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This Spring 2005 issue of CCUE News is the ýrst to 

go out by email in pdf format. It will be sent to the 

CCUE contacts in English Departments in the UK, 

with a request that they forward it to colleagues at their 

University or College. Iôd be interested to receive any 

feedback on the new format and mode of delivery.

The issue contains Elisabeth Jayôs Chairôs Report, 

and Marcus Walshôs thoughts and questions on 

the implications for the English community of the 

Forthcoming RAE. Following Elleke Boehmer and 

John McLeodôs article in the last issue on the teaching 

of postcolonial literature, we have a symposium on the 

Teaching of Life Writing as part of English courses. 

The three articles by Philip Davis, Margaretta Jolly 

and Ruth Robbins are diverse and inspiring--both 

philosophical and full of practical suggestions for texts 

and approaches. Finally, Peter Childs and Jane Goldman 

present articles based on their excellent CCUE OGM 

presentations on how we teach First Year English.    

Dr Chris Ringrose
Dept of English
University College Northampton
Moulton Park
Northampton NN2 7AL
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The CCUE Executive has met twice since April. Given 
some concern over the relatively light representation 
of language specialists on the Executive, Professor 
Ron Carter (Nottingham) had accepted the Executiveôs 
invitation to become a co-opted member. 
  
The Executive has been well-served by existing members
in the attempt to keep abreast of regional issues within 
the UK, particularly where different funding formulae 
are likely to lead to distinct patterns of recruitment.
The December Executive meeting strongly expressed 
the feeling that CCUE should continue to play an 
important role in speaking for the UK-wide subject 
community as a whole and in resisting any drift towards 

differentiation consequent upon these funding changes: 
such fragmentation of the community would be good for 
neither lecturers nor students.

The Executive has responded on behalf of the 
membership to two national consultation documents. 
In response to óTowards a Framework of Professional 
Teaching Standardsô, CCUE argued for a supportive 
rather than regulatory system, and for a framework 
þexible enough to respond to subject-speciýc needs. The 
other ongoing consultation that has preoccupied the 
Executive concerns the RAE. In April CCUE responded 
on the communityôs behalf to the invitation to comment 
on panel conýguration and recruitment. CCUE 
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mentioned the rather odd collection of disciplines with 
which English was initially grouped, and were pleased
to note that this had changed when the ýnal decisions
were published. The CCUE response argued strongly that
the breadth and scope of English as a discipline needs to
be reþected in a widely drawn and large sub-panel.
CCUE also asked for transparent mechanisms for

facilitating discussions between panels and sub-panels,
and for clear guidance to be given on how cross
referencing between sub-panels will operate: an 
important issue for a discipline as broadly based as 
English. Over the summer CCUE undertook wide 
consultation on the issue of nominations for the English
sub-panel, and held a specially convened Executive 
meeting to discuss the results in August: The CCUE 
Secretary, who oversaw this process deserves thanks for 
undertaking this task.

CCUE continues to be well-represented in AHRB
circles, where óinterdisciplinarityô continues to be 
much discussed. CCUEôs liaison with both the Common 
English Forum and QCA has been maintained during 

the crucial discussions of the Tomlinson report.  Both 
the Chair and Secretary of CCUE will be part of the 
Advisory Board being established in connection with 
the successful bid by the Institute of English Studies in 
partnership with a number of other universities 
and centres in the UK for a role in the AHRB-funded 
research-training scheme. While CCUE had thought 
it inappropriate to be associated with any particular bid 

while the bidding process was underway, it had agreed to 
offer its advice and expertise, on behalf of the subject 
community as a whole, to this bid should it prove 
successful.
  
Many CCUE members attended the September 2004 
ESSE conference in Zaragosa, where the input of the 
Spanish Association for University English was greatly 
valued. Since membership of ESSE in the UK comes 
through afýliation to CCUE rather than individually it is 
all the more incumbent on CCUE to be involved in the
next ESSE conference, to be held from 29 August to 2 
September 2006 in Senate House, London. The 
conference will be hosted by the IES working in 
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partnership with CCUE, and, as the UK representative 
on the Board of ESSE CCUEôs Chair will be on the 
Advisory Board for this. CCUE has neither the funds nor 
the resources to have a ýnancial or administrative role in 
the conference, but our academic input is highly valued, 
as our previous UK representatives have so persuasively 
argued.

The slow payment of subscriptions remains a source 
of some anxiety for the Executive. The costs relating to 
the OGM, AGM, and membersô travel expenses continue 
to rise, while our income from subscriptions does not. 
We have therefore had to exercise additional ýnancial 
prudence so far this year, notably in not investing 
substantially in a professional overhaul and maintenance 
of the CCUE website. We have so far relied on the good 
ofýces of a former member of the Executive for the 
ongoing maintenance of the website, and his help has 
been much appreciated, as has the assistance of the ESC 
in allowing us to post details of this OGM on the ESC 
site. But it would obviously be better if the site were 
maintained in the long term within the purview of the 

Executive. Possible solutions will be pursued in the 
coming months.

One decision that will cut costs considerably without 
any loss of service is the move from paper to electronic 
publication for CCUE News. This issue is being sent out
to the named departmental contacts via e-mail and
distributed within institutions by that individual. By the 
Autumn edition it is hoped that the journal will be
posted on the new CCUE website. The editorôs continued
hard work and commitment, especially during the 
crucial transition to electronic publication, is much 
appreciated by the Executive and by the membership at 
large. 

The last important item to mention here is the 
forthcoming CCUE AGM which will be held at St
Anneôs, Oxford, on 22 and 23 April 2005. Fifty en-suite 
rooms in the new accommodation block will be available 
for delegates to book on a ýrst-come ýrst-served basis.
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conýdentiality of individuals, already reasonably strongly 
asserted in the terms of RAE 2001 (however abused they 
may have been locally), has been signiýcantly reinforced. 
Some signiýcant further thought has been given to the 
issue of Individual Staff Circumstances. The creation 
of Main Panels promises to address the signiýcant 2001 
problem of inconsistency of outcomes between Units 
of Assessment. The number of subject-area panels (sub 
panels) is much as before, and large enough to mirror 
genuine disciplinary identities and distinctions. The 
subject-area panels are invited and required to design the 
criteria appropriate to their disciplinary area. 

Thereôs much to be said in favour of the arrangements, 
so far as we now know them, for RAE 2008. The 
dual-funding system survives. The divisive separate 
channels and procedural complexities of the Roberts 
recommendations have been ditched. The principle 
of professional, discipline-based assessment has been 
retained, though in the form of óexpertô rather than ópeerô 
review; it has not been replaced by any great expansion 
of the role of ómetricsô. The overall deýnitions of 
óresearchô remain substantially unchanged, and are not 
inhospitable to arts-side disciplines. Interdisciplinary 
research will be assessed against the criteria developed 
by the relevant sub-panel. Protection of the rights and 

 3. RAE 2008: 
 Some Thoughts and   
  Some Questions

  Marcus Walsh
  University of Liverpool

  >



These are all goods. It could have been much worse. 

Much however remains to be decided. The consultation 
process continues, with sub-panel criteria in particular 
still to be drafted and agreed, and a number of questions 
about the RAE process, effects, and outcomes must 
remain in our minds. And those questions are the more 
urgent, because the stakes have been signiýcantly raised.

If the three previous RAE processes have had 
considerable inþuence on how we work, there can be no 
doubt that the 2008 process will have more signiýcant 
and lasting effects than any of its predecessors. These are 
the words of Sir Howard Newby, as Chief Executive of 
HEFCE:

ñThe 2001 exercise resulted in over half of 
all submitted work being awarded the top 
two points on a seven-point scale. There were 
concerns that the rating scale could no longer 
provide the degree of discrimination needed 
for a continuing policy of selective funding. 
We believe that the quality proýles based on 

a four-point scale will provide the degree of 
discrimination needed.ò

Sir Howardôs is not the only possible conclusion from the 
2001 outcomes. An alternative conclusion might be that 
a chronically and notoriously under-funded university 
sector managed to produce a very substantial and 
consistent level of high quality research, and therefore 
had made its case for sustained or increased general 
levels of funding. Sir Howardôs preferred interpretation 
makes wholly clear ï what we already knew ï that it 
is the strategic purpose of the RAE process to drive 
selective (or reduced) research funding.

The 2008 RAE will indeed apply a much sharper blade 
to the business of discrimination, particularly, as Sir 
Howard points out, in the way that óQuality Proýlesô 
work. Of the four óstarô levels to which research work 
will be assigned, the top three will all be assigned to 
work of óinternationalô or óworld leadingô quality. Work 
of ónationalô quality will earn only a single star. The 
grading system in other words is structured to present a 
dramatically steeper challenge.
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Our input into the RAE 2008 consultation process has 
clearly been important so far. We need to carry on asking 
some of the necessary questions. 
Here are a few:

1. What further guidance will be offered on the 
implementation of the Quality Proýles?

2. How will the descriptors for the rating scale 
points in the Quality Proýles be reached, and 
when will we know what they are?

3. Will there be an appeals process? The óImpact 
Assessment of the Funding Bodies Proposals for 
Research Assessmentô (January 2004) notes that 
the absence of an appeals process óhas not been 
agreed with the HE sectorô, and recommends 
that óthe funding bodies should consider this 
furtherô; however, it goes on to assert that an 
appeals process óis difýcult to achieve [and] 
impacts on the timing of the RAE and the 
timing of funding, as well as our ability to make 

funding decisions. An appeal system would 
effectively defer the results of funding decisionô 
[sic.] (óImpactô, Annex A, Head 2c).

4. óSub-panels may neither rank nor regard any 
particular form of output as of greater or lesser 
quality than another per seô; óit is not expected 
that all sub-panels will examine in detail all the 
research outputs listedô (óGuidance to Panelsô, 
ÄÄ 48a, 48e). In 2001 it was widely suspected 
that these two requirements were in practice 
mutually contradictory. Has that contradiction 
been addressed?

5. óEvidence that research outputs have already 
been reviewed or refereed by experts and 
judged to embody research of high quality may 
be used as one measure of quality. However 
the absence of such review may not, in itself, 
be taken to imply lower quality.ô (óGuidance to 
Panelsô, Ä 48h). If such evidence is to be taken 
as a measure of quality, how can its absence not 
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imply lower quality? This issue generally is a 
matter of real concern for a discipline in which 
it is unlikely all outputs will be read.

6. Sub-panels are invited to assign their own 
weighting to the three overarching elements of 
assessment: research outputs (which must form 
50% or more of the overall weighting), research 
environment, and esteem indicators. What 
weighting will our sub panel assign?

7. It is clearly essential that HEIs, and academics, 
know in good time what the processes and 
criteria of RAE 2008 are.
óGuidance on Submissionsô is promised for 
summer 2005.

óPanel Statements of Criteria and Working 
Methodsô are promised for the end of 2005. 
These are particularly vital; they will include 
(amongst much else) statements on what the 
sub-panel considers to qualify as research in our 

discipline, and what forms of interdisciplinary 
activity and output will be acceptable. 
Prior knowledge of the criteria is necessary 
to research planning at departmental and 
individual level.
Given that the deadline for publication of 
outputs is 31 December 2007, and given that 
in our ýeld the publication process alone may 
regularly take between one and two years, 
is it reasonable or equitable for researchers 
and academic managers ýnally to see the 
criteria by which they are to be judged so late 
in the process that any output that takes full 
cognisance of the criteria can scarcely meet the 
deadline?

8. We are promised óFeedback on each submission 
summarising the reason for the quality proýle 
awarded with reference to the published criteria 
of the sub panel that assessed itô (óGuidance to 
Panelsô, Ä 20b). The feedback provided by the 
English Subject Panel to individual departments 
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in RAE 2001 can fairly be described as 
negligible. Is there any indication or promise 
that more will be provided in 2008?

9. What consideration has been given to the 
impact of RAE on teaching and learning? Or, to 
put it more generally, what kind of policy and 
planning lies behind the inevitable emergence 
after 2008 of non-research óuniversitiesô?

10. What will be the implications for English 
of concentrating funds in a small number of 
departments?

11. What arrangements are in place for dealing 
with post-2008 reductions in staff numbers, and 
closures and mergers of departments?

12. The RAE process rewards, and therefore 
encourages, postgraduate research activity. The 
effect of the RAE may be to reduce funding, 
and consequently stafýng levels. What will 
be the effect of producing a greater number of 

qualiýed postgraduate researchers where fewer 
employment opportunities are available?

13. And ýnally, a question which might be of 
particular concern to the English subject 
community. Critical remarks, as Samuel 
Johnson pointed out, are not easily understood 
without examples; so here are a few, from just 
two recent RAE publications:
The óGuidance to Panelsô document óprovides 
general information to higher education 
institutions on RAE 2008, including on criteria 
setting éô. [sic.] (óGuidance to Panelsô, Ä 1).
óbenchmark standards of excellence might 
not apply equally to research in new 
interdisciplinary ýelds as to established 
disciplinesô [sic.] (óGuidance to Panelsô, Ä 37e).
óthe Council applies an Accountability Impact 
Scorecard test to new initiatives. The scorecard 
tests whether a new initiative achieves a 
reasonable balance between the needs of 
stakeholders with the right of HEIôs to pursue 
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their (research) strategy with the minimum of 
regulatory burden.ô [sic.] (óImpactô, Ä 7)
óThe funding bodies could be more transparent 
in its RAE decision-making processes.ô [sic.] 
(óImpactô, Ä 8)
óAlthough we identiýed that the Roberts 
proposals were not more expensive éô [sic.] 
(óImpactô, Annex C, Head 4c).
Let me set these examples beside an exciting 
possibility advanced in the óImpactô document:
óWe do not formally adopt ñplain Englishò but 
do ensure publications are subject to textual 
editing. There is a strong case for including 
an editor in the next RAE team to ensure all 
information provided externally is subject to 
testing of this typeô (óImpactô, Annex A, Head 
1d).
Question: will such an editor be appointed? And 
will competence in written English be a required 
qualiýcation?

  <



 4. Life and Writing - -   
 and the Area Between
 Philip Davis

 University of Liverpool

Life writing? I thought most writing was life writing. But 
if óLife Writingô is just an attractive way of packaging 
a course on biography and autobiography, then thatôs 
perfectly okay - but it is not what I am interested in.  
Because as modish terms go, this is the one of the few 
I really do like: life and writing and the area between 
them.

What does interest me here is the relation between 
ostensibly non-ýctional texts and literary ones. That is 
why I for my part do not want a course that separates 
off the one from the other but has them jostling, 
experimentally, side-by-side, testing the boundaries 
between discourses. I welcome the intrusion of the 

broadly non-ýctional upon the literary, if óliteraryô has 
become a too self-conscious and near-autonomous 
world. The wide-ranging nature of what used to be 
called ólettersô ï writing open to all of life ï can shake 
up readers, making the whole world of thought their 
potential subject-matter. 

For example. On a Victorians course I would like the 
students to read Mrs Oliphantôs Autobiography alongside 
George Eliotôs Middlemarch. Mrs Oliphant says that she 
will never be mentioned in the same breath as George 
Eliot, will always seem second-rate, at best, compared 
to her. But she also adds (with some self-suspicion that 
this may be an excuse, after all) that George Eliot had an 
easier life than did she, a widow left with three children 
to support through literary endeavours which the children 
themselves necessarily interrupted. George Eliot led a 
life that could be more wholly devoted to writing. To 
Margaret Oliphant, for all the pain of Marian Evansô 
early years and the unconventional relationship with 
George Henry Lewes, it was even as though George Eliot 
in her ómental greenhouseô did not have to live a real life 
at all, and could just be a writer: that is why George Eliot 
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leaves no autobiography but Margaret Oliphant feels she 
almost has to. In this context Iôd also want to bring in 
J.W.Crossôs under-rated Life of George Eliot ï a work, 
written by the young man George Eliot married after the 
death of Lewes, which is really a chronological selection 
of George Eliotôs letters with minimal commentary; a 
biography so dedicated to reproducing its subjectôs own 
voice in her own words that it seeks to stand as surrogate 
autobiography, bespeaking all that went on, residually, 
behind the work as well as within it. Middlemarch is 
largely about human failures, with the writer of the 
book trying to remind us, even from within it, that it 
isnôt just a book; but George Eliot herself, as Crossôs 
work makes clear, always feared that she too was failing 
in the very midst of her writing (she thought she was 
like Casaubon); while Margaret Oliphant felt that she 
was what a real-life failure was truly like, compared 
to George Eliot. At the very least, there is something 
complicated at stake, something important to be thought 
out, in that tangle of different lives and different genres, 
debating the very status and position of what we call 
órealist ýctionô.  

What is more, in her Autobiography Mrs Oliphant 
uses all her resources as a novelist in the act of writing 
something which is not a novel. óTransferable skillsô, 
like inter-disciplinarity, is not a term I admire, but there 
is something important that lies half-distorted within 
such phrases. And that is to do with novelists when not 
writing novels  (Dan Jacobson in his broken memoir 
Time and Time Again); or with painters using for once 
a pen not a brush; or musicians revealing the human 
by-products of their art in words rather than notes. That 
is why (though its authenticity has been in dispute) I 
value the transcribed talk of Shostakovichôs Testimony 
ï memoirs related to and edited by Solomon Volkov. 
Or all those memoirs of blindness when authors now 
write from their inner eye, as though by a species of 
synaesthesia. Or the work of scientists and philosophers 
and psychologists and medics such as Antonio Damasio 
(The Feel of What Happens) or R.M.Unger (Passion) or 
Marion Milner (A Life of One’s Own; An Experiment in 
Leisure) or Oliver Sacks (A Leg to Stand On), like hybrid 
writers in hybrid forms. Sometimes, it is even good 
when a near-basic language struggles, seeming at once 
shorn of the literary and yet in need of re-discovering 
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it in a different medium. I want the literary revitalized 
from outside and expanded. I love those abstract ideas 
and bare stories from works of non-ýction that provoke 
excitement and imagination, as though they were the not-
quite-raw material - what Henry James called the nuggets 
- that make for the further beginnings of exploratory art. 
Then one begins to occupy that resonant space which Iris 
Murdoch describes in Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals, 
when she speaks of writing which is ñin tension between 
a clariýed statement and a confused pointing, and is in 
danger if it goes too far either wayò.

It is to this unruly in-between or cross-over area called 
life writing that, I believe, literary critics in particular 
should commit themselves. I think we are and should 
be the middle men, the middle women, occupying in 
thoughtful negotiation the territory that lies between 
world and book, and making it available to our students 
as a place of test and contemplation. The name of 
Matthew Arnold may often produce a knee-jerk reaction, 
but his words in ñThe Function of Criticism at the 
Present Timeò seem to me to give existence to a thought 
I need here:

The critical power is of lower rank than 
the creative. True; but in assenting to this 
proposition, one or two things are to be kept 
in mind. It is undeniable that the exercise of a 
creative power, that a free creative activity, is 
the highest function of man; it is proved to be so 
by manôs ýnding in it his true happiness. But it 
is undeniable, also, that men may have the sense 
of exercising this ýne creative activity in other 
ways than in producing great works of literature 
or art; if it were not so, all but a very few men 
would be shut out from the true happiness of all 
men. They may have it in well-doing, they may 
have it in learning, they may even have it in 
criticising.

Far from being a language of elitism, this is an effort to 
make an artistic form of thought and experience available 
to all those who may never be creative artists themselves. 
And this not so much for artôs sake as for what art 
represents: for the sake of a more humanly creative 
society. Writings such as Carlyleôs ñCharacteristicsò are 
art in translation, art translated into a common medium 
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for those who wanted to think like artists, on subjects 
outside art, without themselves necessarily being artists. 
As Marion Milner puts it, more personally, in A Life of 
One’s Own, ñI had often thought that novelists and poets 
had a special advantage in learning how to live, their 
writings providing them with an instrument that most 
of us were denied. . . . But if one had no gift . . .? Was 
there not a way by which each person could ýnd out for 
himself what he was like?ò

Leave aside the phrase ótransferable skillsô; still 
everything here is about translation and analogy. 
The piece of life writing that has mattered most to 
me, I guess, is John Bergerôs experiment in faction, 
A Fortunate Man (1967). For there Berger aims, as 
chronicler, to be towards an obscure real-life country 
doctor something of what he feels the doctor himself is 
to the ostensibly ordinary little world around him: not 
just a pill-pusher but a witness who can think beyond the 
language of common sense, an imaginative recogniser of 
what humanly is going on, a silent diagnostic novelist.
I love that thought which is itself so like a quintessential 
metaphor ï that there are silent poets, practical novelists 

in the world, and that a gift from one level may through 
an interaction of brain and context operate at another.
So I want to see literature working in the world, in 
relation to ostensibly non-literary concerns, in relation 
to apparently non-literary existences. Speciýcally, I 
also want there to be the opportunity for courses within 
university English where students are encouraged to put 
down on paper what, from their own life-experience, 
certain works of literature make them think ï at the risk 
of embarrassment or distortion or even sheer foolishness, 
in the very testing of personal response. For it is good 
and right and natural that literary texts should produce 
something more than pure, safe literary responses. 
Nothing is worse than anonymity. ñDo what you can 
and confess frankly what you are unable to do; neither 
let your effort be shortened for fear of failure, nor your 
confession silenced for fear of shame.ò Isnôt that also, 
from Ruskinôs ñThe Nature of Gothicò, a form of life 
writing, of writing, boldly and personally, for the sake of 
making for more released life in the world? There is as 
much (no, more) autobiography in a text like that ï or in, 
say, Newmanôs Essay in Aid of a Grammar of Assentï as 
there is in a formal autobiography such as Ruskinôs 
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Praeterita or Newmanôs Apologia Pro Vita Sua.  For too 
often autobiography and biography can turn out not to be 
ólife writingô at all - the life, the internal memory getting 
lost within the conventional þattening out of story into 
mere linear chronology, set ýrm only in retrospect. 

Anyone trying, as I am, to write the biography of a 
writer ï in my case the novelist Bernard Malamud 
ï cannot escape these questions.  For I need to insist at 
the end here that my concerns are not simply Victorian. 
One could just as easily be talking about Montaigne or 
Samuel Johnson, about the use of letters in Richardsonôs 
Clarissa or the use of conversation in Boswellôs Life of 
Johnson. Yet for our students, above all perhaps, what 
is at stake here is to do with some deep value in the 
freedom of the óessayô - in the full experimental sense of 
that term. And that is not what is generally encouraged 
at the moment, when, dismally, student writing is far too 
much about planning in advance, meeting the assessment 
objectives, and putting in all those critics. Thatôs not 
writing, itôs reporting; and it is certainly not alive.

For life writing is not about a single period or a single 
genre or a safely pre-established framework. On the 
contrary, it is about a mixing together of times and genres 
and abilities and contexts within a life. It is to do with 
what, again, Iris Murdoch points towards in Metaphysics 
as a Guide to Morals, when she speaks of each personôs 
store of guiding memories, of inner refuges and recurrent 
starting points, like unwritten poems-in-the-head. Every 
individual, she says, has a collection of such things 
- which may be indicated by a tradition, suggested by 
work or subjects of study, emerge from personal crises or 
relationships, be gradually established or come suddenly; 
through familiarity with a good person or a sacred text, a 
sense of renewal in a particular place, a sudden vision in 
art or nature, joy or pain experienced as pure . . .    
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One of the things that I habitually do when marking 

student essays is excise the word óIô. The conventions 

of academic writing demand the performance of 

objectivity and authority. The students who repeatedly 

write óIô very often write it as a way of hedging their 

bets; its repetition often reveals a lack of conýdence 

and it undermines the force of their arguments. But 

while there is obviously a necessity for them to ómasterô 

the discourse, there may be other ways to tackle the 

problems they experience ï and one such method could 

be via a structured encouragement of the personal voice. 

Good academic writing is often really just the sustained 

performance of particular act of mimicry: the student 

pretends to be a critic, and sometimes the performance 

is extremely convincing. There may, however, be other 

ways of enabling the processes that go into to the acts of 

impersonation we demand than via the repeated exercise 

of the formal academic essay. 

In two very different institutions over a period of about 

seven years, Iôve taught modules in life writing ï both 

straightforward autobiography and ýctional versions 

such as bildungsromane. In both institutions, the 

modules have been taught by a mixture of traditional 

methods (for, example, theorized close readings) and 

creative writing. And in both institutions, assessment 

has been in part by the production of studentsô own 

autobiographical and reþective writing. What follows 

is a brief description of what Iôve been doing in those 

classes, why Iôve been doing it, and why I think it works. 

This is, I should admit from the outset, not underpinned 

by pedagogical research. It is anecdotal and experiential, 

but since personal experience is to some extent what 

autobiographical writing validates, perhaps I can be 

forgiven.

4.  Doing the Police in   

 Different Voices
 Ruth Robbins
 Leeds Metropolitan University
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The modules originated in discussions at the University 

of Luton in the mid 1990s with colleagues on the 

Literary Studies in English pathway. The impetus to try 

something different came from the development of an 

undergraduate programme in Womenôs Studies, which 

brought Humanities staff into contact for the ýrst time 

with sociologists and health-care lecturers, with their 

long tradition of using reþective writing as a major 

plank of professional practice. The Womenôs Studies 

programme, drawing on that expertise, made extensive 

use of the óReþective Journalô in its learning processes 

and assessment strategies. The purpose there was to 

ensure that students had óownershipô of the knowledge 

they were gathering, and ï in the particular political 

climate of Womenôs Studies ï to ensure that personal 

experience was valued alongside academic knowledge.

Several of us who worked in the Womenôs Studies 

programme were very impressed by what the Reþective 

Journals revealed. One rather heartening trend was 

that students who often struggled badly with more 

conventional academic exercises, when permitted to 

use their own voices, were able not only to write with 

great expression, but also to write more accurately 

in terms of grammar, syntax and vocabulary choice. 

It developed their conýdence and there were gradual 

improvements in their other writing exercises. So, we 

decided to adopt and adapt this strategy in some Literary 

Studies modules. The key module was óConfessional 

and Autobiographical Writingô, which, taught in Level 

3, perhaps came too late to do the really developmental 

work that had been a feature of Womenôs Studies, but 

which did, nonetheless, produce some really interesting 

work.1 The module involved the study of a number of 

literary autobiographies, and alongside the study of 

the texts, there were also writing workshops designed 

to encourage conýdence in personal writing, which 

were largely separate from the text-based classes. 

The intention of the writing workshops was to foster 

conýdence in the creative processes, and to help students 

to prepare for their ýnal assessment ï the production of 

an autobiographical and reþective piece of writing of 

their own.
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For various reasons, neither the Literary Studies nor 

Womenôs Studies degrees are still taught at Luton. 

When I left in 1999, and joined the English Division at 

University College Northampton, I brought a version 

of the module with me, much adapted and altered, and 

based on my own increasing conýdence in the value of 

creative writing as a means to enable creative reading, 

and on a clearer sense of how writing workshops could 

be incorporated into the curriculum. Northampton enjoys 

the great luxury of whole-year modules, which makes 

the space for workshops to take place, and for the various 

issues to be covered at a reasonable rather than a frenetic 

pace. A wide range of theoretical models and texts from 

different periods can be dealt with, and thereôs plenty of 

time for students to develop their own ideas, styles and 

conýdence. The key idea with which I asked students to 

engage was that all writing ï like all social interaction 

ï is to some extent, a performance. Autobiography 

is the performance of the self, in which the writer 

projects a personality towards an implied audience. 

The relationship between the implied author (or textual 

performance) and the implied audience is crucial. This 

can be demonstrated by engagement with theoretical 

models of the self; it be can shown using conventional 

close-reading techniques on literary autobiographical 

texts; and in can be unmasked by textual performances of 

oneôs own. 

The classes took various forms. There were brief lectures 

and structured seminar discussions, which dealt largely 

with the theoretical and textual issues raised by the 

moduleôs core texts.2 And every other week, there was 

homework beyond the required reading, which took 

the form of writing exercises. I asked students to bring 

their work to class typed and anonymous. Pieces were 

collected, randomly redistributed to different groups, 

discussed, and three or four pieces were selected for 

further discussion by the whole group. Anonymity 

protected the shy; but generally at the end, students 

whose work had been chosen by the others would óadmitô 

authorship; and ï interestingly ï I believe everyone 

got their moment in the limelight at some stage. Even 
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the shyest students appeared to enjoy having their 

work validated, discussed and praised by their peers. 

And the students were critically extremely astute about 

each otherôs work, whilst also managing to maintain 

a friendly and helpful environment. It was part of the 

ethos of the teaching sessions that I never asked the 

students to complete an exercise that I was not prepared 

to participate in myself. (My work got chosen and 

discussed too, but not especially often.)

The exercises were either directly related to a topic 

or theme that had arisen naturally from the published 

resources we were studying together, or they arose 

from theoretical discussions arising from the lecture 

programme. (Thus, when we discussed psychoanalysis, 

the exercise generated from that discussion was the 

recollection ï or creation ï of a dream narrative.) 

It was emphasized from the outset that neither the 

autobiographical exercises nor the assessed work at the 

end of the process had to be ótrueô.3 But I did undertake 

a fairly in-depth discussion of the ethics of the process 

at the beginning of the module, and asked students to 

sign up to a supportive atmosphere. Moreover, it also 

had to be emphasized that any work produced for the 

classes or the assessment had to be understood as being 

in the public domain, and I asked students to select very 

carefully the experiences they chose to share ï a certain 

amount of self-censorship was probably a pre-requisite 

for the effective running of the classes.

 

The exercises were staged so that students could 

grow in conýdence as the module progressed. We 

began with an icebreaker, which consisted of writing 

about a photograph; students were asked to describe a 

photograph that meant something to them ï to describe 

its literal content, and then its personal signiýcance. And 

photographs were then swapped in the group, and the 

exercise undertaken again with someone elseôs picture, 

with generally cheerful results. Following on from our 

reading of David Copperfield, during which we had spent 

a long time discussing the version of masculinity that 

the novel validated, I asked the class to rewrite Rudyard 
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Kiplingôs poem óIf éô4. The only proviso in rewriting óIf 

éô was that the opening word had to be óifô, demanding 

a particular kind of grammatical structure. And if, in the 

memorable words of one student, her own version of 

the poem óstrayed a bit close to the cheese counterô, that 

at least implies a certain self-consciousness about what 

óworksô and what doesnôt. Other versions were, by the 

way, both genuinely moving and ï in one particular case 

ï genuinely hilarious.

Another exercise was to rewrite the opening two pages 

of James Joyceôs A Portrait of the Artist as a Young 

Man. The students had a choice. They could either 

impersonate Joyce himself, but use their own earliest 

recollections as the subject matter for their writing; 

or they could rewrite Joyceôs opening the style of 

A. N. Other writer ï Charles Dickens, whose David 

Copperfield was the immediately preceding text, was 

my suggestion, though they could have chosen anyone. 

Whichever way you do this exercise, anyone undertaking 

a pastiche of Joyceôs style will learn a great deal about 

the compression and conciseness of his writing. And if 

you decide to be Dickens for a day, not only will you 

learn about Joyceôs technique, but something about the 

ironic and meandering prolixity of Dickensôs style also 

becomes apparent. The students got the point perhaps 

more forcibly than they would have done in a more 

traditional discussion. At the end of the module, as night 

follows day, came the assessment. There were two items 

in the assessment ï an academic essay of the usual kind; 

and the autobiographical/reþective piece. The brief for 

this latter assignment demanded a 3000 word piece 

of autobiographical writing. Because most students 

are twenty years old or thereabouts, and because their 

experiences to date are actually very similar, at least in 

broad outline (got born, went to school, had some happy 

times and some less happy times, came to uni, and so 

on) the brief stated that the key criterion for the exercise 

was not that one had led an interesting and varied life; 

moreover, it also emphasized that the autobiography need 

not be factual. It was in the creativity and competence 

of the writing process ï the choices made in how to 
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present the material and the effectiveness of the writing 

ï that the markerôs interest lay. Additionally, students 

had to turn over some of the space in the piece (though 

I didnôt specify exactly how much) to reþecting on and 

explaining the choices made about the material (its 

content) and about its organization.

And the results? Well, by any measure, stunning, and not 
just from the students whose work was always brilliant. 
There was the student who presented her life as a scrap 
book made out of faked newspaper accounts of her life, 
who explained rather more articulately than she did in 
her formal academic essay, how the idea was based on 
the twinned concepts of the Wordsworthian ʻspot of time  ̓
and the Joycean ʻepiphanyʼ. There was a life as a screen 
play, with an ear for dialogue and an eye for detail that 
put the reader directly in touch with the situation – and 
an explanation based on Jamesian idea of ʻshowing 
not telling  ̓that was eloquent and forceful. There was 
autobiography as patch-work quilt or collage effect, 
twinned with a discussion of the influence of The Woman 
Warrior on the choices made. There was magic realism, 

letters to God (a Judy Blume novel, rather than The 
Color Purple), creative uses of dialect, demonstrations of 
Bahktinian dialogism, use of the materiality of the word 
in extraordinary uses of typeface and image, and … well, 
the list goes on. In ʻdoing the police in different voicesʼ, 
the students showed faith in the experiment of the classes 
and demonstrated very thoroughly that they had mastered 
the concepts with which we had been working. Henry 
James described his preference for showing rather than 
telling; the autobiographical students demonstrated 
their capacity for learning through doing, and I suspect 
that they taught me rather more than I taught them. So 
Iʼm planning another version of this module in my new 
department . . . 
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Endnotes

1  The colleagues involved with me in this development   

were Jill Barker, Martin Gray and Claire Jones. Those  

colleagues did far more of the groundwork than I did, not least 

because two of them write ócreativelyô as well as  

academically, and were very committed to the possibilities  

that an experiment of this kind might offer. The developmental 

work in helping students to learn to write better was undertaken 

in other modules with a creative bias, notably The Short Story 

module, led by the late John Moore, which gave students the 

opportunity to write their own short stories, stimulated by the  

plots and writing styles of the authors whom they studied.

  
2  The module texts included ï in different permutations  

from year to year (we never did all of these texts in one 

academic session): óThe Lyric Iô (a handout of brief lyric poems 

from different points in history ï from Wyatt to Larkin and 

Plath); Selections from The Prelude; Thomas De Quinceyôs 

Confessions of An English Opium Eater; David Copperýeld;  

Edmund Gosseôs Father and Son; James Joyceôs A Portrait of 

the Artist as Young Man;  

 

Oscar Wildeôs De Profundis; Brian Keenanôs An Evil Cradling; 

Maxine Hong Kingstonôs The Woman Warrior; Jung Changôs 

Wild Swans; Ruth Picardieôs Before I say goodbye; Gillian 

Roseôs Loveôs Work; Alan Bennettôs Writing Home; Carolyn 

Steedmanôs Landscape for a Good Woman. Last year, following  

discussions about the body and appetite in one particular class 

and facilitated by a special offer at the local Waterstoneôs, 

the students themselves requested Nigel Slaterôs Toast as a 

supplementary text. 

3  I cannot be sure, of course, but my suspicion is that 

the great majority of work Iôve seen from these modules 

has been mediated versions of real experiences. No matter 

how thoroughly students comprehend the post-structuralist 

suspicion of authenticity and sincerity, they live their lives in a 

humanistic way, and usually write from that perspective.

4  This idea was borrowed from a Channel 4 documentary, 

and from Benjamin Zephaniahôs version of the poem.
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4.  But the Author is Dead!

 Life Writing in English Studies

 Margaretta Jolly
 University of Exeter

Not all academics in English are happy that life writing 
is in now fashionable inside as well as outside the 
ivory tower. While mostly we still train students to 
be highly suspicious of biographical forms of textual 
interpretation and autobiographical self-expression, the 
growing þurry of courses on autobiography, biography, 
letters and diaries may be giving the author a sly kiss of 
life. Whether Boswellôs or Beckhamôs, the writing and 
reading of otherôs lives slips easily into hero worship, 
slurpy gossip and pop psychology (Veeser). Are literary 
types who like reading autobiography or biography 
simply sophisticated voyeurs and navel gazers? The 
contradiction between the average English lecturerôs 
textual methods and life-writersô truth-pacts may be even 

starker in departments that also offer practical training 
in memoir- or biography-writing. Though Creative 
Writing lecturers tend to see autobiography as a mere 
springboard for the proper business of making things up, 
classes abound in discussions of authenticity, expressive 
voice and factual accuracy that may seem quite at odds 
with the ideologically-tinted formalism that remains the 
standard in British literary critical training. 

Certainly, the spread of life writing as subject and 
method poses real challenges to many shibboleths of 
the literary academy. In its worst guises, it signiýes 
the inþuence of celebrity culture in an increasingly 
competitive educational market, tellingly signiýed by 
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the turn of star professors themselves to confessional 
bildungsroman. (Which reminds me, I must read Terry 
Eagletonôs memoir). But for me, the dramatic rise of life 
writing studies since the late 1980s is fundamentally a 
positive sign that universities, and indeed paradigms of 
knowledge, are becoming more democratic. Now that, 
ýnally, the doors are creaking open to women, working 
class, older or immigrant students and teachers, the lofty 
voice of impersonal abstraction sounds as pompous and 
unconvincing as Oz without his screen and speaker. 
Writing about oneôs own or othersô lives is characteristic 
of those historically new to the academy not to confess 
sins but to be seen and to see (Lopate and Collaborative). 
It is the þowering of a thousand narrative blooms out 
of disillusionment with liberal humanist and Marxist 
generalities. In todayôs pluralist culture, individuals assert 
that knowledge is by deýnition conditioned by its context 
and standpoint, and that head, heart and body are all of 
its sources. It is signiýcant that much academic interest 
in autobiographical life writing has come out of womenôs 
and race studies networks (Freedman). Similarly, 
pedagogical interest in life writing has centred on access 

and continuing education, where it is a teacherôs rule of 
thumb that engaging a studentôs life experiences is the 
best way to motivate their learning (Jolly). Even when 
life writing takes conservative forms, such as the new 
Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, the great 
individual is often subordinate to a deeply collective 
story and moreover collective scholarship at odds with 
commercial exchange (Collini). For the defenders of life 
writing, the job of an academic is not to argue until we 
arrive at some ýnal objectivity, but to ýnd waaphically 
can fantastically complement humanist, political and 
formalist strands of cultural study. It is quite possible 
to start with analyzing a taste for what we believe 
really happened and quickly be jawing away about 
epistemological and ethical philosophy. Sure, I exploit 
studentsô tendencies to revere the shocker Dave Pelzer 
for being A Child Called It (Pelzer), to cry over Betty 
Mahmoodyôs Not Without My Daughter (Mahmoody and 
Hoffer) and shiver with repulsive fascination at Kathryn 
Harrisonôs incest survivor narrative The Kiss (Harrison). 
But I push them to frame the powerful emotions that 
true stories generate with literary questions about the 
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relationship between author, text and history, and the 
value of aesthetic experiment. I remember vividly how 
sweet this challenge felt when Julia Swindells ýrst posed 
it to me when I was an undergraduate in the mid-80s, 
reading her book on 19th century working class womenôs 
autobiographies through the lens of Victorian romances 
and politics (Swindells).

Let me demonstrate my attempt to pass on such 
sweetness with an account of a recent class I ran as 
part of my third year undergraduate course at Exeter, 
óTrue Storiesô. Students had been asked to read Brian 
Keenanôs marvelous hostage memoir An Evil Cradling 
before the seminar, and I began by asking them simply 
to come up with what they thought the book ówas aboutô 
(Keenan, An Evil Cradling). Writing up keywords of 
their responses ï óforgiveness, love, survivalô ï I note 
that they have allowed themselves to follow Keenanôs 
agenda of moral and psychological development, perhaps 
also their own idea of what deýnes great literature. None 
of them said: this is the account of an Irish lecturer in 
literature who was kidnapped by a group Islamic Jihad 

in Beirut 1986, held hostage for 4 years and released 
through the intervention of British and Syrian diplomats. 
I prompt them to consider what we might learn from 
this memoir if we do relate it to the political history 
it discusses obliquely, asking them how they relate 
to current news stories of terrorist kidnappings in the 
Middle East. The class is ýlled with confessions of 
uncertainty, pity, fear: a certain excitement. We all feel 
that Keenanôs interior, philosophical and poetic emphasis 
counteracts the voyeurist, Manichean world of óthe war 
on terrorô. Keenan, conveniently, has himself commented 
recently on his disgust at the demonisation of Islam in 
the Bush era (Keenan, Viewpoint: A Hostage’s Story). 
We link this to the continuing political relevance of his 
earlier autobiography as a conversion narrative that is 
structured as spiritual trial rather than revenge narrative. 
At the same time, we note the evasions this may involve: 
Irishness becomes his talisman for resisting oppression, 
but is this to repress his own ambiguities as a Republican 
Protestant from the North (Whitley)? Does the forcibly 
inner world of the prison ironically facilitate the grounds 
for canonically transcendental autobiography? Is the 
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text really as óuniversalô as we want it to be? We have 
begun to appreciate just what is at stake in the literary 
manipulation of hostage experience.

At this point I show how we can get more technical 
about that manipulation. Introducing students brieþy 
to the structuralist Gerard Genetteôs theory of narrative 
discourse, I draw a horizontal line on the board, 
beginning at Keenanôs birth and ending with óKeenan 
nowô (Genette). Together we ýll in a rough chronology 
that I name as the ófabulaô: the story before its writing. 
We then visually map the protean line of Keenanôs 
actual narrative order. Keenan of course is much too 
sophisticated to begin An Evil Cradling with his birth, 
plunging us rather into his lifeôs turning point, his 
attempt to escape depression by leaving Ireland only to 
land in the hands of murderous kidnappers in Lebanon. 
Referring to Genetteôs other criteria for narrative (or 
sjuzhet) design: frequency and duration, mood and 
voice, we appreciate further Keenanôs tantalisingly abject 
Preface; his stretching out of particular moments of his 
imprisonment mimicking his hallucinations and eventual 

moral growth; his repetition of motifs like refusing to 
shave, his shrinking of other elements of his story, such 
as what happened after his rescue.

Finally, I invite students to work quietly and privately 
on mapping a small part of their own life story as ýrst 
ófabulaô, then ósjuzhetô. Of course I frame this as a 
potentially sensitive exercise, offering them the choice 
of choosing someone elseôs life. I am not surprised that 
everyone politely deigns to pass up the chance of writing 
about moi. The exercise is simple. They too must draw 
a horizontal line along two sheets, marking their birth 
date and then every ýve years until their present age. 
They then ýll in a few conventional markers: the date 
and place of their entrance into school for example. Now 
comes the kick. What would they choose as a turning 
point of their own, and what would happen if they began 
telling their life from that point? If they were to write 
out a narrative, where would they loop in þashback or 
þashforward; where would they exaggerate or concertina 
time, move into poetry or satire? We do not discuss any 
actual experiences in class, merely the idea in general, 
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although I suggest that they continue their ósjuzhetô at 
home in a diary or other private writing. This kind of 
exercise must obviously be ethically squared with an 
academic setting: I point out we cannot be a therapy 
group. So I take the discussion back to the intellectual 
question of whether turning points are primarily a 
function of story-telling as opposed to psychological 
experiences (Sheringham). Essay questions provoke 
further meditations on the interaction between writing 
and living much more generally.

Academic courses can beneýt from such excursions into 
the personal, partly because we begin to see much more 
clearly the psychological landscape of the activities of 
writing and reading themselves. But I do believe it works 
the other way round too, that is, where practical writing 
courses dip their toes into the academic. In my masters 
course óWriting from Lifeô, I challenge any assumption 
that life writing is an easier option than ýction through 
psychoanalytic theories of memory and the unconscious, 
and the ethical puzzle of representing necessarily 
relational life stories. We look at hagiography, quest 

biography, confession or trauma testimony as genres 
they may wish to write but that also may wish to write 
them. Life writingôs wealth of forms are modes of written 
relationship as historically speciýc and ideologically 
driven as any novel, poem or play.

Should we be teaching students to write from the 
head or heart? Life writing can help us avoid such a 
false dichotomy, whether it is the object of analysis 
or a practice. Going through, rather than around, 
the individualôs experience, life writing can open up 
a dialectic between the particular and the general, 
experience and theory. Surely this is the key to the study 
of all literature, whether we call it true, ýctional, or 
simply imaginative.

  >



Campbell, Jan, and Janet Harbord. Temporalities, 

Autobiography and Everyday Life. Manchester, UK ; New York

New York: Manchester University Press ; Distributed 

exclusively in the USA by Palgrave, 2002. 

Collini, Stefan. ñOur Island Story: Review of the Oxford 

Dictionary of National Biography.ò London Review of Books 

27.2 (2005): 3, 4-8.

Freedman, Diane P. ñAutobiographical Literary Criticism as 

the New Belletrism: Personal Experience.ò Confessions of the 

Critics. Ed. H. Aram Veeser. New York: Routledge, 1996. 3-16. 

Genette, G®rard. Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method. 

Trans. Jane E. Lewin. Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP, 1980.

Harrison, Kathryn. The Kiss. 1st ed. New York: Random 

House, 1997.

Jolly, Margaretta. ñTeaching Carolyn Steedmanôs Landscape 

for a Good Woman: A Comparative Perspective on Pedagogy 

and Life Writing in British University and Adult Education 

Contexts.ò Auto/Biography.Winter (2002).

Keenan, Brian. An Evil Cradling. London: Hutchinson, 1992.

---. Viewpoint: A Hostage’s Story. 21 October 2003. BBC. 

Available: http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/talking_point/special/

islam/3080590.stm. 30 January 2005.

Lopate, Phillip, and Teachers & Writers Collaborative. The Art 

of the Personal Essay: An Anthology from the Classical Era to 

the Present. New York: Anchor Books, 1994.

Mahmoody, Betty, and William Hoffer. Not Without My 

Daughter. 1st ed. New York: St. Martinôs Press, 1987.

Pelzer, David J. A Child Called It. Omaha, Neb.: Omaha Press 

Publishing Company Inc, 1993.

Sheringham, Michael. ñConversion and Turning Points.” The 

Encyclopedia of Life Writing. Ed. Margaretta Jolly. London and 

Chicago: Fitzroy Dearborn, 2001. 233-34. 

Swindells, Julia. Victorian Writing and Working Women: The 

Other Side of Silence. Cambridge: Polity, 1985.

Veeser, H. Aram. Confessions of the Critics. New York: 

Routledge, 1996.

Whitley, David. ñCultural Identities under Pressure.ò The Uses 

of Autobiography. Ed. Julia Swindells. London: Taylor and 

Francis, 1995. 56-63. 

 <



Duchampôs fountain was in the news again at the end of 

2004. This time because it had been voted as the most 

inþuential artwork of the last century in a poll of 500 

experts. Inevitably, this result enabled sections of the 

press to embark once more on their regular outraged 

enquiry into the question óWhat is Art?ô The debate as 

usual was framed in such a way that all it was able to 

reveal is that there are at least two sharply contrasting 

approaches to the question: the one concerned with 

exploring the possibilities of institutionalised art, the 

other with deýning them. One that is experimental, the 

other prescriptive.

I think there are also at least two distinctive kinds of 

approach to the question of the curriculum: one that is 

challenging and one that is delimiting. One that begins 

from asking what could be included and the other from 

what should be.

The ýrst approach I think might begin by positing that 

there is no one curriculum as such, but many possible 

models; for example, it would not take too long to 

devise two English curricula which have no primary 

texts in common. Most English literature courses draw 

heavily on period, genre and author focussed modules, 

5.  What is an English 
 Curriculum? 
 Peter Childs

 University of Gloucestershire
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but is there any particular genre, period or author, even 

Shakespeare, that has to be taught? 

Which in turn provokes the question of whether the 

English curriculum is particularly concerned with a 

readily identiýable body of knowledge at all. Or is it 

more aptly delineated by approaches, competencies, 

analytical and conceptual abilities? The broad range 

of English studies, which centres on literature, drama, 

language and increasingly creative writing, but includes 

theory, ýlm, non-ýction, cultural history and so forth, 

makes subject deýnition more and more problematic 

for a discipline whose solidarity if not consistency lies 

principally in its oft-repeated commitment to diversity. 

Diversity being taken by some as a euphemism for 

increasing fragmentation and by others as a sign of 

remarkable adaptability around a shared core interest in 

language and textuality.

Despite this, higher education has entered an era of 

regulation which is less interested in such questions than 

in documenting, in advance of its delivery, what any 

individual English course will achieve for students in 

terms of óskills, knowledges and outcomesô. Here is the 

second approach to curriculum design reiýed: the one 

that might begin from the prescriptive.

The phrase from the English Benchmarking statement 

that perhaps attracts the greatest agreement among 

colleagues is this: ñThe breadth of English means 

that any attempts at prescription should be avoidedò. 

Prescription in the sense of laying down laws or creating 

a national curriculum for higher education is indeed 

inimical to English studies, but prescription in its 

etymological sense of writing in advance is mandatory 

in a number of ways in an audit culture that increasingly 

requires programme speciýcations, learning outcomes, 

assessment briefs, and so forth.  

 

With that preamble still in mind, Iôm going to hope 

-- at least -- that the two approaches, innovative and 

prescriptive, might exist in a creative tension. This 

is partly because tensions seem to characterise many 
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lecturersô experiences teaching students at present. 

The following, for example, will be familiar to many 

colleagues, though by no means all. There is

B A larger number of students, and more varied 

students, but fewer of them are well prepared 

for studying at undergraduate level.

B A greater emphasis on learning beside a higher 

demand to be taught. In this there is perhaps 

also a pronounced shift towards teaching 

students óhow to learnô.

B Less staff time per student but increased 

expectations of teaching hours and support. The 

pressure of the RAE also comes to mind here 

and creates amongst staff a goal-oriented model 

of research, as well as potentially pushing H.E. 

towards a gulf between research and teaching 

departments. 

B A reluctance among students to read (outside) 

the syllabus combined with a strategic approach 

to learning and assessment. If sectors in 

H.E. become more vocationally driven then 

students are more and more likely to perceive 

the worth of their degree in terms of the ýnal 

classiýcation.

B A desire to engage student interest allied to 

a perceived reduction in student intellectual 

curiosity. I do not mean this disparagingly 

because it is the ýnancial and career pressures 

on students that make it most difýcult for many 

of them to see University as an opportunity to 

explore ideas for their own sake.

B Pressure to retain students and maintain 

standards/attain óexcellenceô. It is also worth 

speculating on the impact variable fees might 

have on failure rates. Will there be greater 

pressure on staff to ensure students do not fail?
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B An aim to educate óstudentsô holistically 

in a climate of óconsumers, stakeholders, 

customersô and, soon, óvariable feesô. As 

was only minimally apparent a decade ago 

when prospectuses likened Universities to 

supermarkets or to Marks and Spencer, the 

dominant terminology of higher education has 

become that of the marketplace.   

There is perhaps another tension in that, crudely 

speaking, a science model of regulation and 

measurement, skills and training has been imposed on 

arts and humanities subjects. Richard Rorty deýnes the 

difference between the arts and the sciences in terms of 

agreement. He proposes a model in which óscienceô is an 

area where a vocabulary is shared and argumentation is 

comparatively minimal, while óartô is an area in which 

even terminology itself is a site of argumentation. So, 

I imagine for example, that there could be a healthy 

argument over the degree to which such aspects to an 

English degree as thinking and creativity, as well as 

argument itself, are óskillsô, just as the knowledge gained 

on an English degree is rarely of an instrumental kind 

ï it is not intended to have a particular use-value nor is 

it assessed simply as knowledge. I do not know if there 

are yet multiple-choice exams to establish if students 

know their literary history, for example (but I would be 

interested to learn of any that exist and of the reasons 

behind setting them). 

However, a discourse of knowledge and skills, like that 

of standards and professionalism, has created its own, 

largely vocational agenda that English has to negotiate. 

An English degree is often said not to be vocational but 

we might prefer to say it is multi or poly-vocational. 

Several colleagues, through CCUE or CUDAH or 

independently, have written about the importance of 

English developing a better narrative about itself, and I 

think this could be a good place to start, by considering 

whether the ónon-vocationalô tag is preferable to ómulti-

vocationalô.

  >



Like others of its kind, the English benchmark statement 

is divided into 3 areas: Subject Knowledge (which has 11 

points under it), Subject-Speciýc Skills (which has 10), 

and Generic and Graduate Skills (which has 14) That 

is more than twice as many skills as points concerning 

subject knowledge, and it is in this former area that there 

appears to be most agreement about the components 

of an English degree. According to last yearôs Subject 

Centre survey by Philip Martin and Jane Gawthrope, the 

common attributes that 95% of departments would rate 

as important are: writing, reþection, mental dexterity, 

critical reasoning, conceptual and analytical abilities, and 

a capacity to learn independently.

Taking up this last point, I would re-emphasise the 

disciplineôs multi-vocational strengths in that English 

does not train individuals for a particular profession but 

seeks to cultivate understanding and critical judgement 

through dialogue with existing knowledge and opinion 

ï something that in part is hard to measure for the very 

reason that it aims to develop individuality. Of course, 

English also stimulates argument, which is never easy to 

translate into the language of learning outcomes. Neither 

are scepticism, abstraction, eloquence, thoughtfulness, or 

social conscience ï the majority of English graduates end 

up working in the public and non-proýt sectors though 

only 40% of graduate jobs are located there. Yet, óskillsô 

are subject-speciýc as well as generic, and the level-one 

curriculum before it supports students for work after 

graduation has to equip them for the work of the degree 

itself.

An anecdotal review of student and staff opinion on this 

matter suggests there are common difýculties that many 

level-one students experience. These are some of the 

most frequently cited:

B Too much material studied too fast.

B Doubt over how to use or not use theory and/or 

criticism.
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B Confusion over the purposes/uses/requirements 

of a lecture or seminar. Coming straight from 

school, many students do still think a lecture is 

to be written down rather than thought about.

B Ignorance of what they should be doing outside 

of contact time. The reading list no longer 

seems to be enough in many cases.

B Little experience of thinking about texts for 

themselves.

B Social isolation and personal anxiety in lectures 

and seminars. As numbers increase so do these 

factors.

B Little appreciation of historical or contextual 

material.

B Inadequate literacy skills. Many tutors spend 

more time correcting essays at level one than 

assessing the analysis or argument, which the 

quality of the writing can sometimes also make 

largely inaccessible.

B Unfamiliarity with how to present/structure/

write an undergraduate essay. This is sometimes 

because their role models are taken more often 

from the internet than from books or journals. 

Recent increased concerns over plagiarism and 

how to address it are also often focussed here.

The fullest systematic review of how English 

departments address issues such as these is provided by 

the Subject Centreôs 2003 report (Survey of the English 

Curriculum Philip Martin and Jane Gawthrope, Halcrow, 

October 2003). Iôd like to draw attention to some of its 

ýndings with regard to the level-one curriculum. 

B 30% of institutions have a foundation period 

in which students are speciýcally introduced to 

degree-level English. 70% do not.
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B There are just three skills that are compulsory 

elements of most level one courses: library use, 

essay-writing skills, and academic conventions.

B Other skills (internet use, presentation skills, 

ICT) are at best optional components of most 

degrees.

B Almost half of departments make all elements 

compulsory at level one, and very few 

institutions have no compulsory elements at this 

level. Similarly, about two-thirds of departments 

have prerequisites for student progression from 

level one to two.

B Where some elements are compulsory the 

most common are: Introduction to degree-

level English; Theory; Genre; Period-based 

study; and Practical Criticism. Each of these 

is a compulsory element in more than half of 

departments.

B Creative Writing, Drama and Old English 

are compulsory elements in around 10% of 

departments or fewer.

B According to the colleagues surveyed, the 

three most important factors guiding the 

design of English courses are: coverage of 

literary periods; reading/interpretive skills; 

and specialist interests of staff. Student choice 

comes fourth to these three in importance. In 

terms of changing the curriculum it is again staff 

interest and availability that drives revisions 

signiýcantly more than student demand or 

diversity.

Yet, student demand has probably been a major inþuence 

on two of the most important shifts in recent years: the 

greater presence of language and of creative writing 

courses or elements (such that, for example approaching 

a third of HEIs now offer creative writing courses and 

many more have optional creative writing modules 
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within English degrees). Consonant with this, among 

the three options available within English at A-Level, 

óLiteratureô has become less popular (63,678 sitting it 

in 1994 falling to 53,763 in 2000.) while óLanguageô 

and óLanguage & Literatureô have become more popular 

(24,536 in 1994 rising to 32,799 in 2000). It is perhaps 

also a reþection of student needs as well as other 

pressures that more than half of English departments now 

have a speciýc compulsory module dedicated to teaching 

study skills.  

Whether one aims to explore what can be done or what 

should be done with an individual syllabus, it is perhaps 

true that the overall curriculum is more often inherited 

than it is designed and revisions are frequently done 

by committee. However, from the range of views and 

viewpoints taken into account during the writing of this 

article, I believe that while negotiating the skills-agenda 

of the audit culture it is still worth bearing three things in 

mind when (re)designing the curriculum: óany attempts 

at prescription should be avoidedô, the aim of English is 

to be multi-vocational rather than non-vocational, and, 

though we will resist calling them customers for a few 

years yet, there is always good reason for us to reþect 

upon the circumstances informing studentsô choices and 

student demand.
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With my colleague, Dr Gail Low, I am convener of 

English 1MA at the University of Dundee. I am a tutor 

of a ýrst year seminar group, but do not teach at all on 

second year. I do some lecturing on third year modules, 

and I teach two fourth year modules (on Virginia Woolf; 

and American Modernist Poetry).  

This paper offers a snap-shot of the delivery of 

1MA English at the juncture between its two newly 

semesterised modules, and brieþy takes stock of our 

1MA programme a few years down the line from our 

redesigning of the degree curriculum, and ahead of our 

Universityôs forthcoming Review of English. 

                    

                                                                                       Diagram follows
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Typical English Degree Programme Structure

4 Year Honours Degree

 3 Year Honours Degree

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 

English modules:

Techniques of 
Reading

Theories of 
Reading

+ 4 other modules

English modules:

Renaissance and 19th Century

The Origin of the Modern Romanticism 
and the Gothic Aftermath

+ 4 other modules

4 English 
Honours topics

4 English 
Honours topics
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As this table shows, Dundeeôs Dept of English provides 

two 1MA modules in English as the ýrst part of the 4 

year degree. As in most Scottish Universities, for the 

ýrst two years, students are accepted to the Faculty and, 

before settling to the two years hours programme in years 

3 and 4, read English along side other modules available 

from other Departments in the Faculty of Arts and Social 

Sciences: Economics, English, Geography, History, 

Philosophy, Politics, Psychology and Town and Regional 

Planning. And it is possible to take subjects outside the 

faculty too. There are also degree pathways emanating 

from interdisciplinary centres: Environmental Science; 

Institute of Transatlantic, European and American Studies 

(ITEAS).

Not too long ago we completely revised and rebuilt our 

degree programme and tailored our two modules to ýt 

with our new model for progression. So unlike some 

colleagues, we cannot blame (or praise) the legacy of 

previous regimes. Our ideal ýrst year modules became 

reality: Techniques of Reading and Theories of 

Reading. As the appended timetables and reading lists 

show (Appendix A), these modules are typical of many 

ýrst year English courses in offering students basic 

skills in methodology, practical criticism, and in literary 

theory and criticism. The ýrst module is a genre-based 

introduction to close-reading, and a number of its set 

texts are revisited by the Theory module, which enhances 

close-reading skills with essay skills in theoretical and 

critical argument. (Year 2 examines literary periodisation 

by sampling Renaissance and Romantic literatures 

in 2 modules; Year 3 offers a range of period and 

concept based modules; Year 4 draws on staff research 

specialisms).
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We are now living with the consequences of our designs. 

I will show how we have been adapting our modules to 

meet inevitable teething troubles and how we are also 

facing new external challenges. These issues will be 

aired by us as a Department at the forthcoming Review 

of English, where the future direction of English at the 

University of Dundee will be under discussion. 

One challenge has come from the appearance of new 

competition for our students, such as this 1MA (Arts 

General) interdisciplinary module, jointly taught by 

History, Geography and Politics, and a recommended 

pathway in American Studies and European Studies:

AG12024 The Changing World Order

The Changing World Order, we are informed, is part of 

a general pattern of competition at level 1, and may be 

attracting students away from English 1MA. It offers 

another route to American Studies which may deþect 

students from picking English as a point of access. The 

internal market in our faculty has shown Departments 

the advantages of offering students further modules to 

supplement the requisite two available modules, and 

thereby consolidating student numbers in single subject 

areas in the two sub-honours years where previously it 

has been a celebrated strength of the Scottish broad-based 

degree to offer diversity of subjects. (Iôm also told that 

the Psychology Department may be attracting students 

away from English on account of the media proýle of 

popular psychology on TVôs Big Brother and Cracker!) 

   

As it happens, the English Department is currently 

developing new combined degrees with Creative Writing, 

and with Theatre Studies, that will offer new 1MA 
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modules too. But can we counter such modules as The 

Changing World Order from within the existing 1MA 

modules? We have been advised to sex up our modules!

I invite you to consider our mid-year health check for 

1MA, by glancing at some of the minutes of our end of 

module 1MA staff meeting.

At our Module Evaluation meeting: EN11001 

Techniques of Reading (29.11.04), we announced 

the new module titles, agreed by the conveners in 

consultation with the dept board. These changes are 

in response to reports that the word ñTechniquesò in  

Techniques of Reading and the word ñTheoriesò in 

Theories of Reading are frightening away prospective 

students: 

MODULE 1: Ways to Read: Introduction to 

Literary Studies 1  

MODULE 2: Ways to Argue: Introduction to 

Literary Studies 2

Entering a little into the spirit of dumbing down, but with 

a sly nod to Gertrude Stein and Ezra Pound, I had earlier 

argued for ñHow to Readò and ñHow to Argueò (with 

an eye on ñHow to Writeò for the new Creative Writing 

modules), but these were modiýed to the above.

Further points for action included:

B     A change of set texts:

1.    The novels (and lectures) for next    

 yearôs course are as follows: Jackie Kayôs   

 Trumpet (replacing The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie),  

 Joseph Hellerôs Catch 22 (replacing The Great   
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    Gatsby) and J.G. Ballardôs Empire of the Sun   

 (replacing The English Patient). 

 [Rationale: The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie appears  

 to be a text many of students have ñdoneò prior  

 to arriving at University. The Great Gatsby failed  

 to capture the imaginations of a number of our   

 students, and perhaps if they want to know about  

 The Changing World Order, Catch-22 will do the  

 trick. And we just fancied giving The English   

 Patient a rest!]

B A recognition of success: the successful   

 collaboration with the Dundee Repertory Theatre  

 whose production of Macbeth was the ýrst text  

 studied on the module.

5.  Preserve the link with the Rep as Dominic Hillôs  

 presence proved very successful 

B A response to questionnaire feedback from   

 students concerning reading costs

2. Recommend purchase of the Norton, especially  

 Volume 2, but will not make it `compulsoryô.

B A response to the perennial communication   

 problems [Students get such information in person

 in seminars and lectures, and in print in the 
  

 
hard copy of the handbook theyôre issued with and 

 
 electronically on the Web and on Blackboard/VLE]:

3. Include a lecture on what is required for Practical  

 Criticism ï so that the parameters of this form of  

 assessment and what is required of students is   

 clearly spelt out. 
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B Responses to problems of ñdumbing downò too  

 much. We felt that some of the weekly seminar  

 exercises, which are keyed to the weekly lectures,  

 and which offer incentive to attend both seminar  

 and lecture, are in danger of infantilising students  

 and getting in the way of seminar teaching and   

 administration. Last yearôs decision to include a  

 basic Grammar lecture was regretted precisely   

 because it conýrms students in their worst habits.  

 We have decided instead to communicate a   

 higher level of expectation from our students. The  

 University offers remedial writing classes and there  

 are basic exercises available on VLE.

4. Seminar exercises should be directed away from  

 deýnitions, simple naming or referencing of what 

 was alluded to in lectures, but towards more   

 

 practical and applied forms eg. writing exercises, or  

 exercises that engage directly with literary texts. 

6. Grammar morning lecture slot be amended to   

 focus on literary texts and discussion of grammar  

 and syntax in literature. Afternoon lecture be   

 devoted to practical criticism (and perhaps essay  

 writing skills). Grammar exercises are to be based  

 on close reading examples. Students will be strongly                  

 advised to do VLE grammar exercises to supplement  

 (or underpin) their knowledge of basic grammar. 

7. Students be encouraged to do the grammar exercises  

 on the VLE. 

8. Exercises be completed in a more informal   

 atmosphere. 

B     Other more ambitious points for action   
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  were also discussed, and will be put forward to the  

  relevant committee in the forthcoming Review   

  of the English Dept. However, one point here (re  

  comparative lectures on the novel) arises from the  

  problem of the University Administrative Tail   

  wagging the Departmental Subjectôs Dog.   

  The Centre has barred examinations for all ýrst  

  year modules in the ýrst semester, one reason for  

  which is that it cannot provide the examination  

  halls. This was in fact underpinned by a stated   

  pedagogical reason that on account of the typical  

  school experience, and our large intake of   

  non-standard applicants, hitting them with exams  

  in their ýrst term was counter productive. In the  

  transition period toward full semesterisation we  

  were examining Semester 1 work in June (which  

  brought other problems). But after moving to   

  completing all Semester 1 assessment in Semester  

  1, we have a resultant pedagogical problem   

  in that we now assess Techniques of Reading by  

  coursework only (three close-reading essays). Once  

  students know which novel is the object of the ýnal  

  essay, they show no interest in attending lectures  

  on the other novels - whereas previously the   

  forthcoming exam gave some incentive. It is also  

  the case that the second module revisits these texts,  

  but this information has not penetrated sufýciently  

  to motivate attendance here.

9. Lectures could be more interactive ï to encourage  

 listening and participation. Other suggestions   

 that need further discussion: 

Å 2 hour lecture slots (with a small break included  

 between the hours) 
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Å that the second hour composed of  at least 2   

 lecturers discussing the text more informally 

Å that short passages be used within the second   

 hour to focus student attention on very speciýc   

 remits (postgraduate teaching assistants can also be  

 used here) 

Å that the poetry lectures be simpliýed or condensed a  

 little. 

Å That lectures be comparative rather than text   

 focused. 

  NB Point  9 would envisage a very different pattern  

 of teaching and delivery and so needs further   

 discussion, perhaps during the subject review.

To conclude, every year we spend a deal of time 

worrying about and acting on our worries about our ýrst 

year modules. We worry about whether weôre properly 

equipping our students for the degree in English and 

whether weôre retaining them. And it is certainly in the 

nature of ýrst year students to worry too.  Usually we 

have anticipated their worries, and resolutions are in 

place (if only they knew where to look!). And some of 

their worries, of course, are the productive stuff of our 

seminars. 

I think we really do need to communicate our important 

information in as many forms as possible ï and as 

repeatedly as possible. I have found the Blackboard/VLE 

delivery of module information very useful indeed. While 

students do not use the discussion board very intensively 

or to any great effect, they do appreciate the VLE site 
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as the place where all module information is available, 

including handbook, lecture notes, essay questions, and 

library links.

In my view we need to stop worrying quite so much. 

When I meet our students in fourth year, a great many 

of them impress me with their ýne close-reading skills, 

their keenly honed critical and theoretical arguments, 

their breadth of reading, and their well-written essays. We 

must be doing something right. 
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