
I OUR READERS: 

;h this issue we are introducing a section titled From Our Past. The sec
~ will include, initially at least, selections from Edna Downin g's history 
VICTE (published in 1984 and available from our Executive Secretary, 
Jean Dummer, College of St. Catherine, 2004 Randolph Ave., St. Paul, 
i 55105 ). In coming issues we hope to publish reflections, recollections 
j memories by those who have had extensive history with the organiza
n. We are compiling a list of individuals who have been long time MCTE 
imbers, and will ask them to submit material. 

rther we have changed the text type to Barcelona, 10 on 11. The type 
,lightly larger than that of previous issues, and there is more white space 
tween lines and paragraphs. We hope thejournal will be easier to read. 
3 welcome your comments. 
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.uMAI{ING SENSE" 
OF TEACHING LITERATURE 

by 
John Banschbach 

Two years ago, at a college with a large continuing education program, 
I taught an introductory literature course for adults pursuing degrees in 
business. The literature course was part of the liberal arts requirements 
for their degrees, and our first meeting was fraught with apprehension. 
These students were apprehensive in part because they doubted their abili
ty to succeed in the liberal arts, even in an introductory course. Each of 
them had several years of experience in their careers, and their postsecon
dary education had consisted only of technical and professional courses. 
But they were also apprehensive because this was a literature course. 
While a few of these students were interested in literature, in fact proved 
to have an appetite for it, most of them saw literature as esoteric and ir
relevant, and they did not want to be there. 

The attitude towards literature with which these students began the course 
necessarily resulted from previous courses in literature; it was in fact much 
of what we taught them when we taught literature. I remember too vivid
ly using, for our first discussion of poetry, Shakespeare's sonnet 73, "That 
time of year thou mayst in me behold." My purpose was to show the use 
of rhyme to organize ideas, and more generally to show poets' concern 
with form . But I did not first talk with the students about their attitudes 
towards poetry, nor did I in any other way make them ready for the poem, 
and so I succeeded only in demonstrating that poets' concerns were not 
concerns of theirs, and in affirming their conviction that the rewards of 
reading poetry did not repay the effort. 

I remember also repeating throughout the course that literature "makes 
sense," that in reading and writing about literature they were to "make 
sense" ofit. This was my advice oflast resort, offered when more specific 
advice did not seem to help. However, as pedagogical advice, "make 
sense" is on the order of "work harder" and "do better," and did not lead 
to more informed essays or discussion, even though these students were 
quite capable of "making sense" in their professional lives. 

As the course went on, their apprehension waned. They read mostly short 
stories, they enjoyed some of the stories, they were getting passing grades. 
But many of them were never finally "introduced" to literature, never ex
perienced the essential utility ofliterature, never understood that literature 
could be as useful to them as accounting. They left the course having 
leaped another hurdle between them and their degrees. I left the course 
determined to make sense of my own teaching of literature, or at least 
the meaning of my own advice. 




