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A significant goal of the En glish language arts 
classroom is to prepare students to make meaning-
ful contributions as members of an informed elec-
torate. For this to happen, classrooms need to adopt 
a more rhetorical approach toward literary study 
separate from the traditional literary lenses through 
which much of a student’s reading and writing oc-
curs. Such an approach explores the relationships 
that authors achieve with their audiences as well as 
the context that influences the creation of text. Lit-
erary approaches are timeless; rhetorical approaches 
are timely.

Granted, a significant portion of teacher 
training programs adhere to more traditional peda-
gogy, especially in terms of interacting with bel-
letristic prose (poetry, drama, and fiction). Teachers 
often acquire the skills to teach texts from a rhetori-
cal point of view on the job. One starting point is 
teaching more information texts.

Content alone may not guarantee a significant 
change in how the En glish classroom orients its 
students toward informed citizenship and lifelong 
learning. It would be a mistake to think that by ex-
clusively reading nonfiction, students are somehow 
better prepared to make decisions that will enhance 
citizenship and, by extension, society. To compli-
cate matters, the rhetoric classes in En glish teacher 
training programs are part of the overall En glish 
department; future teachers may still see the study 
of argumentation as ancillary to a deeper exposure 
to literary analysis of text.

The most fundamental difference between 
reading from a literary point of view and a rhetori-
cal point of view is the latter’s focus on context, 
audience, and purpose. Students must be taught to 

see how the message and the medium matter, for 
they are entering a world where the flurry and fury 
of messages are so great that the ability to process 
and understand these messages is the reading/writ-
ing equivalent of multitasking. It’s like texting and 
driving at the same time: the student is doing nei-
ther very well.

This is why the En glish classrooms of tomor-
row must continue to search for gravitas, or weight-
iness, in whatever experiences students have that 
warrant their coming together. If we are going to 
modify the En glish classroom that best prepares 
students to make informed decisions to enhance 
tomorrow’s electorate, then we must be able to an-
swer these two questions: Why are we reading this 
text? What is it about this text that demands mul-
tiple perspectives? If we cannot provide answers, 
then such a text deserves to be on an independent 
list. The more that teachers can communicate how 
meaningful, weighty matters require multiple per-
spectives, and the more that we can execute class-
rooms that analyze, create, and share these multiple 
perspectives, the more we empower students to un-
derstand others’ perspectives and stand up for their 
own viewpoints in conversations that matter. 

But where should we look? And who is to 
decide? This is not to suggest the relativistic ap-
proach toward text analysis, where any interpre-
tation holds water so long as students earnestly 
support their contentions. Indeed not, for this 
would reduce the En glish classroom to the talk-
show mindset, where the task of emoting produces 
sound, but little meaning. Texts that require a sin-
gle interpretation—especially in terms of character 
or thematic insight—should be used as a means for 
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student choice, engagement, and enrichment. For 
example, classic dystopian literature, such as Brave 
New World, offers multiple perspectives on the 
causes or effects of dystopia, encouraging a more 
analytical understanding of an imaginary setting; 
conversely, The Hunger Games (like much of YA lit-
erature) presents a more two-dimensional study of 
an issue, allowing a reader’s imagination to foster 
greater engagement in the reading process.

To adhere to tried-and-true weightier texts—
those rightfully canonized through our shared 
scholarly history—implies that students should 
read like adults. And this is where the art of teach-
ing comes in. As there are books that make students 
better readers, there are also authors that make us 
better teachers; our mission is to seek out texts that 
not only allow, but demand, multiple perspectives 
to make us gain deeper understanding.

Consider Homer’s epic poem, The Odyssey, as 
an example of a text that illustrates the concept of 
gravitas. On the surface, teaching all 24 books of 
The Odyssey seems like an unnecessary intrusion on 
the typical ninth-grade En glish language arts cur-
riculum. Such a dilemma suggests the fallacy that a 
text must represent an intrinsically engaging value. 
Apart from the more colorful adventures of the poem, 
much of Odysseus’s journey is filled with speeches 
between gods and mortals, many of whom negoti-
ate the issues of fate versus free will. From a literary 
perspective, The Odyssey may be less engaging from 
start to finish; but if students are also taught to ap-
proach the text through a rhetorical lens—whereby 
they examine the contexts, audiences, purpose, and 
structure of a text—then the study fosters greater 
literacy. Students can understand the metaphorical 
relationship that the sea creatures share with the 
suitors, or they may monitor the ways in which an 
immortal’s rhetoric parallels that of the mortal’s. 
Adopting this “dual lens” approach toward a text 
not only makes us better teachers, but it also makes 
a complex text more accessible to new readers.

Substantive nonfiction texts will make us bet-
ter teachers only if we recognize how such texts 
challenge us to consider our worldviews. Jacques 
Steinberg’s The Gatekeepers: Inside the Admissions 
Process of a Premier College is just such a book, as it 
chronicles the college admission process of Wes-
leyan University and six students in pursuit of 

higher education—some of whom end up attend-
ing Wesleyan. On the surface, this book reads as a 
how-to manual on negotiating the route of college 
admission, especially when it comes to issues of di-
versity. A less nuanced reading of this text appeals 
to students’ immediate concerns about the college 
admission process, especially as the author addresses 
the “bumper sticker” mindset that pervades much 
of it. The conventional wisdom is that admission 
to the more elite university implies a better future. 
Reading the book together, however, requires the 
teaching of Steinberg’s irony as he debunks many of 
the myths that accompany the admissions process. 
Teenagers will likely identify with the college ap-
plicants and their anxieties about their candidacy. 
A shared reading experience, where teachers guide 
students into noting the author’s irony, will encour-
age them to reevaluate their college admissions 
pursuit and gain a cultural perspective on the pur-
poses of education. 

Other forces encourage teachers to acquire 
greater skill in developing their rhetorical practices 
in the teaching of En glish. The Advanced Place-
ment En glish Language and Composition course 
focuses on the development of argument and rhe-
torical analysis, and its core value is the promotion 
of informed citizenship. This course’s Advanced 
Placement exam has been the highest volume 
exam for the past three years (more than 350,000 
students took the test in 2012). The AP En glish 
Language and Composition course emphasizes en-
gagement in relevant conversations about issues 
that matter to the body politic, and the extent to 
which students can make a meaningful contribu-
tion to these conversations. Synthesizing ideas with 
cogent, thoughtful, and empathetic understanding 
of others is a measure of student literacy.

In their 2012 publication Get It Done! Writ-
ing and Analyzing Informational Texts to Make Things 
Happen, authors Jeffrey D. Wilhelm, Michael W. 
Smith, and James E. Fredricksen discuss the power 
of “generative teaching,” where students are given 
the tools by which to create authentic, original, and 
synthesized applications of their learning. Students, 
for example, don’t succeed on The Scarlet Letter unit 
or struggle with The Great Gatsby unit; rather, they 
develop their skills—in analysis, argument, and 
synthesis—over the course of a school year. The 
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and rhetorical study, and equally predictive of life-
long reading skills. A crucible connotes movement 
and transformation—and not just for the students. 
This, perhaps, is the greatest measure of gravitas, 
for in establishing our motivations in coming to-
gether, “our” includes the teachers, whose under-
standing of both text and students allows them to 
use texts to further the education of all students. 
Texts that hold gravitas are meant to be taught. 
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texts merely serve as the conduits through which 
they develop their skill sets.

The task of analysis serves as a springboard to 
generative work, where students create meaningful 
representations. The traditional language arts class-
room too often holds students as passive learners 
who are accustomed to watching others gain access 
to the secret code of connotation, literary criticism, 
and author purpose. 

The ability to make an informed decision be-
gins within the crucible of a focused study of a text; 
shared readings—justifying the reasons for many 
people to read a text together—become the means 
by which students learn to handle the pressure of 
that crucible. Texts with gravitas require teachers 
to foster multiple interpretations—each equally 
cogent and valid, equally representative of literary 
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NCTE Literacy Education Advocacy Day 2014: february 27

Join NCTE members from across the nation for NCTE’s Literacy Education Advocacy Day on Thursday, Feb-
ruary 27, 2014. NCTE members attending Advocacy Day will learn the latest about literacy education issues 
at the federal level and have a chance to interact with people highly involved with those issues. See  
http://www.ncte.org/action/advocacyday for details.
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