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(ABSTRACT)

This dissertation focuses on the development and evaluation of an interactive,
multimedia learning environment intended to help college students learn how to interpret
poetry from various literary perspectives. Four literary perspectives-- feminist,
psychological, religious, and reader-response--were thoroughly explained and applied to a
poem through the use of "hot words". As the students chose a hot word or phrase in the
poem that they wanted to explore further, they then chose which literary perspective that
they wanted to see. A literary interpretation, then, was given below the poem from that
perspective. At the same time, responses from other students who had gone through the
program before also appeared. The current student participant had the choice of
responding in writing to the poem itself, the given literary interpretation, or the other
student responses. There were also photographs, videos, and music clips that could be
accessed which illustrated the literary interpretations of the particular hot words chosen,

and the students could respond to these as well.



The research questions that were being asked through the development and
evaluation of this program were:

1. Can such a technological approach help students to learn something as non-
technical as evaluating and interpreting poetry from various literary
perspectives?

2. Will students become more sensitive and understanding of the opinions of
others, even when extremely different from their own, through
such a computer program?

3. Will students be able to analyze a poem in greater depth because of going
through this program, instead of just looking for the usual, surface
level. literal meanings?

The results of the program were very encouraging, with ninety-eight percent of the
student participants indicating that the program was effective, and the desired results were
achieved with the majority of these. The students overall showed remarkable growth in
understanding literary theories, in becoming more sensitive to the opinions of others, and
in being able to interpret poetry at a much deeper level. Due to these exciting results,
several ways of adapting this program to other educational and economic pursuits were

explored, as well as ways to improve the current product.
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Chapter 1

Introduction and Rationale

Art versus the Machine

As scientists, entrepreneurs, and educators all seem to be racing along the
information super highway and flying through the exciting cyberspace of high tech,
multimedia innovations, it is easy to forget that many people from a wide variety of
perspectives feel threatened by the newest technologies as being enemies to their values or
world views. This fear or abhorrence is not something new. Matthew Arnold, (1885,
p.1466) in his essay on "Literature and Science, speaks of Plato's denunciation of "the
base mechanic arts" as bringing "about a natural weakness in the principle of excellence in
a man". Arnold reiterates this sentiment when he insists that we are in "bondage to
machinery"”, and that our love for the newest technology amounts to nothing less than
"idolatry" (p.1427). Arnold's perspective, though, is not based on a religious paranoia, as
much as an apparent conflict between art or literature and science. He questions,
"How...are poetry and eloquence to exercise the power of relating the modern results of
...science to man's instinct for conduct, his instinct for beauty? (p.1478).

Although many might be tempted to belittle this criticism of technology as merely
something out of the dark ages, there are many today who also question the true value of

modern scientific inventions. For example, even though Gerald W. Bracey (1992, p.60) is




basically glorifying the modern uses of computers in his article, "The Bright Future of
Integrated Learning Systems," he expresses a deep-felt sensitivity toward one of the
greatest criticisms of modern technology when he writes, "I hated B.F. Skinner's teaching
machines because they seemed to me so anti-human". It is this "anti-human" aspect of
technology that makes many even today struggle with the growing prominence of
machines in our society, particularly those who are involved with the more humanistic or
artistic endeavors of mankind. As Simon Holland and Gordon Burgess (1992, p.267)
express in their article, "Beauty and the Beast: New Approaches to Teaching Computing
for Humanities Students at the University of Aberdeen", "some humanities scholars appear
skeptical of whether mechanical procedures and devices can offer much of real value to
the proper study of the humanities".

Even though for many this conflict is a very philosophical confrontation between
art and science, for many others it is merely "the fear of being 'replaced' by computers and
their programs or, more likely, by someone else who is knowledgeable about such
matters...Humanists, who by tradition and training have long been somewhat apart from
most advanced technology, are certainly susceptible to this fear"(Tannenbaum, 1991,
p-266).

Yet, fear is not the only motivating factor behind the avoidance of technology by
many. There are many teachers, for example, who see the use of computers in the
classroom as a poor substitute for the more personal qualities of traditional teaching
methods. As David McGrath (1995, p.42) effectively expresses in his essay,

"Computerize or Bust", "thirty years ago, if someone walked into a college classroom,



assigned busy work, and then waltzed around the room, he was a teaching assistant or a
sub. Now it's teachers doing that same thing, but it's supposed to be legitimate because it's
"hightech" busy work".

Since there seems to be an obvious tension between those who are more
technologically-inclined and those who prefer to emphasize what they perceive to be more
humanized concerns, the obvious question then arises, "what is the rationale for choosing
an interactive computer environment for teaching” something so extremely personal,
artistic, and humanistic as "literary theories about a poem"?

First, it may be necessary to point out the important fact that just because
something is "non-human", like a machine, it does not mean that it is "anti-human".
Although this may seem blatantly obvious, it brings up one of the greatest pastimes of
human nature, and that is the tendency to blame other people or things for our own
shortcomings. There is nothing innately bad or good about technology. It is only a tool
which can be used by humans in either constructive or destructive ways, depending on the
values or characters of the people involved. If a more traditional teacher, then, merely
uses computers as a tool for rote memory of literary facts that will be forgotten as soon as
the test or semester is over, it is truly only "high-tech busy work." Yet, this is the fault of
the teacher's philosophy of education, not the fault of the machine.

One of the main causes of the frustration and intimidation that is felt by humanities
teachers in particular, then, is not the technology itself, but in the teacher's concept of
what makes a good teacher or a good teaching environment. If the teacher feels

threatened by a machine, it may be that they are "reluctant to give up the expert status or



authoritarian role. Many teachers need to feel in charge and to be "on top of things" and
may have a prevalent fear of "losing control"(Ertmer & Russell, 1995, p.26).

This fear of losing control is partly based on a misunderstanding. Computers are
not meant to replace teachers, for even though "computers offer new and far more
powerful methods in the humanities," they can never be considered as "a substitute for
professional wisdom and insight" (Tannenbaum, 1991, p.266). No matter how advanced
the technology gets, they will never be able to deal with the complex nature of social
interactions within the classroom, or to give the kind of individualized guidance that a

compassionate mentor can provide.

The Teacher's New Role

The problem is that many teachers view themselves as rulers in a mental-
microcosm, and see their role as a teacher as being a human database with a gigabyte of
memory trying to transfer information to small student mental disks that are often so
hopelessly "floppy" that the teacher spends most of their time reprogramming what should
have been "saved" in permanent files long ago. The ironic thing about this situation is that
it is really the teachers who need to be reprogrammed. They need to get av;/ay from the
idea that a teacher is mainly a "dispenser of information," and learn to see themselves
instead as "a facilitator of learning” (Kalmbach, 1994, p.29). As Alexander Laszlo and
Kathia Castro (1995, p.9) remark in their article, "Technology and Values," "the world no

longer needs human databases or robots--it needs learners [meaning both teachers and



students] who can adapt their activities to what is happening each new day". Laszlo and
Castro go on to say that the teacher should be "a partner in the promotion of positive
group interaction and a guide to the discovery of life. He or she will be the source of
motivation--not the source of knowledge--for the self-development of the learner"(p.12).

This new perception of what it means to be a teacher is necessary to meet the
needs of the current generation and the generations to come. Since ."the changes in
information technology will make virtually all knowledge immediately available, and
...usable to individuals"(Bracey, 1992, p.60), students will not need to go to the teacher as
a "depository of facts," neither does the teacher need to feel that they need to be a knower
of all facts or an "expert" in all the subject areas that they are asked to teach. Instead of
spending a great amount of wasted time either memorizing facts themselves or trying to
cram them into the heads of the students, their time can be much better spent learning
about how to tap into the vast technological data banks, and guiding the students on how
to do the same. The problem here is that even though many schools spend large amounts
of money on buying new technology, they spend almost nothing on training the teachers
how to use them. "Teacher training is critical. If teachers can't use the technology, they
won't...Every dollar spent on technology should be matched dollar-for-dollar on training,
yet few schools have made such a commitment"(Pack, 1994, p.366).

Yet, throwing more money into the system is not the sole answer either. Unless
both teachers and administrators can get a new vision for what education is all about,
more machines and more training will not make the learning environment more effective.

The problem is that our society has gone through so many drastic changes in the last thirty



years, that many of the people who have grown up during this time and who are now in
positions of authority, have yet to learn how to adjust to the new demands being made
upon us all. "We have experienced a major societal transformation from the industrial
machine age to the postindustrial information/knowledge age. These changes and
transformations have shaped our thinking and recast the way we view ourselves, the
systems of which we are apart, the environment in which we live, and the way we view the
world" (Banathy, 1995, p.53). However, even though so many changes have taken place,
we still often attempt to approach our problems and tasks as educators in the same
mentality of the past. This is a fatal mistake. As Albert Einstein brings out, "No problem
can be solved from the same consciousness that created it. We have to learn to see the
world anew" (Banathy, 1995, p.53).

We, as educators, must not hold our students back from reaching toward a
meaningful, fulfilling future by continuing to use the teaching techniques and philosophies
of the past. "The learning facilitator accepts the responsibility of conveying the message
that each person can develop into whatever his or her aspirations suggest. Individual
aspiration should not be limited by the values and visions of a teacher, since human
potential is intrinsically unbounded" (Laszlo, 1995, p.12).

One of my main reasons for choosing a technological environment for teaching
literary theory, then, is because we need to adjust our teaching techniques to meet the
demands, needs, and expectations of a generation that seems to be rushing into a world

that refuses to be bound by the limitations of the past. We either must grow along with



our students and the society that we share, or we will be committing professional suicide,
and end up being left behind.

Beyond the need to keep up with the times, however, is the growing realization
that the technology that is available now will help us to be better teachers than we could
ever be without it. The possibilities are endless, even as humanities teachers, and we
should want to explore every one of these possibilities to the best of our abilities.
Choosing a computerized environment to teach literature, then, is just one of the many
avenues that can be used in the future, and this paper only represents step one in an

embrace of the exciting world of tomorrow.

Description of the Computer Program

One of the main ways that computers can be used in teaching is through programs
like the one that is being developed and analyzed in this dissertation which will allow for
the individual student to study on his/her own, yet also gain the benefit of interacting with
others. The system that is being referred to will allow the student to go to a tutoring lab
where she will be able to learn how to analyze a poem based on various literary theories by
being able to see how others have interpreted the poem according to their own
perspectives. The student then has the opportunity to respond to the poem itself or to the
various interpretations of the poem. The student has complete control over the direction
and focus of the study, choosing either a linear approach that goes straight through the

poem, or a more varied approach, which can go back and forth throughout the poem,



studying only lines or interpretations that she is interested in finding more about. Various
words throughout the poem are highlighted, and if they are chosen, the student can then
choose which interpretation of those words she wants to see: a feminist interpretation, a
psychological interpretation, or a religious interpretation. These different interpretations
are dealt with in more detail in the second chapter. When the student chooses some
highlighted words and the interpretation desired, the student has access to a formal
interpretation based on research about the topic and an informal interpretation given by
another student. After the student has read these two interpretations, she can then give
her own interpretation or reaction to the others, or she can choose another interpretation
to look at before responding. The student can choose to go through the entire program
only looking at one formal perspective, such as psychological, or she can go back and
forth between different views. There also is the possibility of choosing a photograph,

music clip, or video illustration of the particular highlighted words.

Advantages of the Computer Program

There are several advantages to this particular interactive computerized
environment. First, this program allows for interaction between students outside the
classroom situation without the students having to be in the same location. "In the past
the social interaction about the content has most often only been between instructor and

student; but it is increasingly possible for students to interact with one another, even when



geographically separated" (Berge, 1995, p.23). There is not enough time during the
regular class time for the students to discuss the various works of literature in small
groups, for there are just too many stories that need to be analyzed. The computerized
environment allows the students to analyze the works without the constraints of time.
They can go to the computer lab at their own convenience and spend as much or as little
time as they wish to go through a particular assignment.

One obvious constraint here is the confinement of this program to a particular
computer lab, which requires the student to make a special effort to go to the lab during
its hours of operation. It is recognized that this is a serious limitation, but it is not a
limitation caused by the computer program itself, but by constraints in the overall learning
environment where the teaching is done. The ideal would be to have each student to have
their own computer in their dorm rooms which is connected to either a campus-wide or
extended network, with complete access to all of the humanities' programs at anytime
during the day or night, without ever having to leave their room.

However, at this time there is no such networking access for either the students or faculty
on campus, although they are planning on implementing such access in the near future.
When the campus is finally connected to the Internet, the computer program that is being
developed will be usable by all who have this connection, and the current limitation of
space will no longer be an issue. The goal now is merely to make the best of a bad
situation, as well as to incorporate strategies that will be adaptable to the future. The

program is also very adaptable to meet the needs of other institutions that have these same



limitations, and , therefore, the program may meet a very real need for many who could
not have such a program otherwise.

Regardless of which setting that is used for this program, however, the computer
lab or the dorm room, it helps both the teacher and the student in many ways. For the
student it helps by providing her with the opportunity to be exposed to a variety of literary
interpretations, which may help her to develop her own view, or at least help her to learn
from the examples of others how to think critically. "Interactive learning technologies
give you the opportunity to figure things out by yourself, thereby personalizing the
learning experience and making it all the more significant and meaningful to you" (Laszlo,
1995, p.10). Also, by encouraging the students to respond in writing to the various
interpretations, it provides for a way of immediate reinforcement of the ideas expressed in
the different literary theories, as well as helps the student to feel that their own
interpretation or opinion is valued. Even though the program only seems to present three
literary theories, then, feminist, psychological, and religious, it really is also supporting a
fourth-- reader response theory, for it places the students' responses along side the more
formal responses as being equally important or valid. This philosophy of reader- response
theory will also be discussed more in depth in chapter two.

One of the greatest challenges as a teacher, no matter what the academic
discipline, is to help each student to feel that they are important or valued as an individual,
instead of just a number. This is particularly difficult, if not impossible, in the large
literature classes that are sometimes mandated by the budget-minded administration. Even

when the teacher tries to break these classes up into smaller discussion groups, the
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classrooms are often too overcrowded to move desks around into circles, and too noisy to
hear what others are saying. Also, it is usually only the more aggressive students who
take part in such discussions, while the quieter students feel intimidated by being called
upon to share. "Some students are uncomfortable working with others. They may be
intimidated by more experienced or more outspoken peers and may be unwilling to speak
up and open themselves to criticism" (Ertmer & Russell, 1995, p.27).

The interactive computer environment, however, provides a way for each
individual to have a chance to share without feeling that they are competing with other
students. They do not have to speak orally, so if they are shy, they do not need to be
embarrassed in this way. There are no right or wrong answers in this environment because
the emphasis is not on memorizing factual information, but on theories and interpretations.
The student does not need to feel afraid of failure or mistakes, then, and even grammar or
spelling is not considered important in this setting. Everyone's opinion is valued, and the
purpose of sharing with one another is personal growth and becoming sensitive to the
perspectives of others. "Assuming the overall principle is to create an environment of
cooperation and trust among students"(Lauzon, 1992, p.21), this interactive environment
can create a sense of open communication and oneness within the group, even though only
one' person may be actually present and communicating at the time. Having this program
connected to the Internet, of course, would provide even more opportunities for
meaningful sharing through "computer conferencing...virtual classroom discussions, group
projects, keeping personal interaction journals, and socializing" between students in the

group (Berge, 1995, p.23).
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"Interactive learning environments can help generate the attitudes necessary for
personal development. They encourage the learner to engage in activities that boost self-
esteem, self-control, self-efficacy, and achievement motivation" (Laszlo, 1995, p.11).
The student should learn self-esteem by being encouraged to share her own interpretations
of literature, and by having her opinions appreciated and valued. The student should learn
self-control by keeping her responses to the interpretations of others at a level of
objective, scholarly analysis, instead of yielding to personal attacks. The student should
learn self-efficacy by learning to think at a deeper level of awareness and appreciation of
the opinions or perspectives of others and the complex world around her. The student
should also become more motivated to learn as she struggles with various world views and
perceptions, and search for the foundational basis for her own beliefs as
she shares them with others. As Holland (1992, p.273) clearly states, the humanities are
"supposed to expand students' awareness, stretch their imagination and their intellect, and
open their eyes”.

Although some skeptics may question how much students will really learn in a
computer environment, in contrast to a traditional classroom situation, research has clearly
shown that the opposite is true. "In contrast to 'teacher dominant' approaches typified by
traditional textbooks, 'student dominant' approaches are considered to be appropriate for
fostering higher cognitive functioning" (Carnine, 1993, p.29). Instead of the rote
memorization required from the traditional method of "spoon-fed knowledge" by the
teacher, interactive computer environments invite students "to think about, discuss, and

extend their ideas and questions, rather than emphasizing facts and procedures. Students
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are engaged in tasks that involve complex reasoning where they must articulate and

examine what they think" (Hawkins, 1992, p.65).

How Each Teacher Can Individualize the Computer Program

This does not mean that the teacher just steps out of the picture and lets the
computer do the teaching for them. The computer is meant to be a teacher-aid, not a
substitute. "The teacher isolates the main themes and organizing principles assumed to be
essential for a proper understanding of the subject and prepares questions which require
the student to think about these themes by showing the relationship of topics within and
between them" (Mitchell & Grogono, 1993, p.60). Each teacher that uses this program
can create her own questions or organizing principles and give them to the students to
look for specific answers or interpretations as they go through the program. This approach
individualizes the program to each class's situation and teacher's priorities.

Another way that this program may be individualized according to the teacher's
guidelines or needs will be in the choice of which interpretations will be accessible by the
student. In its initial format for this project, only the feminist, psychological, and religious
interpretations are available. However, it is a goal of this researcher to add to this list
several other formal literary theories, and the teacher can choose which theories she wants
the students to study at any particular time. This allows for the flexibility that is needed to
make this system more appealing and useful for each teacher's own emphases or area(s) of

focus.
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The one drawback that can be seen to providing such flexibility is that it allows
the teacher the opportunity to limit the student's access to learning within the narrow
boundaries of the teacher's own biases, instead of allowing an open-ended exposure to a
wide variety of complex, often conflicting views. Hopefully, the teachers who use this
program will not put such boundaries upon the students, but will allow them to explore all
of the varied possibilities, or to choose the interpretations that they as students wish to
investigate. Realistically speaking, though, not every situation may deem the various
perspectives appropriate for their student body, such as a public high school not wanting
to include the religious interpretation for constitutional reasons.

Since the computer interface does not have enough room for all of the possible
options, there will be an options page in the future at the beginning of the program which
will allow the students to choose which interpretations that they wish to include, up to a
maximum of three at a time. However, at any time during the program, the student may
choose to change these choices by using a pull down menu titled "Select". Of course, as
stated above, these options will only include those interpretations that the teacher wants to

make available to the students.

How this Computer Program Compares to Others

The program that is being discussed here is vastly different from what has
traditionally been done with computerized literary analysis. In the past, the computer has

mainly been used for textual analysis, where the emphasis is placed on quantitative studies,
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such as "word frequencies and phonetic patterns, structures which can be easily identified
by computer programs" (Olsen, 1993, p.311). Yet, since the emphasis in this program is
not on factual information transfer, but on qualitative analysis and personal response, the
computer acts as more of an automated mediator in a complex discussion, rather than just
a digital data base. ~~ Another program which is similar to this one is "Daedalus", which
is used in the English department at Virginia Tech. "Daedalus" is similar to this program,
in that, it encourages student responses and interpretations of literature through the use of
computer interaction. However, it is different from this program in a couple of very
important ways. First, "Daedalus” is an on-line system, where students in a computer lab
environment can all respond to the literature and to one another simultaneously; whereas,
this program involves one student at a time using the program, responding to other
students only in the form of pre-recorded or saved files. Second, "Daedalus" merely gives
a piece of literature which is scanned into the computer by the professor, with a few
probing questions to inspire discussion. This program exposes the students to a wide
variety of literary perspectives or interpretations, with the students' responses being only
some of these, so the students can learn various literary theories and how to analyze
literature from a multi-dimensional, multi-disciplinary methodology. It is not being
claimed here that this system is any better than "Daedalus". It merély serves a different
function. However, the primary purpose here is not to compare this program with other
computer programs, but to explain the rationale or need for such a program, and how it
can be used as a vital part of the overall instructional environment, in a supportive role of

the teacher, not in competition with them.
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How this Computer Program is better than Textbooks

Instead of trying to replace the teacher with computers, the emphasis is more on
trying to replace the traditional textbook with a computerized, interactive analysis of the
literary works. Computers are far superior to books in several ways. "They are able to
present not only text and pictures, but also animation, video, and sound. Their interactive
capability, their ability to withhold, reorganize, and search information contained in vast,
decentralized, world-wide digital libraries, and their ability to deliver feedback contingent
upon student response make them more effective than print alone" (Siegel, 1994, p.49).

Computers are also superior to books in the study of literature because works in a

n

book are "usually read in sequence from beginning to end, " whereas, in computer
programs, "the hot spots in hypertext allow users to move about and explore information
by making their own choices. Hot spots enable users to access wanted information on
demand and provide access to new experiences which help them understand the
information. Hypertext can allow the user to literally read 'between the lines™ (Sweeter,
1994, p.48).

Since so much more can be done in the interactive, computer environment, than
with the traditional text, the student senses an exciting feeling of discovery as she explores
the various possibilities within her grasp. This encourages her "to become independent

learners" (Line, 1995, p.54), and "learning becomes learner driven. The learner sets the

pace, creates the agenda, and charts the course" (Laszlo, 1995, p.11). The students are
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able to "participate effectively in adapting the nature and shape of the learning activities to
their motivations and needs as learners. This means that a diversity of approaches may be
used in an activity, appropriate to the learning needs of different individuals; their
questioning and extended reasoning" (Hawkins, 1992, p.65). In this particular program
this means being able to choose different options in literary theories based on the student's
interests, being able to explore a text through its hot spots in a non-linear, interest-
focused manner, and being able to interact immediately with various interpretations based
on the individual's own perspective and world view.

When a student is just reading a traditional text, it is very easy to thoughtlessly
skim through it or day dream, missing much of the important content, and not really
preparing properly for class discussion on the text. Using an interactive, computer
environment to go through a text instead, encourages and guides the student to a deeper
understanding of the complex meanings and themes, helping her to get past just a
superficial overview of the plot. "Each student must do something with the knowledge he
or she is attempting to learn. Interacting with content means actively processing and
combining this content with prior knowledge" (Berge, 1995 p.23). This helps the
student's own personal growth, and helps the other students and teacher as each one
comes to class better prepared to analyze the literary work orally, and to share well-

thought out conclusions and personal applications to the questions that arise.

How the Computer Program Contributes to the Class
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