PLANNINGANDRUNNINGA COURSEON
ENGLISHLITERATURE

Bernadete Pasold
Universidade Federal deSanta Catarina

The presentarticle does not propose to solve the problems of
teachingliterature. Far fromit, itsimply aimsat sharing a teacher’s
experience withundergraduates with her colleagues. Methodology
of literature must beacomplexand risky subject otherwisehow can
one explain the almost total absence of titles on it in
publishers’catalogues? I suspectitis something one learns in prac-
tice, observing studentsreactions and trying one’s best.

Atthevery beginning of my experience in teaching literature
one thing I knew I should not do: base my methodology onlectur-
ing. My own experienceas a studenthad taught me that teachers’
lectures, no matter how brilliant, are quite ineffective. The student
hasto dosomething, notonly listen to the teacher and occasionally
participate with a sentence or two. Memory plays tricks onus, and
afterafew months wearebound toforget what seemed sostriking
themomentweheard it.

The second tenetThold is that studying literature mustbe an
enjoyable experience. Students should work hard but find itworth-
whileand gratifying,

The third belief I abide by is that literature is important in
itself. This has nothing to do with any philosophy connected with
“artforart’ssake”. Itsimply has to dowitha belief thatliterature is
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importantfor theself, itisimportant for life. Consequently, although
different fields of experience are called forth in the study of litera-
ture-philosophy, psychology, anthropology, history, sociology, ge-
ography, etc - these other subjects must come naturally into the
discussion of particular literary works, whenever fitting, always
tentatively and with the purpose of illuminating the text. The litera-
ture teacheris nota living encyclopaedia ( the Renaissance ended
alongtimeago) and cannotaspire to be an expertinsomany areas
of interest. Scientific humbleness is an essential quality for all pro-
fessionals, and the literature teacher has to remind him/herself of
itquite often for the temptations to forgetaboutitarenumerousin
his/her daily activities.

My fourth tenetis connected with theory of literature. For the
pastdecade or so, literature teachers have been overwhelmed by
anavalanche of theories they can hardly keep up with. It seems
thatthemore enigmatic the theory the more fashionable it becomes,
atleastfora time. Afteralong period of Freudianism, there came
structuralism, new criticism, deconstructionism, new historicism,
and now the fad seems to be post-modernism and “cultural stud-
ies.” Obviously, the poor literature teacher can hardly keep the pace
with so many currents and still read literature. Yet, if he keepsin
mind that theory of literature is a subject in itself, an item of the
curriculum, he will stop feeling guilty abouthislack of expertiseon
the subject. Thus, my tenetis that theory of literatureisnotan aim
for theliterature teacher but a tool. Hemay useany theory hefinds
adequate, always keeping in sight his major aim: the teaching of
literature. Furthermore, I still believe thatitisnot the theory that
should dictate one’s approach to the literary text, but thatitis the
latter that should dictate the approach. Thus, it seems obvious that
if oneis dealing with a highly psychological work itis not structur-
alism or new criticism that will be the most convenient tools to
analyseit.

With these tenets in mind, let us see the implications they
entail. The first tenet leads us to the fact that if the methodology
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discardslecturing, except occasionally and mostly asanintroduc-
tiontoa subject, the students ought to be required to work. Thus, I
generally prepare questions for them to discuss and answer, either
ingroupsorindividually. They may also be asked to prepare ques-
tionsand ask theirmates. Aftera time for preparation, the students
present their answers orally and a discussion follows. Some written
work may also be required. The questions follow two stages, the
first, connected with understanding (textual reading), the second,
connected with technicalities. Keeping in sight the fourth tenet, a
certainamount of theory will be provided previously through the
reading of a textor ahand-outand then the technical questions will
be proposed. Thus, if the work athand isa stream-of-consciousness
novel, for example, the students will receive a hand-out on the
stream of consciousness to equip them with the necessary tools for
analysis. If the work is a utopian satire, a hand-out on utopia and
satire will be provided, or an oral explanation; if the textisa poem,
ahand-outon poetry and poetic devices will be furnished, and so
on. I particularly like the hand-outs because they are something
concrete the students will always be able toread and consultwhen
necessary. Besides, they convey useful bibliographies for further
research.

The second and third tenets, respectively the pleasure that
should be derived fromstudying literature and the latter’simpor-
tance for life and self, have to do with the choice of the material to
beread and itsamount, to begin with. The teacher generally faces
anunanswerable question when planning his/ her course: whatis
the studentsreading speed, since he does notknow them? Theex-
perienced teacher will probably surmount the problem, but the be-
ginner will have to rely on his/her common sense. We all know
that the students work part-time and we may guess theamount of
reading they will be able to perform ina week. Ialways try tohelp
my students with a kind of deal: all the work will be doneinclass,
and they will do the reading at home since that is something no-
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body can dofor them. Iseldomassignmore thanfifty pagesaweek,
anyway. Furthermore, weread and discuss poetry in class while
they areengaged inreading anovel athome, for example.

Inaseventy-hour course (one term) we generally read two
novels, one play, about eight poems (by three to five poets), and
eightshortstories.

Talways try to select as varied texts as possible, so as to pro-
vide thestudents with a pretty good view of the period production
and makethe courseinteresting, Thus, if the programme covers the
twentieth-century English literature, for instance, I shall concen-
trateonModernismand may assignanovel by Woolf, or Forster, or
Joyce's A Portrait, or Lawrence, and one by Huxley, or Orwell, or
Burgess, or Golding, for them to see the variety of the production
and the several trends of our century. We will alsoread stories by
Conrad, Kipling, HG.Wells, W.S. Maugham, K. Mansfield, Evelyn
Waugh, Angus Wilsonand other authors. Since weareall aware of
the fact that the university courses will probably be tomany their
only contact with English literature I prefer to stick to the canor; I
wouldn’tlike to be responsible for their ignorance of the English
greatwriters. The same concern dictates my choice of poets: Yeats,
Audenand Dylan Thomas, atleast.

Besides the care with the selection of material Ialways try to
makethestudents discuss the texts in their contextand relate them
totheirlives. If the short story being read deals with child psychol-
ogy, why shouldn’t they learn how sensitiveand intuitive children
canbe and how careful we have to be in dealing with them? Why
can'twelearnwithliterature? Why can’twelearn with other people’s
mistakes? After all, the meaning of catharsis remains as elusive as
ever, and one of the possibilities is that of living vicariously differ-
entexperiences. Should we keep our minds divided in compart-
ments? Inone word, why remain aloof and superciliousinstead of
open-minded and receptive? This is too Horatian, someone may
argue. Yes, itis. And why shouldn’titbe?Is there anything better
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concerning the aims of teaching literature? Are we smarter than
Horace?,lask.

Thus, this is the experience of twenty years I have dared to
sharewithyou. Every teacher willhavehis/her ownmethodology,
butexchanging experiences may be fruitful and anything is valid
aslongasitaimsat our students’benefit.



