art" (280). We use what we 
know about the world, not just what we know about form or aesthetics, to 
get meaning from literature. Always with a concern for teaching, she states 
that students "acquire not so much additional information as additional 
experience" (38). 

Do our students "transact" with literary texts? Do we read the newspaper 
for information or for the experience? Rosenblatt makes a distinction 
between efferent and aesthetic reading, which she discusses in her 1978 
book The Reader, the Text, the Poem. She shows how the reading of a work 
of art-an aesthetic reading--is fundamentally different from other kinds of 
reading. Frank Smith makes a similar claim when he says "there is no one 
activity that can be summed up as reading; no description that can be 
summarized as the 'process' that is involved" (166). He notes: "Novels are 
usually read for the experience ... to read a novel is to participate in life" 
(165). We don't read social studies texts, or mathematical equations, or the 
newspaper, or recipes, in the same way. In fact, each reading is different. 
Smith points out that "there is not one kind of novel or one kind of 
advertisement, and the same texts can be read in different ways" (166). I 
think ofW. C. William's poem "This Is Just to Say," which is a note to his wife, 
and/or a poem, depending on how it's read. Rosenblatt coined the term 
efferent, which comes from the Latin, meaning "to carry away." Readers are 
primarily concerned with what they will take away from the reading 
(cookbooks, instructions, and many classroom textbooks). An aesthetic 
reading, on the other hand, focuses on what is happening during the 
reading; readers are reading for the experience. Someone may read an 
article in a newspaper and tell us about it, but no one can read Moby Dick 
for us. This distinction is a key point in the transactional theory. She 
believes "the reader of a text who evokes a literary work of art is, above all, 
a performer" ( 1978 28), and she compares the page to a musical score. Many 
of our students have been taught that they need to "find" certain things in 
a work ofliterature, or they focus on the author's technique. The writers of 
Cliff Notes do the reading for them. Many can not read aesthetically. We 
can't help students read aesthetically until we know how they read. 

Rosenblatt and Smith, working in their respective disciplines, echo one 
another. Rosenblatt claims that "the emergence of psycholinguists as a 
discipline ... is beginning to reinforce the transactional approach" (41). 
Smith, the psycholinguist, makes a point about meaning and learning that 
underlies much of post-structuralist thought: 

Comprehension, as I have said, is relative; it depends on getting 
answers to the questions being asked . . . . Disputes over the 
meaning, or the "correct" way to comprehend text, are usually 
disputes over the questions that should be asked. A particular skill 
of accomplished writers (and accomplished teachers) is to lead 
readers to ask the questions that they consider important ... reading 
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is interesting and relevant when it can be related to what the reader 
wants to know. (167) 

Reader-response allows a wider variety of voices to be heard, and these 
voices are exploring important questions. 
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Creative Writing In Other Writing Classes 

by 

Richard Jewell 

I managed to surprise two different chairpersons of my English Department 
when they discovered, each in their own terms of office, that I accepted story 
writing and poetry for teaching freshman composition. Worse yet, I actually 
gave a graded story writing assignment. 

"How can you do that?" asked one chairperson. "The course is meant to 
teach formal writing." 

The other chair asked, in words close to these, "Can you justify the 
assignments in terms of course goals?" 

I could and did. The bulk of my teaching of writing has been, as it often is 
for most writing teachers, "noncreative" writing courses. And I have 
managed to find ways to put creative writing into all of them-and demon
strate this to other faculty members as well. 

Creative writing means, to me, storytelling, poetry, plotting and direction, 
description, dialogue, metaphor, originality, brainstorming freely, diving 
deeply, soaring, and exploration and discovery. My background in creative 
writing has been the publication of some short stories in both literary and 
popular journals and magazines, arts residencies in schools, several re
gional literary awards, and teaching creative writing. I have used creative 
writing methods in traditional writing and grammar teaching materials, 
journaling, process, and research writing, and even in across-the-curricu
lum writing programs. I believe that creative writing is one of the best 
methods of teaching available to us, and that it can be justified to other 
teachers and used in a wide variety of ways. 

I'll discuss the pedagogical assumptions of this paper below, and then 
suggest some ways that creative writing can be useful in a variety of 
composition and other writing courses. 

Pedagogical Viewpoint of Paper 

The point of view for this paper is not that creative writing is the best or only 
way to teach writing. Rather, the point is that creative writing is one way to 
teach writing-and a very strong and useful ingredient at t , at. 

Considering creative writing as one part of teaching composition is what 
James A. Berlin calls "transactional" in Rhetoric and Reality-Writing 
Instruction inAmerican Colleges, 1900-1985. He divides writin theories in 
three kinds: "Obj~tive theories locate reality in e external world, in the 
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