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 Poststructuralism in English classrooms: Critical literacy and after 

 

Abstract 

This paper explores the effects of poststructuralism on the work of two English teachers 

and writers of classroom texts. It traces aspects of their theoretical and practical 

engagement with poststructuralism from an initial acceptance of what appeared to 

promise the possibility of a truly critical practice through ideology critique to a stance 

that endeavours to include a consideration of the emergence of English pedagogy as well 

as theories about language and meaning.     

 

Current understandings of reading in English classrooms have moved away from the 

belief that the interpretation of literature is purely a matter of personal response. Instead, 

it has been argued during recent decades that reading is a socially, culturally and 

historically located practice. In part, this change is an inheritance from British Cultural 

Studies which, informed by political and cultural theory, influenced English in seemingly 

radical ways in the 1970’s and 80’s. During this period ‘theory’  – especially 

postructuralist theory – effected changes at every level of English teaching. Challenges to 

ideas about what constituted a student reader, a classroom text and an interpretation 

resulted in a re-formation of English in high schools. This re-formation included shifts in 

emphases away from the individual reader’s personal response to texts toward the idea of 

subject positioning through textual practices, a review of the concept of interpretation, a 

focus on the concept of multiple readings, a deconstruction of the opposition between 
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high culture and popular culture and an embracing of the concepts of text, textuality and 

intertextuality.  

 

Poststructuralism in the English classroom, it can be argued, resulted in Australia in what 

is now called ‘critical literacy.’ ‘Theory’ was part of a journey we both undertook as 

English teachers which finally brought us together in a collaboration on the production of 

a classroom text called Reading Stories. Written for high school English teachers and 

students, it was first published in Australia in 1987 and attempted to employ critical 

approaches to the study of short stories. Writing by night and teaching by day in English 

classrooms in Perth schools1, we developed materials that used a set of techniques to ask 

questions about texts. Our approach was influenced by British Cultural Studies and 

informed by our reading of poststructural, cultural theorists such as Roland Barthes, 

Catherine Belsey, Terry Eagleton, Terence Hawkes, Stanley Fish, Chris Weedon and 

Raymond Williams. 

 

Meanwhile, in Australian regional cities about as far removed from Perth as possible, a 

group of English Educators had embarked on a project to re-think English reading and 

writing practices. The theoretical work of Pam Gilbert (1987;1989), Allan Luke (1988) 

and Bill Corcoran (1987) at James Cook University and Bronwyn Davies (1989), then at 

the University of New England, were central to our practical classroom interests in 

producing new ways to engage with texts. Theorists in fields outside Education, including 

among others Tony Bennett, David Birch,  John Frow, Ian Hunter, Alec McHoul, Ien 

                                                 
1 Annette Patterson taught at Mt Lawley Senior High School and Methodist Ladies College.  
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Ang and Meaghan Morris, further fuelled our interest in developing practical means for 

students to engage with alternative reading practices.  

 

As English teachers, we were well versed in the tradition of seeing English as ‘in crisis’ 

(Widowson, 1985; Batesleer, 1985) and in need of radical change; poststructuralism 

seemed to offer precisely that opportunity. To us, at the time, it felt like a revolution. We 

critiqued what we saw as the deficiencies of a ‘personal’ approach to English that 

ignored, we argued, the social, the cultural and the historical. In pedagogical terms, we 

argued that we were rejecting, not only what were perceived as arid and elitist practices 

of ‘Heritage’ English and its New Critical approaches to texts, but also the amalgam of 

‘Personal Growth’ pedagogy and Reader Response theory made popular by such writers 

as Britton (1970), Dixon (1975), Moffett (1968) and Rosenblatt (1970).  

 

We pointed to the contradictions involved in a practice that lauded personal interpretation 

while assessing students’ answers within normative parameters. Sinfield pithily 

summarised the problem for us: “(Q)uestions which appear to invite a personal response 

are often all the more tyrannical; candidates are invited to interrogate their experience to 

discover a response which has in actuality been learnt (Sinfield, 1985, 132).  Furthermore 

we argued, drawing on Eagleton (1976,1985), such ‘personal responses’ actually blocked 

analysis of how interpretations of texts were actually produced. Students had been taught 

to feel that they were finding a meaning ‘in’ the text while bringing to the reading their 

own personal experience, an approach, we argued, that appeared to make the reading 

process curiously invisible. Approaches that emphasised the personal, the individual, the 
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empathic response – characteristic we suggested of ‘Personal Growth’ model reading 

practices – produced readers who were unaware of the ways in which they operated to 

construct meanings and who were unable to ‘read’ not only the terms of their own 

interpretations but those of others as well. Such practices, far from being inclusive, we 

argued, disenfranchised those students whose experiences and values were not the 

‘dominant’ ones. What was unlikely to occur in ‘Growth’ model practices, we felt, was 

an analysis of the construction of divergent readings, the values they supported or 

affirmed and the grounds on which any particular reading might be defended or 

challenged. It appeared to us that English was constructing readers able to produce rich, 

full and insightful interpretations of any text – but unable to recognise the partiality of 

their own and others’ readings.  

 

In one of our very early attempts to map the shifts between ‘old’ practice and ‘new’ 

practice we found it helpful to think about the differences in terms of particular stories. 

We chose ‘Cinderella’ as a means of demonstrating the effects of different theoretical 

approaches to reading and different ‘models’ of English education. 



  6 

   

 

READINGS PEDAGOGY PEDAGOGY 

 

KINDS OF POSSIBLE 

WAYS OF READING 

 

‘GROWTH MODEL’ 

APPROACH 

 

‘CULTURAL STUDIES’ 

APPROACH 

 

Romantic: 

A timeless story of good 

triumphing over evil. 

 

What makes this a timeless 

story in your opinion? 

 

 

How has this story been read 

in other places and at other 

times? 

 

Marxist: 

A culturally and historically 

specific story of class 

struggle. 

 

What does this story tell us 

about injustice and 

exploitation? 

 

By what means does this 

story reinforce dominant 

social class power 

hierarchies? 

 

Feminist: 

A story that works in the 

interests of a patriarchal 

society to perpetuate 

particular stereotypes of 

women. 

 

What does this story tell us 

about the roles women are 

expected to play? 

 

How could dominant ways 

of reading ‘Cinderella’ be 

disrupted, challenged and 

reconstructed? 
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The differences outlined in this summary point to our increasing concern, influenced by 

poststructuralist theory, with textuality or the ways in which “texts talk” (McHoul, 1982) 

and with what effects; that is, with the social, cultural and historical implications of 

particular ways of reading.  

 
A great deal of the work that followed our early engagement with neo-Marxian, 

poststructuralist ideas now can be arranged under the umbrella term  ‘critical literacy,’ 

which, in Australia, has always had close ties with cultural studies. Both are concerned 

with similar questions to do with reading and writing about texts, including a focus on 

textuality – on how texts are made and consumed and by whom – and have a general 

interest in questions of power and ideology and in how texts represent issues of gender, 

social class, race and ethnicity. 

 

An example 

To give an example of the type of early activity that we used as a way of encouraging 

students to engage with these issues we describe below the material designed to 

accompany a reading of The Practical Princess by Jay Williams (1984). Before reading 

the short story, which is an ‘alternative’ fairy tale, we asked students to respond as part of 

a whole class discussion to these questions: 

You are going to read a story about a princess called Bedelia. But, before you 

read it, see if you can work out how the story will go. 

These are the main events: 

1.  Bedelia is given three gifts by fairies when she is born. 
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 What are they? 

2.  A dragon comes into the neighbourhood when Bedelia is eighteen. 

 What does the dragon want? 

3.  The dragon is killed. 

 Who kills it and how? 

4.  An old greedy lord called Garp wants to marry Bedelia. 

 What does Bedelia think? What does her father think? 

5.  Bedelia is imprisoned in a tower. 

 Who by? Why? 

6.  Bedelia meets a young Prince called Perian. 

 What is he like? 

7.  Bedelia escapes from the tower. 

 How? 

8.  Lord Garp is killed. 

 Who by and how? 

9.  There is ceremony at the end of the story. 

 What is it and who is taking part? 

Although an apparently simple prediction exercise, this pre-reading activity draws 

on understandings derived from structural and poststructural theory – in its attention 

to the story’s ‘constructedness’ and its relationship to other texts – its 

intertextuality. It also sets up the opportunity for a ‘critical’ focus on issues of 

textual representation, especially that of gender. Although at the time theoretical 

concepts were frequently criticised as too difficult and too abstract for students to 
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engage with, we found using activities such as this allowed students to participate in 

surprisingly sophisticated textual analysis. Without difficulty, students were able to 

provide a scenario of a typical fairy tale – using textual knowledge that they may 

not have realised they possessed. They then read, or were read, the story by Jay 

Williams, in which both genre and gender expectations are challenged. After an 

activity which asks them to decide what is conventional and unconventional in the 

story that they have just read, they are asked to consider quite explicitly its 

differences to a traditional fairy tale and what effects these differences might have. 

The students then are asked how the differences might be read and are supplied 

with a list of suggestions to discuss and choose between: 

 

The changes made in ‘The Practical Princess’ to the typical fairy tale could be an 

attempt to: 

• make readers laugh? 

• draw attention to the conventions of fairy stories?  

 • make fairy stories more interesting to modern children?  

• show that heroines can be brave and confident? 

• show that heroes can be gentle? 

• highlight the gendered construction of characters’ roles? 

• make readers think about what usually happens in fairy tales? 

• surprise readers so that they will think about the construction of fairy stories? 

  • surprise readers so that they will think about how they read fairy stories?  

  • eliminate sexism from fairy stories? 
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From this activity it can be seen that specific developments in thinking about the study of 

literature were particularly important to our work at this stage. The first was an extension 

to the simple but powerful idea that students should be encouraged to reflect critically on 

the nature of the activity in which they are engaged rather than merely engaging in it. 

Asking students, not just to read a text but to think about how they were reading it is an 

emphasis that follows logically from a concern with process as well as product. It would 

lead, we hoped, to a greater consciousness of the ways in which specific readings of texts 

were produced. 

 

The second influence was that of recent literary theoretical criticism – in particular, 

poststructuralism – of which, of course, there are competing strands but we drew initially 

on three principles:  

� The conception of texts and readings as ‘made’ or constructed.  

� The idea that a piece of literature emerges not from a timeless, placeless zone but 

from a particular social context and that it is read in another context.  

� The argument that texts and readings are never neutral. 

 

Thirdly, we were also aware of the debate about representations of ethnicity, race, gender 

and class in texts. We shared this concern and wanted to attend to texts in ways that would 

enable our students to consider such issues critically. As we read poststructural theory, the 

question we continued to ask ourselves was: What might this mean for a ‘critical practice’ 

in the classroom? How would it be different from our current practice? We tried to list 
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some of the assumptions made by traditional literary criticism in earlier ‘models’ of 

English about readers, readings and texts:  

 

Traditional 

1. There is a meaning in the text put there by the author which readers can be trained to 

find. 

2.  Literature reflects life. 

3.  (Good) texts are universal, unified and consistent. 

4. Readers bring their personal experience to texts and make their own meanings. 

5.  Identifying with characters is a natural way to read a text. 

 

Then, we tried to summarise a number of alternative positions to those outlined above. 

Alternative  

1. Texts are sites for the construction of plural, often conflicting and contradictory 

meanings. 

2. Texts (and readings) promote interested ‘versions of reality.’ 

3. Texts (and readings) are always partial – in the sense of being always fragmentary 

and never neutral. 

4. Readers are constructed as meaning-makers by the readings or interpretations 

available to them. 

5. Reading about characters as if they were real people is a learned way of reading. 

Then we tried to outline what we thought might be the aims of a critical practice. 
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In general terms, we decided it would be to teach that ‘the text is a text’ (Hawkes, 1984), 

not a slice or a reflection of life. On the contrary, we wanted to teach that a text is written 

and read in particular places at particular times in ways that endorse particular values and 

particular beliefs about the world. Secondly, we aimed to make possible a greater 

consciousness of the processes involved in reading and writing. More specifically, we 

wanted students to be able to: 

• Analyse how readings are constructed or produced 

• ‘Read’ other readings or interpretations 

• Consider what is at stake in the disagreement between readings 

• Make visible the gaps and silences of texts and readings 

• Analyse what readings support in terms of the values they affirm 

• Challenge other, especially ‘dominant’ or ‘preferred’ readings 

• Construct new readings. 

 

The work of Brian Moon has been significant in the poststructural English field. His 

books, Studying Literature (1990)and Literary Terms: A Practical Glossary (1992, 2001) 

provide impressive demonstrations of the use of ‘theory’ in practice through cleverly 

designed activities that encourage students to make sophisticated analyses of texts and to 

consider their own textual practice. One way of examining the production of readings 

employing poststructuralist ideas that Moon suggests in these texts is to ask students to 

read a story, extract or poem that is open to different, often contradictory interpretations. 

This opens the way to an analysis, not only of how such different meanings might be 

produced, but also why, enabling students to engage with questions of meaning and their 
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implications in relations of power. Following is an example of the approach. The extract 

below is from ‘The Last Train’ by K.C. Jones, a text chosen because of its representation 

of gender. Following it are two different, even opposed readings of the story. 

 

The woman stepped warily out of the train carriage, glancing up and down 

the platform. It was late, and she could see no other travellers at the station. 

She paused a moment as the silver train lurched into motion and slid 

smoothly away, penetrating the darkness, its headlight yellowing the trees in 

a contracting circle as it speared the night. 

 

Now the platform was silent. 

 

The woman was young, slim, attractive. She wore a fur overcoat, over a 

figure-hugging black dress, but her legs were bare. They were delicate legs, 

well shaped, like those of a dancer. Standing on the edge of the platform, 

her black high heels invisible against the coal on the tracks behind her, she 

looked like a ballerina standing on point at the front of a darkened stage, 

steady and graceful, waiting for the music to start. 

 

She glanced once again around the empty station, her dark hair flicking out 

to the  side as she turned her head, then falling to her shoulders again. She 

drew her coat around her and headed resolutely toward the gate at the far 

end, her heels echoing sharply down the length of the platform. 
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Walking briskly, her bare legs pale in the night, her heels tapping sharply on 

the concrete, she made her way toward the exit. The end of the platform was 

pitch dark. She hesitated; those shadows could be hiding someone. 

Quickening her pace, she walked on. 

 

There should have been a light at the end of the platform, but the bulb was 

missing. That’s why she failed to see me as she rounded the corner and 

stepped onto the path that led out of the station. I watched her go, my pulse 

pounding. Then once she had cleared the gate, I stepped out onto the path to 

follow … (Moon, 2001) 

 

Two readings 

Critic One 

‘The Last Train’ is another masterly piece of work from the supremely talented author of 

murder mysteries – K.C. Jones. From the moment the gorgeous heroine in her figure 

hugging dress appears we know that sinister events will follow and we are not 

disappointed! The narrator almost salivates (and has the reader salivating too) as he 

describes the heroine’s delicate, well-shaped legs and the provocative beauty of his 

victim. With him, we watch her as she anxiously surveys the dark and lonely station and 

then fatefully heads towards the exit, followed by her excited pursuer. Jones uses 

language with the precision of a surgeon; building an achingly real portrait, delicately 

hinting at her fear and tracing the lines of her vulnerability while never letting us forget 
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her foolhardiness. ‘The Last Train’ certainly lives up to its promise of being a 

suspenseful, titillating thriller. 

 

Critic Two 

In this nasty little story, once again the potential murder and probable rape of a woman is 

presented to readers as a suitable subject for entertainment. From the opening lines of 

‘The Last Train’ by K.C. Jones with its tired, old Freudian references to penetration and 

spearing we know what we are in for – yet another clichéd suspense yarn that turns on the 

supposed vulnerability of women and the sexual voraciousness of men. A young woman 

is droolingly described through a catalogue of details of her body – beautiful, of course. 

The description is presented from the point of view of the unseen narrator whose motive 

and gender, although unstated, are boringly obvious. We, as readers, are positioned to 

share the narrator’s lingering gaze and to participate in his obvious desire. Because she is 

alone, in the dark, it is clear that she deserves to be attacked. The reader is left wondering 

that stories such as this can still be read and admired. 

 

Both readings are defensible in the sense that they offer recognizable ‘truths’ about this 

kind of text. However, they are very different ‘truths’ and it is this very difference that 

can be used to enable students to understand that meaning is not simply ‘in the text’ but is 

constructed and justified by references to particular guarantees, such as the author’s 

genius, ‘the words on the page’, real life experience. Furthermore, it can be seen that such 

different readings are constructed in ways that serve particular interests and influence 

what is to count as knowledge about a text at a particular time and place.  
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Another example of this approach is one that we used in our first collaboration on the 

production of a poststructuralist classroom text, ‘Reading Stories’. In that text, the short 

story ‘The Whole Town’s Sleeping’ by Ray Bradbury was read as an example of the 

thriller genre. It was paired with Susan Glaspell’s feminist story, A Jury of Her Peers. We 

began with a pre-reading activity: 

The next two stories you will read are about murders. In ‘The Whole Town’s Sleeping’ 

by Ray Bradbury, the killer is a man; his victims women. In ‘A Jury of her Peers’ by 

Susan Glaspell, a wife kills her husband. 

1. Spend a few minutes on your own making brief notes on the kind of story you 

think each could be. Compare your ideas with members of your group, noting any 

similarities. 

2. Then, in your pairs or groups, read the following statements and decide, in each 

case, if you think it might apply to: 

1.  A story in which the man is the killer of a woman 

2. A story in which a woman is the killer of a man (You may feel some could 

apply to both.) 

i. There is a detailed exploration of the killer’s motive. 

ii. The victim is not known to the killer 

iii. There is a chase. 

iv. The victim is presented as cruel 

v. The murder is motiveless. 
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vi. The victim is killed because of something he or she has 

done. 

vii. The identity of the victim is unimportant. 

viii. The murderer stalks the victim. 

ix. The killer makes no attempt to get away. 

x. The victim is presented as taking chances. 

xi. The victim’s fear is described in detail. 

xii. No reasons are given for the murder. 

xiii. It is an exciting suspense story. 

xiv. It is a sad story. 

Students were interested in the relationship between gender and genre, foregrounded 

by this activity. 

 

We then presented students with a synopsis of the Bradbury story, prior to reading it. 

We felt that this was important since the genre of which this story is representative 

depends for its effects on the ‘surprise’ ending. We felt at the time, that giving the 

ending away would expose the narrative device upon which the story depends for its 

effect thus making structural and ideological features of the text more accessible to 

adolescent readers. 

 

Synopsis of ‘The Whole Town’s Sleeping’ 

The story asks to be read as an exciting entertainment. It tells of a woman who goes 

out at night to see a film with friends, ignoring warnings that a murderer is at large. 
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After the pictures, she farewells her friends and begins to walk back through a 

deserted ravine to her house. She hears footsteps behind her that speed up when she 

begins to hurry. Terribly afraid and bitterly regretting that she has ventured out, she 

runs home, lets herself in and locks the door, only to hear someone cough in the room 

behind her. At this point the story ends. 

 

We then went on to describe past readings of ‘The Whole Town’s Sleeping’ by 

suggesting that until a few years ago the story was read solely as an exciting, suspense 

story. It was seen as a cleverly constructed story with an engrossing plot and deft, 

amusing characterization. Above all Bradbury’s skilful use of language was praised for 

so vividly evoking the heroine’s fear. Interest in the story tended to focus on the 

techniques used by the writer to create an atmosphere of suspense.  

 

Since we had taught the story ourselves in precisely this way – that is, as an exciting 

thriller –  in many classrooms prior to our engagement with poststructuralism, we felt that 

we were on firm ground both practically and theoretically in devising these activities that 

challenged the taken-for-grantedness of the assumptions on which the story is based. We 

went on to argue from a feminist perspective that there had been criticism of the story and 

the assumptions it expected readers to share. These assumptions about women and 

violence, we suggested, had become visible to readers who no longer shared them: 

‘The Whole Town’s Sleeping’ is criticized both for what it fails to ask about violence 

to women, and for what it does say or imply about women and violence. Firstly, we 

argue, that it accepts without question that most violent attacks on women are 
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committed by men, and that women may be the victims of violence, not because of 

what they do, but because of what they are – that is, because they are women. 

Therefore, the writer does not explore the murder’s motive or explain why the heroine 

is the victim: it is accepted as a ‘natural’, believable situation that readers will 

recognize and simply accept. Secondly, arising from the acceptance of women as 

‘natural targets’ of male violence, it is argued that it is implied in the short story that 

because women are vulnerable they shouldn’t go out alone and, indeed, are foolhardy 

to do so; and that women, who are victims of violence are to blame in some way. This 

is apparent, we argued, in the unsympathetic presentation of the heroine-victim. 

 

Students were then presented with a chart that listed a series of statements about the story 

with which they were asked to decided whether they agreed or disagreed. Interestingly, 

this set of activities continues to receive criticism for its ideological partisanship. More 

than a decade on from the original appearance of the story and accompanying activities, it 

appears that feminist poststructuralist readings still come as a surprise in some quarters. 

 

At this point perhaps we could pause to ask: What has changed as a result of poststructural 

interventions in reading practices in English classrooms? It may be useful to begin with the 

changes in the kinds of questions we might ask about texts to signal the shifts in different 

‘models’ or approaches to teaching English. Rather than asking for example, What does this 

text mean? or  What does this text mean to you?, we now ask questions such as: What are 

possible readings of this text? Where could such different readings ‘come from’? How might 
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such different readings be constructed? What values might such readings support or affirm, or 

oppose?  

Second, when planning the study of a text we now attempt to design work that will: 

• emphasize the ‘constructedness’ of a text  

• highlight the plurality of a text's meanings and the possibility of multiple readings  

• focus on the ‘already read’ nature of possible readings of a text so as to make the 

assumptions informing these readings available for analysis 

• foreground what is involved in the construction of one reading over others  

• make the gaps in texts and readings visible and available for analysis 

• disrupt the apparent neutrality and naturalness of texts and readings. 

 

The connections between these early poststructuralist classroom activities and more recent 

critical literacy work is of interest both practically and theoretically. Significant recent work 

by Barbara Comber, Allan Luke, Carmen Luke, Jennifer O’Brien, Catherine Beavis, Barbara 

Kamler, Wendy Morgan, Nola Alloway, Pam Gilbert, Rob Gilbert, Wayne Martino, Mary 

Kalantzis, Peter Freebody, have reshaped the earlier territory by broadening the line of inquiry 

in terms of social class, race and ethnicity, popular culture, postcolonialism, boys and literacy, 

digital literacies and so on. Although we attempted to address some of the issues relating to 

social class and race in the earlier work, particularly through Reading Fictions, feminist 

poststructuralism was the principal informing framework at the time. 
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After poststructuralism? 

We began this discussion by focusing on the differences between the type of English 

teaching practice and the reading regimes that we found ourselves inhabiting in the early 

1980s. We felt that our practice was radically different and new, compared to what we 

had been doing. The types of practices that we developed as a result of our encounter 

with poststructuralism attempted to investigate the relationships between systems of 

meanings and power. We wanted our students to understand how particular ‘truths’ that 

serve particular interests were constructed. We felt that this was entirely a break with 

previous ‘pre-theoretical’ models of English.  

 

Over the past few years, however, we have been encouraged, principally by the work of 

Ian Hunter, to reflect on the extent and significance of the differences between various 

approaches to English teaching. Often, critical literacy is characterized as radically 

opposed to previous ‘non-political’ models of English. We’d like to suggest, however, 

that rather than critical literacy being a complete break with the past, it is part of a 

historical based tradition that sees English as a morally formative subject at the heart of 

the curriculum. Looking at a range of statements made from what appear to be radically 

different positions, from different periods, it is interesting to note the similarities between 

them.  

 

a. We claim that no personality can be complete, can see life steadily and 

see it whole, without that unifying influence, that purifying of the 
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emotions which art and literature can alone bestow. It follows then 

from what we’ve said above that the bulk of our people, of whatever 

class, are unconsciously living starved existences, that one of the 

richest fields of our spiritual being is left uncultivated – not indeed 

barren, for the weeds of literature have never been so prolific as in our 

day (The Newbolt Report, 257, 1921).  

 

b. Those who in school are offered (perhaps) the beginnings of education 

in taste are exposed, out of school, to the competing exploitation of the 

cheapest emotional responses … We cannot, as we might in a healthy 

culture, leave the citizen to be formed unconsciously by his 

environment; if anything like a worthy idea of satisfactory living is to 

be saved, he must be trained to discriminate and resist ( Leavis & D. 

Thompson,1942, 3). 

 

c. In the heritage model the stress was on culture as a given. There was a 

constant temptation to ignore culture as the pupil knows it, a network 

of attitudes to experience and personal evaluations that he develops in 

a living response to his family and neighbourhood. But this personal 

culture is what he brings to literature; in the light of it he reads the 

linguistic symbols (giving his own precious life-blood!) What is vital is 

the interplay between his personal world and the world of the writer: 

the teacher of English must acknowledge both sides of the experience, 
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and know both of them intimately if he is to help bring the two into a 

fruitful relationship (Dixon, 1967, 3).  

 

Here we have a rehearsal of some of the familiar tenets of English: literature 

makes one a better person; works to the general good of society; ‘un-blinds’ and 

empowers people; trains people to resist a range of social evils; helps to develop 

the whole person; should be non-directively introduced to students and so on. 

What is surprising, here, is that these tenets are articulated by representatives of 

radically opposed positions: Heritage and Personal Growth English. 

Nevertheless, we found it easier to accept the continuities of these positions 

than to entertain the possibility that cultural studies might also articulate these 

concerns, albeit in a different register. But, consider the following extract from 

Johnson’s article, Cultural Studies in a Strong State: 

 

d. Cultural Studies is concerned with the complicity of cultural processes, 

including the most 'innocent' and pleasurable ones (like reading 'literature'), 

in relationships of inequality and power. Cultural processes are viewed in 

relation to 'primary social relations': those social relationships that really 

make a difference to the kind of lives people can lead, that empower or 

disempower them in particular ways … A key endeavour … is to try and 

make different and often antagonistic points of view explicit, in order to 

struggle over them more consciously, more productively, in order to learn 

from them (Johnson, 1989, 11). 
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Might we suggest that Johnson’s warning about the dangers of “complicity of cultural 

processes …”  in relationships of inequality and power provides an echo of Leavis’  

warning of the dangers of an unhealthy culture with its exploitation of the cheapest 

emotional responses, and Dixon’s warnings of an imposed or artificial culture. Leavis 

finds a  solution in training students to be able to resist and discriminate, while Johnson 

advocates making antagonistic viewpoints explicit in order to struggle over them more 

consciously. For Dixon, the untutored world of the student is not deficient – indeed he 

praises it – nevertheless it requires intervention. We are not suggesting that English has 

never changed. The elitism detectable in the extract by Leavis and Thompson  is a long 

way from the inclusive social visions of both Dixon and Johnson and yet there are 

similarities that prompted us to re-consider our belief in a complete break between ‘pre-

theoretical’ models of English and ‘critical literacy’.  

 

What these quotations suggest to us is that English has always had a morally formative 

goal although this has been presented in different ways. English has always seen itself on 

the side of ‘good’ and despite claims to radically different models, it can be argued to 

maintain a continuity through a teaching practice that seeks to enlighten the student, 

morally and ethically. That is, English in all of its models is perceived as having a cultural 

and social mission . And both conservative and radical versions appear to offer the 

promise of an expansion of consciousness to be achieved either through aesthetic 

fulfilment or theoretical clarification. All of the statements above, we suggest, present a 

view of English that is remarkably consistent in its attention to the production of a 
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complete person; one who can see clearly, or who sees things as they really are, or is not 

deceived by ideology. Interestingly, the phrase ‘seeing things as they really are’ is used by 

theorists as far apart as Matthew Arnold, John Dixon and Terry Eagleton. What differs 

according to these writers is what stops us from ‘seeing clearly’ or ‘seeing things as they 

really are’. For Arnold it was sin. For Leavis it was ‘mass culture’. For Dixon it is the 

division between feeling and thought and for Eagleton it is ruling class ideology.  

 

It does not seem to us  that the traditional criticism of Heritage and Personal Growth as 

pre-theoretical and naively empiricist – and therefore radically different from critical 

literacy – is entirely convincing. While access to ‘reality’ is desired, it is not  assumed that 

reality is a ‘given’ nor that a greater awareness of ‘life’ is easily achieved. Effort and 

struggle are repeatedly emphasised in Matthew Arnold's account of “seeing things as they 

are” (1903, 91). He writes that “the very desire to see things as they are, implies a balance 

and regulation of mind which is not often attained without fruitful effort”  (1869/1950:44). 

Similarly, John Dixon comments on “the effort to find in experience more than we thought 

we knew, or valued” (55: emphasis added).He similarly emphasises the struggle involved 

in seeing “life as it really is” (1967, 114) which are his concluding words to his influential 

book, ‘Growth through English’. They provide an echo of the Newbolt Report's (1921) 

much earlier stated ideal to “see life steadily and see it whole” (257). But for Arnold, 

Newbolt and Dixon and seeing things clearly is not given nor is “reality”. Rather, to see 

with understanding or consciousness relies on the development of human capacities – to 

be achieved via “a transformative moment” according to Arnold (1869, 139) and through 
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“making alliances … which involve changes in person and in the disposition of power … 

in a really deep and transformative sense” (Johnston, 1989, 11). 

 

Pedagogy 

Related to this view of English as a morally formative subject is a pedagogy, or way of 

teaching that relies on non-directive methods to bring students to self-understanding, and 

to a point where they can see through the ideological deceptions of the text. Rather than 

coercing students then, we encourage students, we enable students to see society as it 

really is – which is unfair, inequitable, unjust and in need of change. Encouraging 

students to problematise their initial responses to texts, we invite them to take up multiple 

reading positions through activities that disrupt the taken-for-granted nature of textual 

representation, hoping that in the process they will become aware of the power of 

dominant ideologies.  

 

In our earlier practice we did not question our status as non-directive ‘guides.’ In fact, we 

prided ourselves on our making clear the bases of our readings, unlike the deceptively 

free reading regimes of previous models of English. Now we believe that a long-

established pedagogy that invites students to problematise and adjust their readings 

towards a more acceptable interpretation operates in ‘critical literacy’ as it did in earlier 

models albeit with different ‘targets.’ Now we are exploring the idea that in critical 

literacy, in support of tolerance of diversity and difference, we are attempting to 

challenge and adjust social norms around issues of gender, race and ethnicity, social class 

and sexuality.  
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But to teach tolerance isn’t actually to offer freedom. Tolerance, after all, is a norm. 

Critical literacy does not define tolerance as the acceptance of complete plurality, but 

rather as respect for particular differences. After all, if we were happy with complete 

plurality in interpretation of texts, then why would we intervene in our students’ 

readings? There are readings in the critical literacy classroom that are not acceptable: 

racist or sexist readings for example. Despite the emphasis in poststructuralist theory on 

multiple subject positions, the production of specific readings, it seems to us now, is 

required by the critical literacy classroom no less than the heritage or personal growth 

classroom. Poststructuralist theory had seemed to offer through its concept of the 

‘slippery text’ and ‘ideologically’ directed reading, a means of disrupting taken-for-

granted readings of texts and of deconstructing the ways in which ideology produced 

‘false consciousness’. The focus, however, we suggest was on removing impediments to 

‘seeing clearly’ rather than to imposing new norms. 

 

Because of the history of our subject as non-directive, we tend as English teachers to be 

much happier with the concept of resisting power than using power. Thus English 

proposes the realization of good social and ethical purposes in the inner being or 

consciousness of the student – depending on the model of English – via practices that 

promise to ‘unblind’ the student . These practices are assumed to free students to 

recognize the distortions of sin, mass culture and dominant ideologies and to produce 

‘good’ readings of their own, as opposed to those produced under the power of the 

various distorting agencies. 
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We now think that the opposition of freedom and normativity is a false one. All 

classrooms are inescapably normative. To simply acknowledge our normativity, though, 

as an inevitable part of an ideological battle for enlightenment, doesn’t really do. Nor 

does arguing that critical literacy practices be taught simply as competencies. While we 

might feel okay about saying students should be required to demonstrate that they can 

produce a feminist, or anti-racist or critical or Marxist or all four readings of a text – tip 

that over. Make it a requirement that students produce overtly racist readings as simply a 

competence. The problems spring into focus. These issues are located in those areas of 

life called the personal – so as teachers we may be challenging what feel like the deeply 

held personal beliefs of our students. We would want to argue now that we’re trying to 

show students that these issues are not simply personal – they are social and cultural but 

not as part of a generalized enlightenment or consciousness. We now see our practice as 

part of a piecemeal attempt to adjust social norms. Schools are one institution amongst 

others attempting to make changes in the direction of equity and social justice in the 

interests of social harmony. These attempts are uneven, imperfect and sometimes may be 

just wrong.  

 

We wonder now whether the multiplicity of subject positions promised by 

poststructuralism is simply not compatible with a subject that has long perceived itself as 

morally formative. Might this explain what seems to be the conversion of 

poststructuralist concepts such as ‘multiple readings’, the ‘slipperiness of the text’ into 

devices that facilitate the adjustment of students’ initial responses (possibly sexist or 



  29 

   

racist ones) to those required by the critical literacy classroom – but not able to be overtly 

acknowledged as taught2. Using poststrucuralist techniques in the service of critical 

practice perhaps can not fail to produce contradictions.   

 

But if these approaches are similar to those of earlier models of English – and still beset 

with many of the same troubling questions – then we might be tempted to ask what is the 

advantage of taking a social-historical approach to literature rather than a traditional 

heritage or personal one. If the different ‘models’ are all doing the same thing why would 

we want to change? Critical practice seemed to promise a greater awareness, or 

consciousness, of the forces that influence our thoughts and actions. However, as Moon 

notes, recent theory: 

has cast doubt upon the idea that we can lift ourselves out of our historical 

moment and gain a total understanding of the forces that govern us. What we can 

achieve from a social-historical perspective it now seems, are some partial, 

strategic reorientations; not a total transformation in consciousness but a degree of 

movement in thinking about particular problems surrounding representation and 

meaning (Moon, 2001a, vii).  

 

Despite what may seem like a disengagement from many of the grander, emancipatory 

promises that theory seemed to offer, we would still say that poststructuralism has had 

significant effects on our thinking and on our practical work over the past fifteen years or 

so. The emphases on textuality, on the construction of meaning, on analysis of the social 

                                                 
2 For an example see Scholes, R. (1985). Textual power: Literary theory and the teaching 
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determinants of reading and on deconstruction led us, we believe, not only to adopting a 

more explicitly critical practice, but also to a more analytical and questioning stance in 

relation to English ‘itself.’ That is, not only did postructuralist reading practices enable us 

to devise activities to ‘defamiliarise’ classroom texts and students’ reading of them, they 

also opened up English to a scrutiny that previously we had not entertained. Prior to our 

engagement with poststructuralism we had not ever wondered why we encouraged 

students to adopt  “a critical, reflective relation to self and society” (Moon, 2001).  Now, 

however, rather than simply accepting that English is an inherently morally formative 

subject that encompasses the inculcation of a range of aesthetic and ethical 

abilities via a non-directive pedagogy, we have begun to ask how and why 

these particular characteristics of English emerged. Thus, our research 

and reading suggest areas that we want to explore further in a practical sense – in our 

thinking about curricula, pedagogy and the materials we write for students. 
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