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The question I want to take up here is how to teach critical reading. By this I of
course rnean somettring other than simply teaching students the approved or
licensed interpretatirtns of various texts-showing them how to get the "real,'
meaning of Paradise Lost or Huckleberry Finn or Citizen Kane or even the
video for Madonna'ri "Vogue." But I also mean something other than helping
them take on or imir:atdthe methods of academic criticism-training them in
scanning metric feet or finding ambiguities or deconstructing oppositions or
critiquing ideologier; or whatever else may then happen to be in fashion. And I
surely don't mean by criticism a kjnd of discourse that is more negative, ag-
gressive, or arcane than usual. Rather, as I want to use the term, a critical read-
ing is one that draws on and responds to the comments of others, that is public
rather than private, t.hat is argued for rather than simply asserted. To write as a
critic is to take a stance on a text or issue in relation to what others have had to
say about it. It is to respond to the question: Why do you read it that way?

There are two main ways of ducking this question, and most students
are adept at both. The first is simply to give in, to abandon your reading in fa-
vor of somebody else's, usually the teacher's. ("Oh, of course, now I see . . . ',)
The second is to cllim that the grounds for all readings of a text are personal
and idiosyncratic, a matter of taste and nothing more. ("Well, that's just my
opinion . . . ") The task of the teacher, then, is to move students past such ges-
tures of surrender or dismissal, and to help them instead to ,rse the responses of
other readers in defining and articulating what they have to say about a text.

My sense is that this is very hard to do when the only alternative readings
students come across are ones posed by their teacher. Many students are only
too well used to coming to class only to find out, in effect, that they've gotten
it wrong once again, that the poem or story they've just read doesn't mean what
they thought it did-or what's probably worse, that the poem or story rhey
couldn't figure out at all last night seems perfectly clear to their teacher. So even
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when what we're trying to do is simply to pose an other way of loolcing at a text,
many students are likely to take anlr lgr6irt of it that we offer as Lhe correct
one, to defer almost automatically to our authurity as critics and teachers.

Students are often far more willing, thouS;h, to argue with the readings of
their classmates. One of the strongetit moves v/e can make as teachers, then, is
to shift the kinds of talk that go on in our classrooms away from discnssions
that we lead and towards exchanges that our st.udents have among themselves.
The simplest way of doing this is o1: course tc, ask students if they agree with
what's been said so far. Did everyone here read the passage that way? Tom, is
that what you thought the writer was doing to,r? And so on. But there are two
problems with this method. The first is that it tends to make talkative students
become even more so and sh] students want to hide. The second is that it re-
wards an ability to think on your fe,et, to com,e up with a quick answer, rnore
than it does a capacity to form a considered reisponse, a careful reading. To do
this, students need time both to forrnulare whirt thev think about a text and to
speak on it at length.

The best way I know of giving them such t.ime is to make the writings your
students do a regular part of what th'ey read an,J talk about together as a class.r
This goes not only for teaching composition btrt literature too. A powerful way
of teaching a poem or story is to look at it through what students in the class
have written about it. That is, instead ofhaving students first talk about a text
and then go home to write on it, with, the: result that usually no one but you ever
reads what they have to say, you can instead begin by having thern write out
their responses, and then talk aboul the poem or story by looking in class at
what a number of them have written. (you can do this either by rnaking copies
of their writings or simply by having students read their work aloud.) The ques-
tion such a class centers on is not: 'what does this text mean? but: How does
this person add to or challenge our rrnderstanding of this text? That is, instead
of encouraging students to think of ia poem or story as sornething with a ..hid-
den meaning" that needs somehow to be uncoverecl or decoded, we can look at
the competing ways a text can be rr:ad-and thus offer a view of it as some-
thing a reader has to make sense out of (and not simply "get" or receive the
meaning of). In doing so, we can then also ask what gets highlightecl or ob-
scured, accented or downplayed, by these various ways of reacling, of malcing
sense of texts-and thus what might be at stake in choosing among them.

To give you a sense of what sur:h a teaching practice might look and feel
like, of how it might actually play out in a classroom, I'cl like to talk here about
some of the work students and I did togetKer at the start oI'an first-year compo-
sition course at the University of Pitr.sburgh on writing Atrout Film. By way of
context, letme simply say that the goal of this course is not to introcluce students
to the academic study of the cinema, to equip them with a set of terms and meth-
ods they can use in later film classer;, so muclr as it is to get them thinking and
writing about the way s they already l:rave of looking at and talking about movies
and rv, As a way of beginning to sur:face these kinds of viewing strategies, one
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1) Cinema-(to)-Graphy

of the first things I ask students to do is to locate a point where their under-
standing of a film breaks down, to write about a scene or image in a movie that
they have trouble making sense of-that confuses or disturbs them, or that they
have trouble fitting in with the rest of the film, or that just makes them angry
somehow. To make sure that the problem they write about is an interpretive
one, and not simply the result of having missed something (as we all do) while
watching a movie in a theater, I choose a film that is available on videotape, and
ask students to re-view the scene they pick, taking notes as they do, until they
are sure they can accurately describe what gets said and done in it. I then ask
them to recreate the scene as well as they can in their writing and to define the
problem it poses for them as viewers. After talking about some of their re-
sponses in class, and commenting iq writing on all of them, I then ask them to
revise their first reading of the movie-to add to, change, support, or qualify it
as they now see fit.

It's a simple enough assignment but it works towards a number of ends.
One goal, as I've said, is to make students aware, by having them look at a point
where they have trouble doing so, that as movie viewers they are always making
sense of what they see, and not simply receiving a set of preformed meanings.
Another is to suggest what practicing critics already know, that a text that poses
no difficulties for you also offers very little for you to write about, that criticism
begins with seeing problems, gaps, or inconsistencies in a text. I also want stu-
dents to get a sense of what it is like to go back to re-view a scene in a movie,
to look at it once again not simply to relive the experience it offered you the first
time around (as we all do when we watch TV reruns or get a copy of a favorite
movie from the video store) but to try to see or understand it in a new way. And
I want them to get a practical feel for how hard it is to switch media, to use writ-
ing to "quote" or describe what happens in a film. And, finally, I want them to
see for themselves how viewers of the same scene can often describe and un-
derstand it in strikingly different ways, and, when that happens, to get a sense
of what might be involved in arguing for one view or the other of it.

And so in the spring of 1991 I asked students to define a problem they
had as viewers of Spike Lee's Do the Right Thing. Lee'smovie is set in the Bed-
Stuy neighborhood of Brooklyn and offers a picaresque series of glimpses into
life on a city block on the hottest day of summer. Lee himself plays Mookie, a
young black man who delivers pizzas for Sal (Danny Aiello), a likable Italian
patriarch who owns and runs the neighborhood pizzeria, and who along with
his two sons, both of whom work in his shop, are almost the only white char-
acters we see. (City cops, a lost motorist, and a brownstoning yuppie are the
only others.) Early on in the movie we see what seems a routine blow-up be-
tween Sal and one of his customers, Buggin' Out, another young black man
who fancies himself something of a political activist, and who tries to orga-
nize a neighborhood boycott of the pizzeria until Sal replaces some of the pic-
tures of Italians-Rocky Marciano, Frank Sinatra, Al Pacino-on his "Wall of
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Fame" with photos of African Americans. The, only support Buggin' Out is
able to raise, though, comes from (even by{he slandards ofthis neighborhood)
two fringe characters: Radio Raheem, a mean-looking hulk of a man with no
visible occupation other than walkin6l up and down the street blaring the rap
music of Public Enemy from his giant boomltox, and Smiley, a stuttering
hawker of photographs of Malcolm X and Martin Luther King (which we see
no one but Mookie buy). While tempors flare at a number of other points dur-
ing the day, none of these exchanges come to nruch, and the overall mood of
the film is comic and quick. So when near the end of the movie Sal decides to
reopen his doors to give a few teenal;ers a late-night slice, it seems as if the-
boycott and whatever threat it might have poseil to the routine peace of block
are over, that the neighborhood has managed to get through the hottest day of
the year without serious incident. This isn't the case, though, as Buggin' Out,
Raheem, and Smiley also take this occasion [o ]:enew their threat to close Sal
down, and Sal and Raheem find themselves in a fight that erupts quickly and
ends tragically. Harsh words lead to a wrestling match that sends the two men
crashing into the street. Raheem pinri Sal to the sidewalk and seems on the
verge of strangling him when a white policem.an pulls him away and, as a
crowd watches in horror, chokes Raheerm to death with his nightstick. Panicked,
the police throw Raheem's lifeless body into a squad car and escape, leaving
the enraged crowd to loot and burn Sal's pizzeril in revenge.

About a third of the class that spring chose to write on this scene, and it's
easy to see why, since it seems so unc:lear as to who if anyone "does the right
thing" in it, and so I decided to start our talk about the movie by looking at rhree
of their responses to it. I began by not.ing that all of them had pretty much the
same concluding paragraph: a plea lbr greater openness and understanding
among all people of all races-be they white, be they black, be they whatever.
My sense was that these paragraphs htrd less to do with the ending of Lee's film
than with how these students (and most of the others in the class) felt they were
required to end a paper written for school: on a tone of moral uplift, showing
that they had indeed learned a valuable lesson from this important work ofart,
and so on. I didn't push this point much; I simply said that I was interested less
in what these writers agreed on than in how and why they differed in their views,
of the film-which meant that I wanted us to look more closely at what got said
in the body of their pieces than in their official conclusions. It's like TV sit-
coms, I argued, no matter what, they ,always end happily, with everybody lov-
ing and hugging everybody else, but il'you pay attention to what goes on before
they wrap everything up, you often finrd both a more tense and interesting view
of work and family life. (I think mos{. students took my point, since I read far
fewer homilies at the end of their second drafts.)

And what interests me about thr:se three readings, why I chose them to
begin our talk in class, was how each rvriter defines the boundaries of the scene
differently, so that in each oftheir accounts a different action gets emphasized,


