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In the past few years, a number of new textbooks for college courses in 

writing about literature have joined the three that have dominated the market 

for years: Edgar V. Roberts's Writing Themes About Literature, Sylvan Barnet's 

A Short Guide to Writing About Literature. and Kelley Griffith's Writing Essays 

about Literature: A Guide and Style Sheet. These new texts-and revised 

editions of the more familiar ones-have appeared in response to changes in the 

fields of literary study and writing pedagogy, changes that have raised questions 

about the purpose and scope of literary writing courses. To write a literary 

writing textbook these days is to grapple with difficult, and perhaps ultimately 

unanswerable, questions. Because there are so many possible answers, however, 

current literary writing textbooks now offer teachers some clear alternatives. 

Given the current lack of agreement among literary scholars about 

common values and approaches to literary study, it is not surprising that literary 

writing courses aimed at introducing students to the field will also lack a fixed 

identity and purpose. The most pressing difficulty for literary writing textbooks 

is the question of methodological approach. In teaching students to write 

literary essays, should the textbooks take a formalist approach, concentrating on 

close readings analyzing plot, character, and figurative language, or should they 

introduce students to the range of critical approaches practiced today? It might 

well be argued that it has fallen to the authors of literary writing textbooks and 

to the editors of literature anthologies to work out the answer to the vexing 

question of how to present literary theory to undergraduates. 

A further source of difficulty is that literary writing courses are hybrid 

courses growing out of two fields-literary studies and composition studies. In 

addition to negotiating the question of literary methodology and striking a 

balance between the study of literature and the study of writing, textbook 
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authors must choose among various approaches to teaching writing. The field of 

composition studies has a paradigm crisis of its own. Textbooks may exhibit a 

current-traditional orientation that emphasizes features of the text, a process 

orientation that emphasizes the actual processes writers use for generating ideas, 

organizing, drafting, and revising, or a social constructionist orientation that 

combines traditional and process orientations with the larger objective of 

studying the writing conventions, essay types, and ways of knowing specific to 

the discipline. Recent research in writing-across-the-curriculum has focused on 

the ways in which both academics and professionals in the fields actually think, 

write, and use disciplinary conventions with the goal that this knowledge should 

be more closely integrated into writing-intensive courses (Jones and Comprone 

66). This emphasis in composition studies overlaps heightens the problem posed 

by current developments in literary theory mentioned above: What are the 

accepted ways of knowing and writing in our field, and how should they be 

incorporated into literary writing textbooks? 

A third source of difficulty for textbook authors is a decision about their 

intended audience. Literary writing is introduced in various courses: in stand

alone literary writing courses for majors and minors; in introductory literature 

courses, which may be required for majors and minors or elected for general 

education requirements; and in literature-based first-year composition courses. 

Although literature disappeared from many first-year writing courses in the 

1980s, the matter has recently resurfaced for debate in Collee:e English (see 

Lindemann, Tate), and many literary writing textbooks are clearly marketed 

simultaneously for all the courses I have mentioned. This merging of audi

ences-with their several needs, interests, and goals-makes it even more 

difficult to answer questions about literary methodology and writing pedagogy. 

Finally, there is the problem of stance. If this is an introductory course, 

a course designed to invite students-whether majors, minors, or general educa

tion students-into the ongoing conversation about literary works, what attitude 

toward the rules of conversation should textbooks take? That is, should they 

reproduce the discourse conventions without comment? Or, should they pre

scribe, describe, critique, or even transform current practices? 
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Though the textbooks considered below vary considerably in their 

answers to these questions, all of the authors extend an invitation to students to 

join the on-going conversation in literary studies, and all of the books discuss the 

features of the analytical/critical essay, documentation conventions, and plagia

rism. All of them might also be considered to be taking part in an intertextual 

dialogue begun by Roberts, Barnet, and Griffith. Edgar V. Roberts's Writine: 

Themes About Literature (1991), first published in 1964 and now in its seventh 

edition, is marketed to writers in either composition or literature courses. It is 

unabashedly formalist in its approach to reading and text-centered in its ap

proach to writing. There is no mention of recent critical theory, and die literary 

works included for discussion are overwhelmingly canonical. Roberts has no 

apologies for his approach: "It is no longer new, but it is still novel. It works" 

(xiv). 

Like Roberts, both Sylvan Barnet's A Short Guide to Writing About 

Literature (1992, 6th ed.) and Kelley Griffith's Writing Essays about Literature: 

A Guide and Style Sheet (1994, 4th ed.) are primarily writing books, but both 

Barnet and Griffith emphasize the processes of reading and writing more, par

ticularly the pre-writing, idea-generating processes. Both briefly describe a 

number of recent critical approaches but rely primarily on the formalist approach 

in their discussions and sample student essays. Barnet expands the customary 

student essay types--explication, analysis, researched essay-to include writing 

fiction about fiction, illustrat;!ng this genre with a sample student essay retelling 

Chopin's "The Story of an Hour" from the husband's point of view. 

Ways In: Approaches to Reading and Wricine: About Literature. Gilbert H. 
Muller and John A. Williams. New York: McGraw-Hill, 1994. 
115 pp. Contains three parts: Critical Reading and Writing (2 chapters); 
Elements of Literature (3 chapters describing respectively the elements of 
fiction, poetry, and drama and how to interpret and evaluate these genres); 
and Literary Research (1 chapter). 

This slim volume is meant to accompany such McGraw-Hill literature 

anthologies as Bridges: Literature Across Cultures or The McGraw-Hill Intro

duction to Literature and would be most useful in an introductory literature 
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course or a literature-based composition course; a more extended treatment of 

reading and writing processes as well as the elements of literary genres would be 

desirable in a course for English majors and minors. The Critical Reading 

chapter contains a very brief introduction to eight critical approaches. The 

Writing chapter contains sample personal, analytical, comparative, and argu

mentative essays as well as a brief guide to writing processes. A sample research 

paper is also included. 

Reading, Writing, and the Study of Literature. Arthur W. Biddle and Toby 
Fulwiler, eds. New York: R,andom,1989. 181 pp. Consists of three parts: 
Prelude, Reading as a Writer (5 chapters), and Writing as a Reader (5 
chapters). Glossary of literary terms. 

This text, addressed particularly to English majors and minors, is distin

guished by its efforts to introduce students to English studies as a community of 

practitioners. Like Barnet and Griffith, its primary focus is on the interrelation

ships between reading and writing in literary study. Each chapter is written by a 

different person in the form of a personal essay/scholarly meditation complete 

with citations. The essays are conversational in tone and emphasize what the 

writers, themselves practicing scholars and writers, do as they read and write 

about literature. The common purpose in these essays is to de-mystify the work 

of literary authors and academics. 

The five chapters on Reading as a Writer include Fulwiler's chapter on 

journals as a way of writing informally about reading, a chapter each on fiction, 

poetry, and drama, including the elements of these genres, to help students read 

effectively, and a chapter introducing current literary criticism and theory. This 

final chapter emphasizes that all readers have an approach to literature, exam

ined or unexamined. In addition to the usual brief description of current critical 

approaches, in a list at the end of each subsection it cites representative works 

and emphasizes the questions typical of each of the ten approaches. 

The part of the book devoted to Writing as a Reader contains chapters 

on what are called "student genres." One chapter is devoted to the critical 
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essay, including the descriptive, evaluative, and interpretive essay; each essay 

type is described in terms of function and features, and general advice on the 

writing process is given. The chapters on the essay examination (including take

home exams) and the research paper follow a similar procedure. Researching 

through interviews and site visits is discussed in addition to researching in the 

library. No sample critical essays or research papers are included. 

Samples and/or excerpts are included in chapters for two unusual student 

genres. "Writing Personal Essays" describes ~utobiographical or personal essays 

written about or in relation to literary texts. One example consists of several 

paragraphs from a dialogue between Virginia Woolf and a male student who is 

an aspiring writer. The dialogue, based upon a reading of A Room of One's 
Qmi, is about fiction and relations between the sexes. Another chapter, "Imagi

native Writing and Risk Taking," examines imitation and parody of literary 

genres or a given author's style, as well as sequels and re-writings of literary 

works. 

Biddle and Fulwiler see their book as a guide to newcomers. They are 

orienting students to the reading, writing, and thinking practices of those 

currently engaged in literary studies. They discuss literary theory so that stu

dents can recognize their own assumptions and those of others; they discuss 

elements of literature and features of student genres so that students will become 

familiar with the vocabulary and modes they can use to enter the conversation. 

Compared to other literary writing textbooks, there is little close reading or 

specific emphasis on texts; the emphasis is on procedural knowledge necessary 

for reading, thinking, and writing about texts in the current context of literary 

studies. 

Exploring Literature: A Collaborative Approach. Kathleen Shine Cain, Albert 

C. DeCiccio, Michael J. Rossi. Boston: Allyn, 1993, 263 pp. Consists 

of two parts: Exploring Literature Together: Identifying Issues and 

Generating Topics (6 chapters) and From Exploration to Communica

tion: Making Formal Presentations (6 chapters). Reprints 12 

literary works. Three appendices: collaborative projects, essay 
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assignments (including how to take exams), and glossary of literary 

terms. 

Of the books reviewed here, this book has the most radical implications 

for transforming the classroom. Its emphasis on collaborative learning permeates 

every aspect of the reading and writing processes. Like Biddle and Fulwiler, it is 

premised on a view of literary study as a collegial activity, and its purpose is to 

help students become active participants in that enterprise. But conversation is 

never a metaphor here; collaborative meaning-making is at the heart of all of the 

processes described in this book. And if the book is to be used to its fullest 

advantage, these processes would become the central activity in the classroom. 

Cain, DeCiccio, and Rossi emphasize collaborative reading and writing 

processes rather than knowledge of critical theory, which is not discussed. 

Speaking of the collaborative classroom, they remark: "Students begin to prac

tice what critics and professors do when they make meaning of a work: read, ask 

questions, discuss, write, read again, ask more questions, discuss again, write 

again, and so on" (v). The emphasis throughout is on active participation in an 

ongoing dialogue as a way of recreating literary texts. "In this sense, meaning is 

made, not found" (vi, emphasis theirs). 

The authors spend as much time explaining collaborative procedures to 

explore literature as they do discussing writing processes and essay genres, 

assuming apparently-like Barnet and Griffith-that the hardest part of literary 

writing is not exactly the writing but the generating of ideas. In the first part, 

after a brief introduction to collaboration in general, they devote a chapter each 

to procedures for dialoguing with the text, with one's self, with peers, and with 

the experts. Their 23-page chapter on active reading introduces the elements of 

various genres, including character, figurative language, etc. as suggestions of 

what to attend to in a text; they also call students' attention to patterns of 

repetition, to difficult passages and to references. The chapter on double-entry 

journals is presented as a way of getting one's ideas to dialogue with each other; 

initial observations are placed on one side and one's later comments on these 

ideas are written on the other. Throughout all these exploratory chapters, 
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examples by four students are given; a transcript of a group discussion among the 

four is included in the chapter on peer groups. Research topics are seen as 

arising naturally out of these interactions and resources for beginning one's 

search are presented. 

The final chapter in this exploratory section presents a case study 

consisting of excerpts from the four students' annotations, double-entry journals, 

group discussion, and informal research as they study a group of works with 

similar themes: short story (Chopin's "The Story of an Hour"), poem (Lady Mary 

Chudleigh's "To the Ladies"), drama (Susan Glaspell's "Trifles") and essay (Ann 

Grace Mojtabai's "Polygamy"). No commentary is added, the authors remark, 

so that students may provide their own (67). At the end of the book, two other 

groups of works are reprinted with a similar literary genre distribution and a 

balance of canonical and unfamiliar works. 

In the formal presentation section, the emphasis is on going public from 

the explorations already completed. Discussion of writing processes focus on 

developing a thesis, dealing with both academic and unreceptive audiences and 

using common organizational patterns. The theme of using various dialogues to 

help oneself write is continued in a lengthy section on peer review of various 

kinds at various stages. The usual essay genres,--explication and analyses of 

various kinds-and conventions of a research paper-paraphrase, quote, plagia

rism, documentation forms-are explained. A chapter on personal and creative 

genres extends the usual list of student genres. Here again, examples are in

cluded: student personal narratives, short stories, poems, and even a sequel to A 

Doll's House. 

This book, then, actually aims to recreate its version of the scholarly 

community in addition to describing its public discourse conventions. It is also 

unusual in its devotion of nearly half the book to procedures for exploring one's 

initial responses to the point where a thesis is latent. This emphasis on explor

ing in the midst of discussions of literary conventions, group interaction, and the 

demands of public presentation might help students sustain their own ideas at 

the same time that they learn the language of literary studies. 

7 



A Guide to Literary Criticism and Research. Bonnie Klomp Stevens and Larry 

L. Stewart. 2nd ed. New York: Harcourt, 1992, 192 pp. Consists of two 

parts: Critical Approaches to Literature (3 chapters covering 13 ap

proaches) and The Critical Essay (2 chapters--one on the essay, one on 

research processes). Three Appendices (Resources for research, Form of 
essays, Documentation). 

This book occupies the opposite end of the spectrum from those that 

emphasize writing processes. It doesn't even have "Writing" in the title, and it is 

frankly addressed to upper-levd students. This book answers the questions posed 

at the outset of this essay by taking a tiered approach; it does not intend to be 

primarily a writing hook but assumes that students have learned basic writing 

and reading processes elsewhere. Its premise is that even in "well-designed" 

literature programs, many students enter upper-level courses with an inadequate 

sense of the range of critical approaches and of the resources available specifi

cally for literary research; this hook is designed to help students enter more 

knowledgeably into literary studies. The authors believe that research and 

criticism are complementary activities, that one always employs a method and 

should be aware of the assumptions behind that method, and that student and 

professional writing about literature exists on a continuum (vii-ix). 

Stevens and Stewart's expressed purpose is to map the terrain for students in a 

way that will allow them to understand their options and make informed 

choices. They remark that "the descriptive approach best reflects our own view 

of literary study as a collegial activity and our desire for a book that will allow 

students to see themselves as partners in that activity" (xi). Accordingly, their 

chapters on 13 critical approaches describe the underlying assumptions of each 

approach, the questions that most interest its practitioners, its characteristic 

features and values, and common criticisms of each approach. Every section 
ends with a list of cited and recommended books. 

The only writing genre that is discussed is the critical essay, and again 

the approach is descriptive; the possible features and functions of the introduc

tion, body, and conclusion are described. Short samples by professional academic 
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writers are discussed, and strategies used in specific essays are summarized as 

examples. The authors also address the "language of criticism," summarizing and 

commenting on a debate among professionals in PMLA over the use of technical 

and exclusionary language in place of a more readily accessible style. In this 

chapter, the emphasis is on features and options for the text rather than the 

processes used to produce it. There is more attention to process in the chapter 

on research methods. And the appendices on form and documentation are, as 

the authors point out, frankly prescriptive. 

Because of its emphasis, there are no student sample essays or even 

complete professional ones, no literary works, no glossary of literary terms. 

Interestingly, this book is the only one in the sample that refers to the reader in 

the third person. Instead, the book characterizes the current state of the profes

sion, emphasizing the current approaches to discussing literature. English majors 

and minors might profit from a discussion of a larger number of essay genres

more than the critical essay--or from a discussion of the current debate about 

the predominance of critical argument in scholarly essays, presented in much the 

same way as the authors examine the debate over theoretical jargon. 

Texts & Contexts: Writing About Literature with Critical Theory. Steven 

Lynn. New York: HarperCollins, 1994, 259 pp. Contains 8 chapters, 

the first an overview of critical approaches and the last an explanation 

of research processes and research paper writing. The middle six chap

ters describe, demonstrate, and guide students through various critical 

approaches. 

Like Stevens and Stewart, this book focuses on literary theory, but it 

gives equal attention to writing and reading processes. More than any of the 

other books reviewed here, this book demonstrates how theoretical perspectives 

can be integrated into thinking, reading, and writing about literature. Each of 

the six middle chapters focuses on a critical approach such as New Critical, 

Reader-Response, and Feminist, describing its purpose and applying its assump, 

tions and typical questions to a short story or poem. Lynn demonstrates the 

process of pre-writing, shaping, and drafting an essay for each critical approach 
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and ends each chapter with two literary works and guiding questions to help 

students practice reading and writing about literary works from the given critical 

perspective. A bibliography of representative works for each perspective is 
included. 

This book is an interesting approach to the problem of integrating 

theoretical perspectives into undergraduate literary writing courses. By neces

sity, Lynn narrows the focus of some perspectives, and the result is somewhat 

reductive, most notably in psychological criticism. As an introduction to 

theoretical perspectives, however, Lynn's strategy beneficially integrates theory 

and literature while demonstrating how assumptions and questions guide all 

readings of literary works. Because many theoretical perspectives assume signifi

cant expertise in other disciplines, employing theoretical perspectives is not 

easily done at the introductory level, but Lynn's descriptions and demonstrations 

are lively and sound introductions. This book might work especially well as one 
text in an undergraduate literary theory course. 

The om act Be fi rd In rod c ion to Literatur : Re din Thinkin and 

Writin~. Michael Meyer, ed. Boston: Bedford St. Martin's, 1994. 

1473 pp. Contains four parts. Three anthology sections on fiction, 

poetry, and drama. Each section contains subsections on reading the 

genre; elements of the genre; a contrastive study of two authors includ

ing works, authorial comments, critical articles and excerpts from two 

recent, contrasting views of their work; an extended critical case study of 

one literary work; and a collection of other literary works of the genre 

with special attention to world and contemporary literature. The final 

section--on critical thinking and writing-includes a discussion of nine 

current critical approaches, and reading, writing, and research processes. 

This book, really an anthology for an introductory literature course, is 

surely more than anyone would want for a literary writing course. This volume 

is nonetheless attractive for literary writing courses-and thus included here. 

Literary theory, critical articles, and literature are presented together consis

tently throughout this volume: excerpts from critical articles employing current 
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theoretical perspectives appear with the literary works on which they comment, 

and nine theoretical perspectives are described in the last section of the book. 

Meyers has also done a service for the teacher (particularly in the post-photo

copying era) by collecting and excerpting relevant, related, readable, current 

critical articles. 

A common failing of many literary writing textbooks is that theoretical 

approaches are described-sometimes quite perfunctorily-and the remainder of 

the book is devoted to a fairly formalist discussion of the elements of literature. 

Many teachers prefer this approach on the grounds that students need fo under

stand the elements of literature before they apply more complex theoretical 

perspectives, though it has frequently been argued in reply that a formalist 

approach is a theoretical perspective, not a neutral baseline. Although this 

anthology discusses the elements of literary genres at length, it, like Lynn's book, 

encourages students to consider literary works from a variety of theoretical 

perspectives. The emphasis in this book, however, is on the recognition and 

analysis of the various perspectives rather than-as in Lynn-on the production 

of writing employing them. 

The 100-page section on critical thinking and writing focuses on pro

cesses used in writing about literature. A brief discussion of the canon debate 

and the descriptions of nine theoretical perspectives are included along with 

illustrative excerpts from scholarly essays and a bibliography of recommended 

readings. Typical questions from each critical perspective are included as part of 

the section on developing a thesis. Sample student essays-an explication, an 

analysis, and a comparative essay-are included. A separate chapter on research 

processes and conventions as well as a sample research paper complete this 

section. 

These literary writing textbooks vary considerably in their content, their 

emphases, and their pictures of current literary study. Taken together they 

reflect the variety of current discourse practices that make up our field. They do 

not, however, simply reflect current practices. They also shape literary writing 

h • .. ways of intro-instruction and present us with t e opportunity to envtston new 

ducing our students to the field of literary studies. 
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A Case Study of a Portfolio Final Exam Pilot 
Project: 

A Student and Teacher Collaboration 

by 
Michelle Anderson and Elizabeth Nist 

What is the Portfolio Final Exam? 

Portfolio is becoming a common term in language arts classes at all 

levels. Nevertheless, the word Portfolio remains a mystery to many teachers and 

students. What is a portfolio? The mere mention of the word often stirs debate 

because we don't all share a common definition. Part of this confusion arises 

from the fact that portfolios have multiple uses: a means of entrance assessment, 

a file of work in progress, a display collection of finished work, and a means of 

exit assessment, to name a few. 

Our purpose here is to describe one of these uses in depth by presenting 

a case study of portfolios used as final examinations (exit assessment) in Compo

sition I and II at Anoka-Ramsey Community College. Michelle Anderson, a 

student in Composition II, undertook this study as her research project for her 

portfolio. Elizabeth Nist, the teacher, collaborated with her in revising this 

research paper as a journal article. Together we present both the students' and 

teachers' experiences collected in this case study. 

Michelle Anderson: Students' Introduction to the Portfolio Final 
Exam 

When our teacher first said the word portfolio in our composition class, I 

thought of a portable case for carrying loose papers or drawings. A portfolio final 

exam? We had never heard of that before, so we had lots of questions. 
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