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8 . When time permits, ask the PR to be present when papers are returned 
so students can get proper explanations and so the PR can set up confer
ences as necessary. 

9. Make sure your principal knows what's going on. Keep him/her 
informed. 

10. Write an article for the school or district newsletter, informing 
parents about your program. 
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For the past few years, MCTE has afforded me the opportunity to report my 
progress in revamping my three course World Literature sequence at 
Mankato State University. Largely as a result of an NEH Summer Institute 
in 1987, I actually brought the "world" into these previously Western "Great 
Books" classes. As a result, I've burned my Norton, scrapping the anthology, 
particularly in the first course in the sequence, for complete texts. 

In the case of English 4/521 : World Literature from Ancient through 
Medieval, the initial course in the sequence, the most drastic changes have 
occurred, with the most pleasing results. For three years now, I've operated 
4/521 as a course in the development of the epic. My central premise is that 
epic carries culture; encoded within a national or racial epic is that culture's 
mythology and beliefs, and to begin to know who and what a culture is 
requires a careful reading of its epic literature. While some of the texts for 
this course are predictable (i.e. , Homer's Iliad, Virgil's Aeneid, Dante's 
Inferno), the others are not: The Gilgamesh, The Ramayana, The Bhagavad
Gita, The Sundiata, selections from Native American oral literature. And, in 
order to approach these texts respectfully, we must re-learn how to read, 
contextually, by juxtaposing against the primary epic texts other texts that 
will enable the identity of that epic's culture to emerge. By means of a series 
of oral presentations by which participating students stage that process of 
intertextuality and annotated bibliographies that broaden students' aware
ness of the what, the why, and the how of a given epic, the course effects an 
initial encounter between self and other. 

However, the course, as I have defined it, is meant to be more than this. Due 
to the impetus of new teacher licensure requirements a few years ago that 
mandated all prospective teachers to log at least three credits in a 
"multicultural" literature course, the enrollments in my 4/521 course have 
swelled to thirty, with a majority of these students pursuing teaching 
degrees. This audience shift has caused me to place an even greater 
emphasis on practical pedagogical questions: what pieces of World Litera
ture would work in a junior or senior level high school class? what criteria 
would determine the selection of such pieces? how much time will be needed 
to mount these pieces for such an audience? and what about that audience 
who are they, what are they carrying with them into the classroom, how can 
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a teacher draw upon students' experience to draw them into the texts in 
question, and what do students need to know to begin to read and respond 
to these texts? 

But something has been missing in English 4/521. Consistently, while my 
heart has told me to extend a greater share of the teaching task to my 
students - to deemphasize my role as "cruise director" of truth in the 
classroom-my mind has been reluctant to surrender the power and privilege 
of that directorial function. As I am doing here, I have insisted on talking too 
much. I had to learn to model the kind of interactive teaching I wanted them 
to practice and then get out of the way so that they could perform it. 

What I would like to share here is a means for teaching and "complicating" 
a traditional World Literature course that actively engages students in the 
teaching process. I have designed a collaborative group project that invites 
students to participate in the process of teaching themselves and, ulti
mately, the rest of the class how to know a literary text by discovering and 
opening up a matrix of other texts (maps, histories, folk tales, the arts, 
religious, anthropological, and philosophical tracts, films, creative class
room activities and assignments, interviews of natives of the culture under 
discussion) that help us see that literary text more respectfully and 
accurately. 

I plan first to discuss the intertextual and collaborative learning theory that 
underpins this group assignment. Then I will describe the machinery of the 
assignment, indicating how the groups are configured and evaluated as they 
address the problem of how to teach a specific culturally significant text to 
a specifk student audience that each group must select and carefully defme. 
After I have unfolded the stages of the collaborative assignment and my role 
as facilitator and resource for each group, I will share some of the results of 
the collaborative process from my Fall 1990, 4/521 course. I will conclude 
with some observations on the utility and success of the group project, 
particularly as it helps to enact an inductive process of self-teaching. 

I 

Although I have been slow in committing to something as ambitious as a 
fullscale collaborative project in my classes, I have been enacting a collabo
rative learning model with several of my peers at Mankato State University 
since 1987. As a member of the Valley Writing Project, I have helped to 
prepare a series of weeklong workshops to encourage writing across the 
curriculum. Part of our job was clearly salesmanshipto promote the value 
of writing in all disciplines. But, more importantly, we designed workshops 
that would stage a variety of writing options for our workshop participants 
to actually do so that they could relate the process and product of these 
assignments to their own courses, students, and goals. That meant dividing 
the labor among us; we formed subgroups to organize presentation units on 
the writing process, journals, essay exams, case studies, summaries, 
critiques, and collaborative writing assignments. But, even before designing 

51 

the content of the workshop, we had to agree on the types of writing and 
responding to represent, how to sequence these activities, how to encourage 
our audience to respond to and evaluate those writing tasks, and how much 
time to allot to each segment. From start to finish , in the finest tradition of 
collaborative learning, our VWP staff located a goal; identified and recruited 
an incredibly diverse audience; chose the coordinators of our efforts; divided 
our labors; determined a means for actually composing separate portions of 
our workshop "script"; negotiated and reached consensus about our goals, 
instructional methods and strategies; synthesized the many small parts of 
the workshop into a coherent and intentional and Socratic whole; and then, 
with both fear and joy, presented our workshop to our audience. By the end 
of each workshop, we sought to reach a higher level of critical awareness with 
our audience-Le., since writing is another form of thinking, all teachers 
teach writing and share responsibility for fostering it. 

As I prepared to import my VWP workshop collaborative model into 4 / 521, 
I needed to know how those groups would be configured and what I wanted 
from them. My questions about group management have been anticipated 
by Harvey S. Wiener in a 1986 article in College English entitled "Collabora
tive Learning in the Classroom: A Guide to Evaluation." Wiener notes that 
"the success of the collaborative model depends primarily upon the quality 
of the initial task students must perform in groups" (54). Not only must there 
be a meaningful and substantial task for groups to work toward, but, as 
John Trim bur notes in a letter to Wiener, groups must proceed with a sense 
of"intellectual negotiation that underwrites the consensus," liberating them 
from the prospect of reading the instructor's mind for the "right answer" and 
"agree[ing] to disagree to recognize and tolerate differences and at best to see 
the value systems, set of beliefs, etc. that underlie these differences" (93). 
Besides indicating that each group should elect a leader or "chair" to direct 
and record their movement through the project, Wiener suggests a way to 
ensure quality control over each project: a culminating public "perfor
mance," "a formal presentation to the class, participation in a debate with 
recorders from other groups, or some other responsible social activity that 
may be subjected to group judgment" (56). Further, responsibility for 
presenting their findings receives direction not only from a few specific 
questions from the instructor that shapes the task, but also from the 
development of a clear statement of purpose that will "lead to an answer or 
solution that can represent as nearly as possible the collective judgment and 
labor of the group as a whole (Bruffee, Short Course 45). This intentional 
map, says Wiener, "gives the class an opportunity to buy into the collabo
rative process as shapers of their own learning" (56). 

II 

In Fall of 1990, I incorporated the collaborative project into 4/521 with 
intentionality. As I explained the task on my syllabus, the project was to be 
the central activity of the course. Although I was employing a form of 
contract grading including several performance options, the collaborative 
project was not a negotiable item everyone had to participate in it. It was to 
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be done in cooperation with four other members of the class, with each group 
responsible for ( 1) selecting a national or cultural epic to work on; (2) 
developing an interdisciplinary way of presenting (teaching) that epic; (3) 
determining a specific audience to package it for; (4) dividing the task of 
"teaching" that epic; (5) submitting a group proposal to me no later than four 
weeks into the course; and (6) composing the project in collaborative form 
for presentation on the last class meeting during Finals Week. 

As I previewed the task on the first day of class, I encouraged members of 
each group to be creative and eclectic. Either through their own expertise 
or my help, they could mount slides, script and film video, integrate interview 
subjects, use segments of music, art, and dramatic presentation and 
roleplay, etc. However, all of their materials had to be directed to the 
"teaching" task. That meant that they could invent games, group activities, 
brief in and out-of-class writing prompts, and tests to help their audience 
contact the cultural "other" in the epic they were responsible for. 

The selection of an epic text was left to the members of each group. They were 
free to choose from the epics included on our syllabus, or from the list of 
possibilities beyond the syllabus that I circulated on that first day. I 
stipulated that each group would have a MAXIMUM of thirty-five minutes to 
present their materials. Before the Fall Quarter began, I reserved a room in 
the Student Union for a block of time coinciding with my course's final exam 
period, and I arranged for the appropriate lecterns, tables, VCR's and 
monitors, slide machines and screens, and record players. 

Although my plan for the project was well-articulated, my method for 
aligning students into groups was casual at best and slipshod at worst. I 
remain unsure of how to manage this portion of the process, and I am not 
convinced that the success of the project pivots upon it. Basically, group 
selection occurred over the first two weeks. On the first day, I introduced the 
epic possibilities and asked each class member to draw up a brief prioritized 
list of epics that attracted them. On the next class day, I asked students to 
call out their choices while I wrote them on the board. Although I could have 
gotten into serious trouble here-imagine the soggy-bog of fifteen separate 
epic preferences - only seven or eight were mentioned. Of these, it became 
an easy task to narrow the list to six and to recruit students into those 
groups. When I taught the course in Fall 1991, I used the same mechanism 
for selecting groups; however, I provided considerably more time (a week) for 
students to investigate the menu of epics and then to assemble their own 
lists. 

My concerns to this point were these: to convene the groups, to enable the 
members to exchange greetings and phone numbers, to select a group leader 
responsible for coordinating future out-of-class meetings, and to arrange an 
initial out-of-class meeting to determine the audience they wished to adjust 
their subject to. The 4/500 course listing ensured me both a substantial 
undergraduate and graduate population, and, in all cases except one, 
groups chose a graduate student to direct them. Given the difficulty of the 
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task, I was both pleased and relieved that groups invested that responsibility 
in graduate students, and I was only disappointed once by such a choice. I 
gave each group a week to "stabilize." Students experiencing incompatibility 
either with the epic or members of the group they had originally chosen could 
move to another group. Fortunately, only one student sought a change; 
again, except for one instance (and for reasons I will explain later), group 
dynamics were positive from the start. 

Once the groups were established and the task tentatively identified, the 
most important outcome of group interaction was scheduled to occur 
approximately four weeks into the course. After reading and discussing 
their respective epics, each group was required to formalize their commit
ment by submitting an "abstract." The abstract entailed a brief description 
somewhere between one hundred and two hundred words - of what they 
intended to do, why they intended to do it, how they hoped to do it, and who 
they planned to do it for. I expected the abstract to be rough, subject to 
adjustment. However, it represented a "promise" to themselves and a 
preview of coming attractions - of where they expected to be when it was 
completed. 

The submission of the abstract assumed that a division of labor had 
occurred in each group. That is, in the The Ramayana group, a high school 
senior elective literature audience had been chosen, and some considerable 
thought had been invested into who they were, what they did and did not 
know, their attention span, the issues of peer pressure, family dynamics, 
faith, friendship, and sexuality they were experiencing, and the need to focus 
on some of these issues within the group's "teaching unit." This group also 
settled on the length of time their "teaching unit" would cover (three-weeks) 
and specific areas they wanted to represent. Once this abstracted statement 
of purpose had been committed to paper, each group member could really 
begin to gather information independently and flesh out his/her own role in 
the project. Concomitantly, the abstracts provided me and my graduate 
intern with a preliminary map for each task and a point at which to begin 
our discussions with each group in conference. 

At approximately mid-quarter (a little over five weeks in). my intern and I 
began to schedule the first of two sets of group conferences. The first 
conference (about thirty-five minutes) enabled us to do three things: (1) 
check on the progress of each group to discover each member's contribution 
to the whole; (2) offer suggestions about how to "package" their information 
pedagogically; and (3) make absolutely certain that everyone understood 
how they were meant to present their material. I discovered that the last 
issue was the most important. Many had to be reminded that their job was 
not to present all of their material; it was not even to teach their whole unit 
the way they had intended to teach it-both approaches would have 
consumed huge amounts of time. Instead, with only about seven or so 
minutes available to each group member, they needed to focus efficiently 
upon three concerns: (1) when the rest of the class had not read what they 
were presenting, a clear outline of the epic; (2) an explanation of what they 
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would try to do over the course of their teaching unit and how they would do 
it, with handouts to provide specific snap-shots of how they would establish 
contact between audience and epic; and (3) an indication of some outcomes 
that might result from approaching the work their way. Thus, they would 
be talking about how they would teach the work, with examples that would 
demonstrate the implementation of their method. 

The second set of conferences served as a rehearsal of the presentation of 
each group's entire project. During this phase (approximately forty-five 
minutes per conference), individual members fine-tuned their hand-outs, 
determined a logical and organic order of presentation, refined role-plays if 
applicable, dealt with the mechanics of phasing in slides and overlaying 
music-an overall polishing of presentation values. Because these presen
tations were occurring at the end of Finals Week, my intern and I established 
a schedule of group presentations that successfully overcame overlaps and 
conflicts. 

All that remained were the presentations themselves, and the results were 
extremely satisfying and creative. I will not describe all of the presentations, 
but I will refer to a couple which really involved our class and enabled us to 
experience epic from a perspective we never would have developed in a 
formal lecture-discussion format. 

One such presentation focused on The Song of Roland. The group was 
strengthened considerably by two extremely capable and energetic graduate 
students whose enthusiasm pushed the other members beyond their 
abilities. MiSoo Kang-a very shy Korean woman with very little confidence 
in her English language skills-introduced the entire presentation, provided 
some plot summary, and clarified the audience and teaching situation: a 
one-hour assembly at a large urban high school for all students of French 
at all levels of instruction, the purpose being to provide some important 
cultural insights in how the legend of Roland grew into epic proportions from 
an initial cover-up. MiSoo did a very creditable job, and it was just the kind 
of task that made her a fully-functioning member of the group and helped 
to develop her non-native language confidence. Chris Walchuk then 
followed with a marvelous oral re-telling of the military aspects of the Roland 
story, complete with inaccuracies, unfortunate strategies, breaches of 
loyalty, a rout of the French forces largely caused by their decision to intrude 
where they did not belong, and a coverup of huge proportions to hide the 
def eat. Chris' many years of experience as an Army officer made his 
rendition of these events even more compelling. Valarie Field then factored 
in some crucial information on contemporary relations between Catholics 
and the "Infidel," with a clarification of religious "self' versus "other" that 
would explain the transformation of massive incompetence into heroism of 
national epic scope. With a wonderful set of slides, Karin Bute used her art 
history background and her research in the development of protective 
military armor to show that medieval artistic versions of the Roland story 
include weaponry and equipment that could not have existed until at least 
three hundred years after the fact-probably the result of a "creative" oral 
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tradition that caused the poem to deviate substantially from actual events. 
Finally, Martine Breillac, a native French-speaker and M.A. candidate, 
provided a flavor of the Old French by reading and translating a section of 
The Song of Roland, a task that required many hours and substantial 
research. 

A second group presentation that was as successful but even more creative 
involved the story of Job. Although this group contained only four members, 
they expended tremendous energy in developing a novel teaching approach. 
Their target audience was an elementary school-age Sunday school group, 
squirrelly and inattentive by nature, who need to be reached quickly and 
visually in a once-a-week thirty-five minute segment. Thus, our class would 
be treated to their entire pedagogical treatment of Job. It was Ron Gardner's 
concept to write a shortened, contemporary, and colloquial version of Job, 
down-playing some of the terrible tragedies and plagues that Job experi
ences to focus upon the small tragedies that make the world difficult to 
understand for a fourth to sixthgrader. Then Craig Hanson, an M.A.
Creative Writing candidate, wrote an initial script, Russ Groebner and Scott 
Stankey helped him soften and revise it for a better sense of audience, and 
they all agreed to assemble their production into the format of a puppet 
show. Ron, Russ, and Scott constructed the puppets, stage, and set; they 
taped some effectively unearthly background music at the Fairmont radio 
station at which Ron works, Russ provided an explanatory frame for the 
performance and served as narrator, and Ron, Craig, and Scott operated and 
provided the voices for the puppets. 

The results were sensational. After a smooth and entertaining performance, 
consistent with their purpose of using the puppet show as a platform for 
discussing with children the problem of maintaining faith without doubt in 
an "unfair" world, they spent fifteen minutes posing those questions to us. 
As a result, the entire class became productively enmeshed in the teaching 
problem: was the message of a revised Job too "heavy" for the intended 
audience? would they run screaming from the church, never to be seen 
again? were there ways to modify the production to achieve the purpose? 
Everyone had a reaction to this presentation, and an instructor cannot ask 
for more than that. 

Before I conclude, I want to avoid sounding like a used car salesman. The 
experience left some logistical problems that needed to be attended to if the 
experience was to operate more smoothly in the Fall of 1991. I had to figure 
more carefully how to steal time from the established syllabus in order to 
stage the presentations of the collaborative projects at the end of the course. 
In the 1990 experience, I risked full-scale mutiny by scheduling an extra two 
and one-half hour period during Finals Week (a period that mushroomed to 
four hours) for the presentations. This nifty piece of bad planning (I should 
have cut something from the syllabus) could have poisoned the attitudes of 
class members and absolutely chilled class participation. This did not 
happen, due to the ingenuity of the groups' presentation skills. 
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This time glitch, however, reminded me that my monomania for sheer 
coverage of material needed to be reassessed. What is at stake here is who's 
doing the teaching and whether the object of the course is to equip them with 
some tools with which to teach themselves how to read. I sense that things 
work best when students actively contribute to the learning and "reading" 
process, and that is particularly appropriate in a class in which future 
teachers are required to enroll. Of course, placing the emphasis on 
collaborative learning invites the very real prospect of giving one's class away 
to one's students. And, such de-centralization could send an instructor 
possessing a strong personality and a cm;npulsion for organization into an 
identity-crisis. 

When my intern and I met after the quarter to discuss the results of what we 
had done, my first reaction was that I had not "said" or "done" enough to 
warrant calling it "my" class. I told him how frequently I felt myself part of 
the audience rather than the director of it. But my intern provided a different 
perspective, and I am grateful he was there to do so. He noted that students 
were frequently talking to each other; they were meeting outside of class, 
willingly. They were also learning something new that was not included in 
the syllabus, and, in the process, they were clearly taking and dividing 
responsibility among them. By extension, he said they were engaging 
themselves in the kind of problem-solving activity that occurs normally in 
the work place, and that they were modelling the kind of collaborative 
division of labor that is the rule rather than the exception. I understand 
more clearly now that a function of the proper application of collaborative 
learning is to make me disappear. 

And, finally, there continues to be the problem of evaluation of the collabo
rative project. What does one do here? How does one settle the issue of 
rewards and punishments? I tend to get hung up on matters of "perfor
mance," "quality control," "pride in workmanship." Besides, how could I 
possibly give everyone an "A" (that would make an obscene levelling of Q-U
A-L-I-T-Y, and what would Q7 say?). 

However, I found in practice that the pressure for the control of quality in 
each group is very high, particularly if they know that the group's total 
performance will hinge on the weakest link on the team. They were also 
motivated positively by the spectre and imminence of the oral presentation 
of their work, and that kind of pressure can be sobering. The one group that 
did have problems synthesizing and presenting their material coherently 
had some very unfortunate problems with a graduate student who chose an 
interesting but difficult work (the Irish epic The Cattle Raid of Culaigne) for 
the group but, because of a variety of reasons, was gone for half the quarter. 
But, due to the group's resourcefulness in accessing materials at the 
University of Minnesota, the presentation was still interesting and valuable. 

In short, the collaborative project was considerably more effective than 
traditional methods in staging the crucial activity of "reading" texts in my 4 / 
521 class. This teaching strategy succeeded because it features the 
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audience problem, locates the text in relation to audience, and invites 
gro~ps of students to identify and invent other texts that will enable that 
audience to read the primary text. And that, I believe, is the key to good 
pedagogy. 
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