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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores the relations between English teaching in state schooling and
critical theory. The published works develop a position on English teaching that
reinterprets the grounds of its claims to integrity and authority. They present a series
of arguments for the transformation of the subject based on rethinking its premises in
the light of critical theory. They also propose ideas and materials to provide directions
and specific practices for change. The published works express a developing concern
with the cultural politics of the subject and its role in state schooling arguing that
dominant forms of English teaching are rooted in ideas and practices that are
culturally and linguistically restricted and exclusive. The argument for the
transformation of the subject 1s most fully developed in Critical Theory and the
English Teacher which attempts to offer an accessible account of poststructuralist
theories and applies them to three main areas of English teaching: reading, writing and
oracy.

The deposition demonstrates the personal-professional context in which theory
became a significant mechanism for change. The deposition goes on to outline the
development of the published works and demonstrates the range of critical theory
brought to bear on English in them. Aspects of critical theory are explicated in relation
to their relevance to English teaching. These include the ‘classic’ sociology of
education, poststructuralist theories of meaning, discourses and subjectivity,
postmodernist accounts of culture, sociolinguistics, Cultural Studies and Media
Studies. The relations between the diffff-rent elements of theory is explored. The
impact of critical theory on English in higher education is also examined. Key
positions and texts are outlined for their implicit critique of the familiar assumptions
of English teaching. The history of English teaching in state education is then
investigated through an account of what appear as its key lines of development and is
then examined through three main and different positions: the liberal version of
progress, the ideological critique and ‘governmentality’. The recent history and
contemporary state of English teaching is also explored in the light of these different
versions of subject history. Some attempt is made to account for current positions in
relation to English teaching, including perspectives from other national contexts.

The conclusion of the deposition engages with a critical rethinking of the function of

critique through a ‘governmental’ perspective that emphasizes the ‘deep’ pedagogical
structures at work in the English classroom and asks questions about how the
published works may be reconsidered in the light of this perspective. The conclusion
returns to the question of the cultural politics of subject content, attempting to
reconcile the critique developed through the published works with the governmental

position - in order to propose a role for theory that takes account of the historical and
Institutional context of English teaching.
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Introduction and Account of Published Works

INTRODUCTION AND AN ACCOUNT OF PUBLISHED WORKS

English teachers and other advocates of the subject have been wary of
theory as dangerous, anti-liberal, anti-social and irrelevant. English in
schools remains though one of the last bastions to have resisted the
implications of the theoretical critiques offered by deconstructive
theories of language textuality and of culture. How has the institution
of English maintained this not so splendid isolation? Why have English
teachers distrusted theory? Why are the reading practices of English so
narrowly restricted? What’s at stake in the maintenance of the anti-
theoretical position shared by advocates of liberal English and Patten

alike? What would a theorized practice of language and textuality look

like? These questions will be broached, if not finally laid to rest, in this
seminar.

Nick Peim: NATE 1994 York conference seminar brochure.

The published work I am presenting for consideration for the award of PhD was
undertaken during the period running from 1985 to 1995 (see list of published works,
p. 4). The main item for consideration is the book, Critical Theory and the English

Teacher (1993). As a body of work it constitutes an attempt to elaborate the theme of
the seminar I held at York in 1994, outlined above. The main focus in the published
materials 1s the teaching of English in schooié,’ conceived as a kind of mass project to
which the population of schooling is subjected as a whole.

My published work on English teaching argues for a rethinking of the
foundations of the subject in the secondary school sector and seeks to promote

changes in its specific practices in the field of language and literacy. The main burden
'was to ‘take on’ English in secondary schooling in two main ways: firstly, to offer a
critical analysis of the structure of the subject; and secondly, to provide a set of

proposals for reorientation of the subject (or a subject structured under different

principles). Throughout there was a conscious intention to apply ‘theory’ to English in
the school curriculum, specifically in the upper secondary context where I was
working throughout the period of the publications in question.

What follows includes a description of my published work on English teaching
addressing questions of the identity and authority of English. The introduction will
provide brief accounts of the various contexts of my published work on English

teaching and the theoretical position that I developed. The following chapters include

a fuller account of the elements of theory that influenced my thinking on English
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Introduction and Account of Published Works

teaching and an attempt to describe conceptions of English in education embodied in
various versions of the emergence and development of the subject. In the conclusion I
consider the challenge to the position I developed from the perspective of

‘governmentality’ by way of reconsidering its relevance to contemporary conditions in

and discourses in state education.

Literary Theory and Beyond
Theory is an uncertain, historically shifting term, but was commonly used during the

period of the work for consideration, where the term operates as a kind of shorthand
for a reorientation of practices and ideas in the field of cultural knowledge.' Terry
Eagleton refers to the proliferation of ‘theory’ as being symptomatic of a conditton of
crisis and acute self-reflection, concerned with signifying practices and modes of
understanding them.” During the period in question ‘theory’ became a catch-all term
for post-structuralism especially; but I developed a use of the term to refer to a
particular kind of reflexivity in and around the subject, English, and that extended into
elements of social theory. Theory for me would incorporate sociology,
sociolinguistics, media reception theory, elements of culturai theory, the history of
education - discourses that would clarify the context and structure of the subject
English in state education. While ‘/iterary theory’ offered a starting point, it was
necessary to go beyond the literary to furnish some account of the social and cultural
institutional processes of English in schooling. The intention, to use a psychoanalytic

metaphor, was to bring to consciousness and confront elements of the subject’s

identity - conflicting accounts of its history, for example - that were not present or
foregrounded in its characteristic, dominant self-descriptions.” Theory offered analytic
and productive tools for performing that reflexive operation and for realizing practices
- in the field of textuality and language that English occupied - that would be quite
different from the dominant form of the subject.

By an uneven process of accumulation, fusion, modification and development
it was possible to assemble a body of theory from textual and linguistic philosophy,
sociology, sociolinguistics, cultural theory, histories of subject identity and more
general histories of state education, and to produce alternative perspectives for the
analysis of English than were available within the subject itself,* Examining the

structure of early pedagogic relations in the management of urban children, for
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example, or the formation of the teacher as an ‘ethical persona’ or the cultivation of

the self-reflective individual within regimes of pastoral surveillance, meant that the
simplest and apparently most fundamental scenes of classroom practice could not be
accounted for in terms of the available historical and contemporary descriptions of
English.” Both liberal and traditionalist versions of the teaching of English have had to
- or have ‘chosen’ to - operate without reference to these perspectives, and others. In
reaction to the static form of the traditionalist/liberal binary,® my main intention was
to deploy theory to render ‘strange’ the everyday practices and beliefs of English

| teaching in schools, to rethink the textual, linguistic and therefore cultural orientation
of the subject and its role within the education system - ‘deconstructing the obvious’
in Stuart Hall’s phrase.” Deconstruction in this sense has the political purpose of
reaching beyond existing perspectives - ‘the obvious’ - to open spaces for change. In
effect, the theory assembled in the work in question gave rise to an attempt to

foreground the politics of teaching English.

This emergence of theory coincided with shifts in the definition or application
of the term ‘politics’. In certain academic discourses in the humanities - particularly in
Cultural Studies and in Media Studies - there was an attempt to identify the political
in the specific details and practices of everyday life. The political was revealed to be
at work in language, in the various fields of culture and cultural life, in education, in
socio-sexual life and in social relations generally: anywhere and everywhere in social
and ‘private’ life.® After the influence of Louis Althusser and Antonio Gramsci,
cultural theory and Cultural Studies refreshed old marxisms and produced new forms
of social critique based on a reconnection of the relations between base and
superstructure,” allied with newly emerging theories of subjectivity, meaning and

discourses via post-structuralism. In feminism, the fusion of the theoretical, the

political, the cultural in everyday lived experience seemed particularly clear. Chris
Weedon’s Feminist Practice and Poststructuralist Theory (1987) offered an
exemplary case of the deployment of poststructuralist theory into the specific politics

of everyday institutionalized practices and revealed the political at work in reading

practices.
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Personal Context / Historical Juncture

My own career as an English teacher follows a certain trajectory through contrasting
models of subject identity. At the beginning, I was working in a school department
operating a fairly complex post-Bullock model of English.'® This project was an
unlikely and unusual amalgam of tendencies in progressive education, a strong
commitment to the new politically conscious, egalitarian project of comprehensive
schooling (the school had been built in 1970; I joined in 1976), a Leavisite view of

culture and literature and a liberal English emphasis on creativity, oral participation
and workshop models of English pedagogy. In the work of this unusual English
department, there was a self-conscious desire to provide a framework and practice of
access for all students in the comprehensive school’s catchment to what were
perceived to be significant cultural experiences. Significant cultural experiences took
the form of ‘real’ literature, such as Rasselas, Silas Marner and the novels of
Turgenev. Canonical literary texts were taught to year ten and year eleven CSE classes
in the belief that they were worthy of the ‘finest’ and could engage more meaningfully
with ‘real’ literature than with the ‘ersatz’ literature conventionally served up on CSE
English textual menus, such as Kes, Joby or Zigger-Zagger.“

This complete commitment to the literary canon made the teaching of ‘great’

literature a moral cultural enterprise. It was imperative for the English teacher to make
literature accessibie and meaningful. There was a similar, absolute commitment to
writing in English as a form of creativity, self-expression and mode of personal
growth/development, giving particular emphasis to creative and expressive forms of
writing. Aspects of this whole position of English teaching were expressed partially 1n
elements of the work of David Holbrook, Anthony Adams and Patrick Creber."
Adams and Creber had particularly been responsible for the development of revised
models of professional identity for English teachers in state education in relation to
the still relatively new comprehensive school idea. In English for the Rejected (1964)
David Holbrook, a student of F.R. Leavis, proposed a model of creativity In English
teaching for children labelled as ‘less able’ providing specific examples of
psychologically sensitive modes of ‘reading’ the power of expression in the non-

standard writings of such ‘rejected’ children.

Crucial to the motive force of the department’s ideas and practices was a kind

of ‘left-Leavisism’, within an environment of shared ideas, where banks of resources
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were communally produced. The department was characterized by an ethos of
commitment and positive regard for a predominantly working-class clientele,

classroom practice being mobilized towards enabling high levels of participation.
While the departmental ‘creed’ was powerfully influenced by the idea of literary value

and Leavis’s sense of cultural crisis, it had transposed the cultural mission into a

social context that Leavis would probably have felt as utterly alien: the modern,

1'13

mixed-ability comprehensive school.” A belief in the essential human value of

literature drove much of the work of the department. There was a serious belief in the

quality and significance of the cultural experience of making Eliot, Blake and
Shakespeare available to all, A belief in the politics of action also expressed itself the
context of the classroom as a commitment to reading that enjoyed considerable
success in getting working-class school students to read ‘quality’ fiction on their own

in a carefully monitored environment where free choice was subject to firm pastoral
moral/spiritual guidance.'* Literature, rather than presenting a cultural barrier, was
seen as the means for realizing access to cultural development and the refinement of
sensibility rather than social mobility. A strong departmental commitment to this
position helped to ensure it worked in practice. This formative departmental
experience was to provide an important model of cultural/political practice for my
later work with ‘theory’ and English teaching as the head of an English department in
an upper secondary school.

My gradual engagement with theory partially problematized the model for
English I had invested in so strongly: [ had long been familiar with Wittgenstein’s
philosophy of language expressed in Philosophical Investigations, and with the
emphasis given to ‘language games’ and to the relations between language, specific
language practices and forms of life." This was hardly disconcerting for the integrity
of subject model I'd been working with, although it did seem to offer an anti-

essentialist theory of meaning - ‘Don’t ask for the meaning; look at the use!’ - and

game(s) of English and its ‘form of life*? - may have pointed towards its local and

provisional nature, but didn’t undermine its claims to cultural authority.
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Wittgenstein’s emphasis on the significance of forms of life in relation to meaning did
not push for the re-exploration of the relations between forms of life, differentiated

language practices, institutions, power, culture and class. Language issues, though,

had appeared from time to time as problematic in my own consciousness of
professional identity and practice. Forms of public assessment in English seemed
unable to recognize the power of articulation in writings such as those analysed by

Holbrook in English for the Rejected. Non-standard written performances of students

at CSE were destined to be graded negatively despite their often alarming intensity,

their linguistic and communicative power. '’

As a PGCE student I had been briefly introduced to sociolinguistics in the
context of schooling. I had been vaguely aware that there had been considerable
discussion about the positions of Basil Bernstein and M.A.K. Halliday.'® I had known
something of sociology, but had displaced its critique of schooling as a form of social
exclusion with an inclusive notion of creativity. Later in my first teaching
appointment, a close colleague was seconded to do research in education at Oxford
and began to read Louis Althusser and Pierre Bourdieu,'” and these ideas began to
destabilise my world view of English teaching. In 1983 I received from the same
colleague Francis Mulhem’s The Moment of Scrutiny (1979) and a pre-publication
copy of the early chapters of Terry Eagleton’s Literary Theory: an Introduction
(1983). It soon became very clear that the identity of the subject was being called into
question, and that theory was directly related to this process. The hitherto unheard of
dimension of the political was being discussed in relation to the process of
questioning English, albeit almost entirely in the context of H.E. Re-Reading English

(1982) contained a number of significant pieces confronting various aspects of the

subject, including challenges to the supremacy of literature and specific suggestions

for alternative reading practices contained in Catherine Belsey’s Critical Practice
(1980) indicated interesting new techniques for reading allied with powerful
arguments against the established assumptions of literary practices. To a limited
extent poststructuralist theory had featured in accounts of English teaching, notably
Richard Exon’s ‘The Post Structuralist Always Reads Twice’®® and there appeared
occasional challenging critiques of English as the liberal subject in the journal English

in Education by Terry Eagleton, Catherine Belsey and others.?! In the face of a
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growing body of theoretically-oriented literature, the foundations of the cultural

mission I had been involved in as an English teacher were considerably less secure.

The Theory in Question
Increasingly, poststructuralist theories of language and meaning appeared to be of
great significance in relation to rethinking the politics of English teaching. Certain

discourses in education were also deploying poststructuralist theories and vocabularies

to reinterpret education practices in relation to questions about culture and power.”

Key poststructuralist works and writers dealt with linguistic/textual issues that seemed
to demand a sustained rethinking of the English curriculum and its relations to
language and culture. Derrida’s work on signification, textuality, writing/speech and
language - especially in ‘Structure, Sign and Play’, in Positions and in Of
Grammatology - proposed a more mobile and decentred theory of language and
meaning than any imagined by English teaching.” Foucault’s The Archaeology of
Knowledge (1977) seemed again to emphasize the provisional nature of meanings, in
the end implying the close relation between meanings and specific social practices.
His later thesis of a shift in the nature and scope of government also seemed to have
serious implications for the normative plractices of education, and was particularly
interesting in relation to the personalist elements of English.** Lacanian theory on the
subject of language, the positionality of the subject and the symbolic order (reworked
by Althusser as interpellation) rendered the central idea of writing/speaking as self-

expression problematic and inverted the established, common-sense assumptions of

liberal and traditional models of English about language, meaning and the _
1.25

individua
It became difficult to see how English could continue to claim to be the all-
embracing, liberal space on the curriculum where its subjects could enjoy self-
realization through writing and the free exploration of self and ‘world’ through
literature, 26 Writing turned out to be much less about self-expression than English
teaching had imagined: writing was an institutionally determined discursive practice
that positioned subjects differently. Literature similarly interpellated its subject
differently, The emphasis that the practices of English gave to single texts, authors,

personal responses, creative writing, with its necessary exclusions of alternative forms

of expression and cultural experiences, now seemed questionable - especially In
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relation to the normative judgements made by examinations that had significant social

consequences. The subject, English, could not, within this developing theoretical

framework, claim to speak univocally to disparate social groups with an evenly

distributed cultural orientation. If textual meanings were partly dependent on the

positioning of subjects, and if the identity, status and even the being of texts were
already dependent on a textual field rather than being intrinsic, this seemed to pose
questions for the subject as a social practice in the field where culture and education
meet most glaringly. Similarly, if language constituted a symbolic order that

positioned subjects differently, what sense could it be to make judgements of value
and quality where one discursive formation dominated others? A return to
sociolinguistics grimly confirmed the analysis of a structurally-loaded language
environment unconsciously designed to limit access.

The decentring effects of poststructuralist theories of text and language
emphasized the question of the social context of the subject and linked with soctal
theory in the form of sociology and sociolinguistics. A break with liberal and
traditional versions of English teaching and with the ‘settlement’ represented in The
Bullock Report involved developing a conscious theory of the institutions of
education.”” This meant rethinking the more or less ‘functionalist’ view that had
characterized my affiliations with the subject - and that had seemed characteristic of a
significant mode of professional identity. Powerful, critical, contemporary social
theory became available (though hardly through ready-to-hand professional channels)
to effect this shift in the form of the sociology of education, in sociolinguistics, and
then in the expanding domain of the sociology of culture. Bourdieu’s theory of

cultural capital, symbolic violence and ‘habitus’ in Reproduction (1977) and Paul
Willis’s study of counter-cultural resistancges in Learning to Labour (1979) provided a
means for re-interpreting the grounds of educational success and failure. A powerful if
starkly deterministic counter to liberal/teleological versions of state education systems
was evident in the major study of Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis: Schooling in
Capitalist America (1976). Similarly the work of William Labov and M.A K.
Halliday, among others, on language, culture and identity, even when not directly
addressing the field of education, seemed to have powerful implications for the

linguistic assumptions of education generally and very specifically for English.*® Later

Norman Fairclough’s critical linguistics provided theories and examples for dealing
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1.29

differently with both language practices and textual material.“” Some of these ideas

seemed to be appearing in discussions about English and were disseminated even in

popular materials indicating possible new orientations for language work that would

be more sociolinguistically attuned.’® Harold Rosen’s ‘Language in the Education of
the Working Classes™' gave a populist account of a Hallidayan position that was

made accessible to English teachers via the mainstream channels of ideas appearing in

English in Education.*

~ The accumulated impact of critical sociology, critical sociolinguistics, cultural
and ‘literary’ theory provided a theoretical nexus for me, enabling a critical rethinking
of the school as socio/cultural milieu, and alerting me to the cultural bias of the
curriculum and the language of schooling. English, as I and others like me had known
it, had been thought of as the space on the curriculum for creativity, for
empowerment, for self-realization and for the free exploration of self and world
through literature - a powerfully embracing form of education, always reaching
beyond itself. In the light of theory, English now seemed pre-eminently to be that
segment of the curriculum concerned with naturalizing normative forms of language
assessment, and with promoting a normative view of significant cultural experience -
especially in the way it divided off certain cultural objects, icons and reading practices
(established in the discourses of literature) from popular culture.

Postmodernist accounts of culture that were increasingly influential in Cultural
Studies and Media Studies proposed quite different models of culture from those
associated with the form of left-Leavisism that had been my experience of English in
the comprehensive school. These were also quite different from the dominant liberal

English model. Counter theories of cultural meaning elaborated by Media and
Cultural Studies reinforced and developed the sense of the arbitrary imposition of
models of culture and cultural significance at work in English teaching. Key studies
on the consumption of popular culture seemed to argue against the reductive idea of
popular culture as simply hegemonic material imposed on an uncritical, passively
consuming public. John Tomlinson’s (1991) survey of positions and general thesis in
Cultural Imperialism indicated a more interesting and more complex sense of the

interactions between media and media users. Audience theory produced some

convincing and often bracing ethnographic studies of popular culture: the work of Eric

Michaels,” for example, and Ien Ang’s Watching Dallas (1985). Ien Ang’s
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subsequent elaborations in Desperately Seeking the Audience (1991) and Living Room

Wars (1996) epitomized a movement away from a monolithic view of popular culture.
John Fiske and others gave credence to the significance of popular cultural practices
in specific accounts, eliding the distinctions between text, language and lived

ekperiences within institutional formations.”* Although not directly related to

education, nor to the specific cultural practices and habits of thought of English, this
work seemed to suggest that the popular was being excluded on notional grounds of
cultural superiority. The questioning of the category of literature implicit in the history

and deconstruction of textual identities suggested that the realm of literature, even its
more generous, liberal formulation, was a ‘cultural arbitrary’ imposed on the
curriculum and was the symptomatic trace of a lingering Leavisism in English.
Bourdieu’s study on culture and social class differences, Distinction (1986),
closely elaborated the identification of forms of culture with social class. Differ:ent
class groups were found to be differently interpellated by different forms of cultural

expression. Patterns of use and attitudes to cultural products and processes could be
identified as being specific to class groups - echoing Labov’s correlation between
class and specific language forms.> At the same time, the history of imperialism
seemed to suggest that current forms of Englfsh were not entirely unrelated to a
history of cultural colonialism - wherel;y English was an element in the imposition of
cultural norms on subject populations. Edward Said (1978) and Gayatr1 Spivak (1990)
had written about the post-colonial in relation to the field of literature and others had
also indicated the use of English as a vehicle for cultural hegemony in India and other
colonial contexts. Again, the significance of English - language and culture - seemed
to be related to maintaining a kind of cultural dominion. Masks of Conquest: Literary
Study and British Rule in India by Gauri Viswanathan (1989) gives an account of the
imperialist significance of literary study and the practices of English teaching and
offers an alternative view to the singular development represented as the history of
English in familiar historical accounts of English as a narrative of liberal progress.*®
Other specific critiques of liberal, personal versions of English appeared.
According to Ian Hunter, the centrality of English in state education curricula was not
isimply about naturalizing dominant forms of language and specific configurations of

culture as embodied in literature; it was more importantly about a specific mode of

engaging with the self, via cultural objects, and was fundamentally a particular form
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of cultivation of the self.>’ Terry Eagleton identified the personalist mania of English

in a series of questions:

Why does it insist so dogmatically on abstracting personal values and
qualities from the whole concrete context - political society - in which
they are embedded? Why does it continually offer us the cerebral
abstraction of something called “interpersonal relationships’ or
‘personal growth’ or ‘immediate experience’, when a moment’s
thought 1s enough to reveal that such things gain their fully concrete

significance only in the whole political and historical context which
shapes them?®

Hunter’s work on the figure of the English teacher and the role of English in state
education in Culture and Government (1988) foregrounds the significance of the
personalist discourses of English and makes this aspect of the subject the basis for its
very existence and the explanation for its persistence. It is, for Hunter, precisely as a
form of ‘moral technology’ that the reading practices of English are put to work - with

their emphasis on the adjudication and adjustment of personal responses, providing a
mechanism for the production of the intransitively self-reflective subject. It 1s the
cultivation of this form of subjectivity that Hunter sees as explaining the centrality of
English in the curriculum. For Hunter, the selif-monitoring, self-regulating subject is
the historically-rooted end point of mass education systems as developed in the
nineteenth century. The logic of ‘pastoral discipline’, elaborated extensively in
Rethinking the School (1994), can be seen at work in the context of English teaching.
It is possible to reinterpret Hunter’s notion of pastoral discipline as the pedagogic

mechanism supporting the role of literature and standard English as markers of

‘distinction’.”

The elements of theory I had put together seemed coherent in suggesting the
textual practices of English were limited, culturally biased and orientated significantly
towards traditional literature and a limited range of reading practices. Theory had put
canonicity and the concept of literature as a discrete, self supporting textual realm at
least under provisional erasure. Theory as I read and constructed it denied the
essentialist view of literature as a discrete category or distinct set of practices. The

valorization of literature was a particular form of institutionalized discursive practice,

modelled on a quite distinct notion of literacy. Theory revealed the reading practices
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of English as being overly invested with the personalist discourses of liberal education
that denied the social and political contexts of meaning and that operated reading
modes and techniques that were neither transparent nor explicit nor accessible equally

to all the subject groups of English in schooling. As Brian Street has argued, literacy

is a contested field and definitions of it involve the interplay of ideology and power.*’

The particular form of English I had been working with, and the dominant,

mainstream forms of English teaching operating at the time, had no means of

addressing such issues opened up by theory.

- The Project of Critical Theory and the English Teacher

The task of taking on English that found its fullest expression in Critical Theory and
the English Teacher wasn’t designed to displace and unmask the ideological structure
of English in order to reach towards an ideologically free identity and practice. Nor
was 1ts intention to restore the subject to its true liberationist mission. The idea was
rather to promote a theory and practice of the subject in schooling that was aware of
various elements that had not been accounted for in the dominant versions of the
subject. I had developed a position via theory that had the effect of destabilizing the
idea of literary studies, and problematizing th_e'?language practices of English in its
institutionalized powerful forms and embodied in its authorized discourses. Although
English might have represented itself as open, nebulous and productively ill-defined
(as The Bullock Report and Brian Cox had claimed in favour of the subject’s
centrality), English was actually powerfully specific and instituted. Exam syllabuses,
institutionalized ideas and ingrained habits at all levels determined English as a
restricted set of practices.!! The culturally biased practices of English in the field of
literacy and language had been thoroughly institutionalized according to normative
models of competence. Variations between traditionalist versions, liberal versions and
utilitarian versions could not conceal an underlying substratum. Critical Theory and
the English Teacher wanted to counter the hegemonic version of English by insisting
on foregrounding the cultural politics at stake in the subject. In this latter phase of my
published work on English teaching the offer of alternative ideas and practices was

intended to take English on at the constitutional level.
During the period of the writing of these pieces and of the production of the

book Critical Theory and the English Teacher, I was a full-time English teacher
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(latterly becoming also a teacher of Media Studies) leading a large English department
in a 14 - 19 state secondary school. For the English teacher, the period from 1983 to
1995 was marked by significant changes, and the occasional flaring of often polarized
debates about the proper identity, structure and function of the subject (latterly as the
centrepiece of the National Curriculum).* As a practising English teacher and
department head [ was involved in the day-to-day implications of changing the subject

- becoming more consciously aware of the various forces at work in the process of

challenging and sustaining models of subject identity.

Conditions in English Teaching
During the period of the publications, an extraordinary degree of freedom had been
granted to teachers by Sir Keith Joseph’s reforms of 16+ examinations (1987). The
amalgamation of GCE and CSE schemes into the unitary GCSE exam had produced a
sudden proliferation of 100% coursework GCSE schemes of assessment.*’ Many
syilabuses in English were characterized by their open-ended structures: for example,
the Northern Examinations and Assessment Board’s ‘syllabus D’ at GCSE and at the
AEB 660 syllabus at A level. For the English teacher aspiring to develop a model of
the subject based in critical theory, liberal exam structures meant that the possibilities
suggested by theory could be realized in practice. The English department could
determine the content of the syllabus. Departments could devolve this authority to
determine the content of the subject to individual teachers. This was a heyday of
professional autonomy for the English teacher. A gradual influx of newly-qualified
graduates whose experience of theory on degree courses was part of their experience
of English promised to be a significant factor to impel change. On the other hand, the
powerful determinations of subject identity - specific to English in schools - meant
that the wider political forces were able to reinstall a more or less traditionalist version
of the subject via the National Curriculum.

The Education Reform Act of 1988 and its “sister act’ of 1992 changed the

context, significantly reducing teacher autonomy at the level of the curriculum. In

addition, it has to be conceded that the freedoms ostensibly allowed by 100%
coursework schemes in English at GCSE had been largely unrealized. Coursework for
assessment had remained organized by the dominant categories of literature, personal

response and creative writing, while practices of assessment had remained dominated

-19.




Introduction and Account of Published Works

by standard English. While the installation of the National Curriculum meant that
English syllabuses at 16 + became, at a stroke, much more bounded and controlled
than ‘mode three’ schemes and gave much more prominence to exam assessment,
there was no huge shift in professional orientation required of the majority of English

teachers. The content of the curriculum confirmed the primacy of literature, the

centrality of Shakespeare and made demands for the study of pre-twentieth century
literature. The new curriculum insisted on a thoroughly functionalist view of standard
English. This ‘right turn’ failed to engage any political protest by Engliéh teachers. As
[ attempted to indicate in The Challenge of English in the National Curriculum, 1t was
the professional identity of English teachers (with its éomplex relations to issues of
class identity and social status) and the ready-made assumptions and forms of the
subject in English teaching - largely unaware of theory in the sense I had defined it -
that enabled the new form of the National Curriculum to be imposed.** The new
curriculum keyed into practices that were routine elements of English teaching at
large. There was a similar story in the case of A Level English Literature, where
coursework was also réduced, exams restored to the majority of the assessment and
opportunities for challenging the boundaries of the subject (as described, for example,
in ‘Redefining A Level’*) were severely restricted. Experience at A Level had found
that apparently liberal ‘mode three’ schemes (UCLES 1000/10 and the AEB 660)
were in fact carefully policed in many cases by moderators who expressed an
attachment to a properly ‘literary’ content for the coursework component schemes.*¢

There was in all this the sobering realization that the political project of
changing English was not merely a matter of demonstrating that it could be done, nor
of producing (what I took to be) effective arguments about why it should be done. The
persisten;:e of English in a more or less recognizable form with its own specific
characteristic pedagogic style - gave more than a little credence to Ian Hunter’s
analysis of education, schooling and English as elements of governmentality. There
was no need to be a conspiracy theorist to see how in the National Curriculum various
predictable elements had combined to reaffirm an allegiance to literary practices and
standard English. The transition to the National Curriculum in English without dissent
was possible due to the still largely literary basis for the professional identity of

English teachers. The post-Thatcher new right return to a ‘common-sense’

accommodation with time-honoured features of the subject was clearly related to
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professional-social investments in literature in Higher Education and the absence

among English teachers of any significant critical language awareness.*’

The English Question and Recent Debates
More recent historical accounts of the emergence and development of English as a

subject in H.E. and in the school curriculum have tended to emphasize either
ideological pressures for cultural coherence and national identity*® or democratic

pressures from emergent movements for consciousness and self-realization of class

groups.® Alternatively, as in the case of John Dixon (1991), there is a clear desire to
represent the history of the subject as a process of consistent, accumulating, self-
adjusting progress. The external machinery of government may intervene in the form
of exams and public pressures, but the essential spirit of the subject persists. Ian
Hunter proposes a quite different genealogy of the subject, tracing its features in the
migration of practices formed in the (post-renaissance) emergence of the self-
regulating subject. For Hunter, English expresses quintessential features of the form
and function of the education systems of Western societies as they were constructed in
the nineteenth century out of the ready to hand bits and pieces of practice and thought.

Foremost among the human technologies deployed in the emergent system was the

technique of pastoral surveillance. For Hunter, the distinction between English and
government was never more than a self-deluding ruse.”’

Clearly, different histories represent different positions taken in relation to
English. Eagleton describes the rise of English from an avowedly socialist position
seeking to recover the true democratic roots of the subject; Dixon as a ‘believer’ in the
progressive history of the subject towards greater inclusivity and liberality; Hunter as
a super-cool and detached meta-theorist for whom pedagogy provides the singular key
to the meaning of the subject in all its variations. In recent accounts of the ‘struggle’
for the National Curriculum in English there is general agreement that English’
occupies a central role in the curriculum and is particularly the focus for debates about

31 ¢

the cultural / ideological function of schooling: > ‘since the beginnings of public

education in England and Wales the teaching of English has been a focus of keen

political interest and political control.” Brian Cox refers grandiloquently to ‘the

great battle from 1991 to 1995 for control of the English curriculum’ (my italics) in

terms that emphasize its all-embracing significance: ‘The teaching of English is not
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just a matter of developing skills in speaking and listening, reading and writing, but
affects the individual and social identity of us all.”>* In recent times conflicts over the

identity of English have been represented in broad terms as difference between (1) a

liberal model of the subject (albeit still rooted in time-honoured deference to literature
and standard English), antipathetic to or at least less concerned with the staged

measurement of progress (tiers), and structured also around a creativity model, and (i1)
a more traditionalist line closely tied to more or less canonical literature with an

emphasis on the explicit teaching and testing of grammar, and with a commitment to

the unproblematic testing of tiered, staged progress. Both elements can trace their
ancestry to a deep if not always distinguished past. The liberal lineage can be seen to
reach back into post-Rousseau romantic nineteenth century notions that influenced the
rise of child-centred pedagogies; the imposition of tiered assessments can trace a
similarly ‘deep’ heritage in the stark requirements of the Revised Code of 1862 that
came in the wake of the Newcastle Report.> The Bullock Report, a key historic
document in English teaching, incorporates elements of both polarized positions and
represents a moment of transition to official recognition of the validity of liberal 1deas
and approaches, while maintaining faith with literature and with the centrality of
standard English. The Report also echoes the time-honoured idea that English is about
much more than itself. English teaching is no mere academic pursuit: hence the

ambiguities of the title, 4 Language For Life. The report also characteristically avoids

committing the subject to any specific content:

It is a characteristic of English that it does not hold together as a body
of knowledge which can be identified, quantified, and then transmitted.
Literary studies lead constantly outside themselves, as Leavis put it; so,

for that matter, does every other aspect of English.56 ﬁ

The Bullock Report had defined and officially enshrined some of the key features of
the liberal model of English, with its emphasis on oral work (especially on group
talk), on the significance of reading, on the value of literature (though not necessarily
canonically defined literature), on the importance of collaborative learning methods,
with the role of the teacher as pastoral guide in all aspects of reading and oral English,

even In its recognition of the value of multicultural work in English and the

significance of ‘empathy’. Like literary studies, every other aspect of English leads
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beyond itself: English is about nothing in particular but also, therefore, about

everything.”’ The Report also confirmed the subject’s attachment to normative

processes of language teaching, albeit qualified by recognition of sociolinguistic

perspectives on language in education.
In recent times, advocates of liberal English have tended to represent

themselves as experienced exponents of a practised profession, more or less uniformly
committed to certain inclusive language practices in the classroom. Government 1s

seen as interfering in the essentially democratic tendencies of the state education
system, embodied especially in avant-garde English.”® In recent times, this position
gave rise to apparently strange alliances. Brian Cox, a black paper author, established
a compromise position incorporating elements of liberal belief and practice, while
retaining a firm conviction in the intrinsic value of literature and standard English.
Alastair West, chair of NATE,” wrote against an interventionist, ideologically
motivated government imposing a bureaucratic machinery onto the essentially
democratic tendencies of English teaching and Cox championed West’s position.*’ In
fact, many of the most influential statements on the teaching of English in recent times
have consisted of more or less uneasy admixtures of liberal, post-Britton tendencies to
emphasize the validity of home language, the importance of creatiyity, the pleasures
of reading, multiculturalism and more traditionalist beliefs in the intrinsic merit of

literature (more generously conceived of than canonical English Literature), in the

necessity of standard forms of language, the importance of spelling, grammar and

clear expression.®!

New Bearings in English

My own position - expressed in the published material - differs significantly from both
traditional and liberal models and the mainstream accommodation between them
outlined briefly above. My position has been founded on a re-reading of the identity
and history of English - to be elaborated in this deposition. Arguments about English
have a history of opposed positions that nonetheless agree on the particular, central
significance of the subject in the curriculum. English has also from time to time been
central in debates about the proper direction and function of state education as a

whole. English has been the site of struggle for competing versions of national

identity - via language and culture® - from before The Newbolt Report (1921)* to the
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NATE statement, Learnfng to be Literate in a Democratic Society (c. 1990). There is
| clearly discernible strand - running from The Newbolt Report through The Bullock

Report to the present day - of public rhetoric about declining standards of literacy,
lowering quality of language, often related to discourses of cultural decline that
bemoan the damaging effects of popular forms of media on the spiritual and mental

health of the nation. There is a similar strand running through the same trajectoi'y of

the spiritual value of literature and of the significance of creative language practices.”

In all of this English is represented as being of particular significance to the cultural -
and also linguistic - hygiene of the nation.

My work is intended as a distinctive contribution to discourses concerning the
contested site of English teaching and is mainly focused on the specific arena of
English in the upper secondary school in state education. It emerged from a
contradictory tension of allegiances and developed into what I believed to be a more
thoroughly self-conscious, historically and sociologically informed theoretical
position. As a practising professional I was able to put this model into practice and to
consciously promote it in professional arenas. This project wasn’t intended to escape
the structures of pastoral surveillance that characterized the human technology of the
school, nor to construct some ideal form of English that would resolve the
contradictions and oppositions that structured the institutionalized form of the subject.
While attempting to forge a different kind of subject in the field of textuality and
language, it was neceséary also to recognize institutional conditions: ‘we are faced
with English: realistically, we have to accommodate theory alongside/within/against
English’ and from that recognition, to cultivate an awareness of the subject’s
institutional situation, its histories, its tensions and an awareness also of the cultural
political of engaging with these things.®’ To paraphrase Richard Johnson, any English
teaching which is not ironical, self-critical and which does not ‘explain itself’ is likely
to impose arbitrary standards on culturally diverse populations.®®

All of my work was published with a particular audience in mind, an audience
not academic in the sense of journals addressing intellectual workers in Higher

Education. Hence the form of the work is different from the standard form of writing

in Higher Education journals and books. It is often polemical and lacks detailed

referencing and tracing of sources - partly as an attempt at direct access, but also as a

deliberate choice to refuse the conventions of academic writing for academic
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audiences. I was keen to change the thinking of English teachers. I was also used to

working in a comprehensive school with fifteen and sixteen year olds with whom I
shared the ideas. It seemed usefully liberating not to follow academic conventions that

attribute ideas to specific sources and named authorities. It seemed more useful, in
fact, to think of doing ‘deconstruction’, or ‘psychoanalysis’ or ‘discourses’, than to
think in terms of doing ‘Derrida’, or ‘Lacan’ or ‘Foucault’. I believed there was some

political point in eschewing some of the academic conventions.

Publications Context

The period 1984 - 1995 saw a growing literature addressing changes in English
prompted by theory. Challenges to subject identity informed by various forms of
theory had been mounted, indicating a concern with the cultural politics of textual
practices and with reinterpretations of the history of subject emergence.’’ The New
Accents series (published by Methuen and then Routledge) proposed a variously

alternative agenda for literature, offered introductions to elements of theory and
addressed a range of topics in Cultural Studies. The Rereading Literature series
offered theorized modes of engaging with canonical English Literature.”® These
publication projects were generally aimed at }edeﬁning the discourses of literary study
on English degree courses in Higher Education - particularly changing frameworks for
reading practices. In some cases they had the effect of changing the field of English,
shifting its boundaries to incorporate, for example, women’s writing, post-colonial
writings, elements of popular culture (usually popular fictions), and, in other cases,
they may have shifted approaches to the familiar material of English studies, to
promote reading through gender, ‘deconstructive’ readings and approaches to textual
interpretation borrowed from narratology. Modular degree courses in Higher
Education, under the influence of a movement reflected in these publications, often
had the effect of enabling a more fluid concept of subject identity and more boundary
crossings than within traditionalist subject frameworks.*’

Along with material published directly on English, the emerging literature in
theory and Cultural Studies included both explicit and implied critiques of traditional
literary based educational practices. Both feminist theory and film theory had

promoted poststructuralist theories of discourse, subjectivity and meaning that

challenged the dominant habits of thought of English.” The emergence of specifically
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feminist reading practices were involved in re-reading the canon, introducing the idea
of women’s writing as a distinct subject area.”! There were critiques of the socio-

cultural orientation of the subject English challenging canonicity from a position of

cultural relativism that often made powerful claims for the rights of the popular.”

Proposals appeared that offered starting points for alternative reading practices in the
name of cultural materialism against what was taken to be a moribund liberal
humanism.” Poststructuralist re-readings of Blake, Dickens and the Brontes (in the

Rereading Literature series) aimed to alter the terms and reading practices of literary

discourse and in many cases to politicise it - while remaining within a field that
determined Blake, Dickens and the Brontes as significant foci.”

In the context of English teaching in schools multi-culturalism had had a hand
In the expansion of the category of literature to incorporate writings from post-
imperialist contexts - ‘writing from other cultures’.” ‘Narratology’ had been found to
be congenial and was applied by Harold Rosen to literature via Barthes and Genette,
allowing for the valorization of the inclusive category of narrative, characteristically

narrowed in English teaching to ‘stories’.’® Reader reception theory was also found
congenial as a way of enabling the liberal tendency of the subject to accommodate
‘theory’: liberating meaning from texts theméélves, so making an opening for generic
reading and for the consideration of ‘popular’ fictions, but most importantly
reinforcing ‘personal response’ as the central form of reading within English.”’ There
had been some occasions where theoretically informed alternative visions of English
were proposed in the mainstream organs of English teaching’® and the journals The
English Magazine and English in Education had included articles referring to theory,
articles on Media Studies and articles on language practices influenced by
sociolinguistics.” For the ‘cognoscenti’ there was the ‘Literature Teaching Politics’
series.”” These publications indicated tendencies that were not, however, explicitly
concerned, as my work increasingly was, with complete reorganization of the English
curriculum in the context of secondary schooling. Neither had they systematically
addressed the question of changes in practice in the key areas of English teaching, It
seemed to me that, in the wake of much theory, English in schools faced different
issues from English in Higher Education. The function of English in schools was

different in so far as it largely defined what reading, writing and oracy were - how

they were defined and institutionally endorsed - for the population. English teaching,
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since Newbolt (1921), at least, has a significant role in defining literacy, in defining
what writing practices counted as significant and what forms of speech were

legitimated within a significant portion of the social sphere. English teaching in
schools examined, charted and ordered the population accordingly via inescapable
16+ examinations. My published work became concerned increasingly with the
regulatory function of teaching, and this concern was most fully elaborated in Critical
Theory and the English Teacher, where the constitution of English was subjected to
critique and a programme of alternative practices proposed. The following account

tries to outline the movement towards Critical Theory and the English Teacher while

defining also what each piece was concerned with and its approach via theory to
English.

Introduction to Published Works

The circumstances of the publication of various pieces was contingent, their occasions
varied; they were produced for different purposes, for different publications and at
different stages in a still developing interrogation arising from the collision of theory,
English and English teaching. In all cases they were commissioned and written by
Invitation. In some cases they were edited. The retrospective coherence offered in the
following pages will no doubt suggest a line of development more logical and tight
than it really was. It does, however, seem that the sequence from the first piece on
Othello (1984) to Critical Theory and the English Teacher (1993) forms the - albeit
uneven - development of a position cémsistently addressing the problematic of English
subject identity. The movement is increasingly towards a critique of the
institutionalized practices of English. Arguments become more insistently directed
towards a rejection of liberal ideas and practices, and their supplanting by ideas and
practices organized by a kind of cultural materialism. I move from exploring
Shakespeare’s Othello as an individual text from the point of view of alternative
reading perspectives to a fundamental displacement of foundations and contents of
English teaching, proposing the redefinition of the field of language and textuality.

Accordingly, I have divided this section into two phases. The initial phase is
concerned with importing theory to shift emphases in English teaching and to offer

alternative approaches. The second phase, including the book, Critical Theory and the
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English Teacher, is concerned also with constitutional questions of English in

education.

This movement of approaches to English was a movement from the
application of theory to established material and practices, grafted on to an explicit
call to completely reconstitute the disestablished subject within an alternative
theoretical consciousness. Initially, the précise and more modest aim involved the

application of drama pedagogy - rethought through some roughly sketched elements
of poststructuralist theory - to an exemplary text (Othello) of English. Later the

perhaps over-ambitious aim was to ‘deconstruct’ the entire discursive regime that
gave rise to Othello occupying its significant place on the curriculum. There was a
movement, then, towards a more comprehensive and more thoroughly critical
reappraisal of the subject, its identity, and its institutional place, power and effects.
The progression could be defined as travelling from a Barthesian poststructuralist
sense of textual ideology, semiotics and reader agency to a radical poststructuralist
sense of the unrootedness of meanings and subjectivities and its absolutely necessary
social corollary - the institutionalized determination of meanings and subjectivities.
From this latter position, as an English teacher, it became necessary not just to think
of texts, readers and textual practices, but to consider the cultural field in education, to
construe an awareness of dominant, historical practices of the subject English as
ensconced in institutions, exam practices, teacher consciousness, habitual pedagogic
modes and contents, publications, subject organs and bodies. Taking on English in
this enlarged sense involved the synthesis of different elements of theory, going.

- beyond theory as literary or textual and linking in with larger social theory - hence the

significance of Althusser, Bourdieu and various elements of sociology and Cultural
Studies. The attempt was to see English in schools on the one hand as a specific

cultural practice located in and shaped by various specific institutional forces, and on

the other hand to acquire some awareness of its whole context, to theorize its place, as

1t were, in the order of things.
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The Published Works: The First Phase

‘Othello: A New Approach to A Level English’ (1984)

This piece was conceived of as an innovatory intervention into A Level. It describes

an approach to a central component of the English curriculum informed by textual
theory embodied in specific pedagogic techniques. Shakespeare represents a symbolic

cornerstone for definitions of the subject, and textual/reading practices described in
the piece were designed to promote awareness of perspectives, multiple readings,
intertextual linkings and positionality which were not the accepted stuff of English
classrooms at A Level. These modes of engaging with the text offered an implicit
critique of established practices, since neither traditionalist author-centred models nor
more liberal reader oriented models habitually read Shakespeare through the
categories of interpretation defined in this piece. Proposing a significant shift in terms
of attitude towards textual meaning, the article therefore constituted an alternative to
institu_tionalized reading practices. The shift may be accounted for by saying that in
‘Othello: A New Approach to A Level English’ meaning is figured less as something
to ‘unlock’ or ‘discover’, more as something to construe and construct, the text being
conceived of less as a repository than as a pretext.

The ‘drama’ based pedagogy belonged to the best liberal traditions, and in this
case, admittedly, was deployed as a tactic for textual reading to shift emphasis from
authoritarian readings to reader-centred “play’ activities.” Their emphasis on an
individually-oriented sense of meaning has been an exemplary feature of classic
liberal practices; but the fusion of drama technique with poststructuralist theory, as |
saw it then, offered a synthesis that enabled readings to be situated within an
awareness of positionality and multiple readings. Students were invited to explore and
experiment with readings, but guided to do so from specific perspectives, rather than
to reveal the truth of the text, or to explore the authenticity of their own valid readings
(as with reader-centred, liberal approaches). Drama pedagogy was deployed to show
how multiple readings of an apparently singular text may be produced according the
1deas or perspectives applied. Again this multiplicity isn’t produced as a menu for

Individual choice, but to suggest how different reading perspectives might be socially
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constructed or motivated. In this early piece gender politics provides one instance of a

grounding for reading that clearly indicates the positioning of readings beyond the

vagaries of personal response.

The Othello piece predates much of the reorientation of Shakespeare studies
that ‘theory’ was to propose, moving away from reverential modes of reading the
hallowed text, and from historicizing modes of reading that extrapolated a sense of

period or culture, to readings that recognized the ‘contemporary’ politics of

Shakespeare at the textual and institutional level.® In this new wave of ‘cultural
materialist’ criticism, Shakespeare was represented as multiple, historically produced

and reproduced, historically relative and as belonging to the institutionalized practices

of the subject English.

Theory had provided some models designed to alter established models of
textual encounter, opening up textual approaches hitherto unrealized. In 1984 A Level
reading practices were clearly open to serious challenge - for example, for their
blindness to gender as a significant or necessary reading category. At this stage of my
work the radically deconstructive potential of this line was not intently pursued,
giving way to a more genial concern for releasing a new sense of the ‘pleasure of the
text’ and the pleasures involved in more active meaning-making textual exercises,
offering freshly-defined roles to the ‘reader’ - in this case the A Level English student.
The question about the provenance of the individual reader - classically expressed in
English in schools as ‘personal response’ - was to crop up later in the circumstances
that gave rise to a more thoroughgoing critique of the framework of ideas in liberal
English in ‘NATE and the Politics of English’ (1990). The question of the provenance

of the personal in English teaching was to precipitate the more radical rethinking of

subject identity later pursued at length in Critical Theory and the English Teacher
(1993). |

‘Redefining A Level’ (1986)

‘Politics’ was a key word triggering this piece initially offered in response to an open
Invitation to respond to Terry Eagleton’s 1985 NATE conference address that had
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