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This study compares and contrasts the selection and distribution of literary texts in the English 

programs of two diverse secondary schools, one in Massachusetts, USA, the other in Ontario, 

Canada. Analysis of the departments’ curriculum documents, state/provincial curriculum policies, 

and teacher interviews indicated that at both schools, Eurocentric and Anglo-centric literature 

dominated the curriculum of advanced courses. Analysis further demonstrated that texts of U.S. 

origin permeated the curriculum of advanced courses at both the U.S. and Canadian schools. A 

number of reasons for the similarities in the selection and distribution of literary texts across the 

two schools are considered, as well as the practical, cultural, and political implications of these 

curricular patterns. I argue in conclusion for a literature curriculum that reflects the historical 

and contemporary conditions of the transnational communities to which students belong. Edu-

cational stakeholders in local schools, policy makers, and teacher educators may contribute to 

the development and implementation of such a curriculum. 

This article is based in evidence from a study that examined how racial and cultural 
diversity were addressed in the English curriculum of two diverse secondary schools, 
one in Massachusetts and the other in Ontario. Two strong patterns in relation 
to the national origins of the literature were found in both schools. First, at both 
schools literature of British origin was afforded the highest status—a somewhat 
unsurprising finding given that both the United States and Canada bear historical 
cultural ties to Britain, which has colonized the literary imaginations of much of 
the world (Willinsky, 1998). However, a second, more noteworthy pattern emerged 
in relation to the role of U.S. literature on both schools’ curriculums. There was 
a remarkable preponderance of U.S. literature on the Canadian school’s curricu-
lum. And in fact, U.S. literature was taught more frequently than was Canadian 
literature at this school. In significant contrast, no Canadian texts were studied 
at the U.S. school. 

The curriculums of both schools were very typical of the literature taught in 
high schools in both countries. In light of longstanding arguments about relations 
between literature and national identity (Applebee, 1974; Frye, 1962; Stotsky, 
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1994; Willinsky, 1998, 2001), it seemed worthwhile to consider whether this find-
ing was indicative of a more complex set of relations between the two countries 
and cultures than might have first been assumed. Accordingly, a second research 
question serves as the focus of this paper—“What are the factors that contribute 
to the similarities in the selection and distribution of English literature at these 
two schools, and what are the implications of this curricular pattern?” 

Selecting and Distributing the Secondary English Curriculum
In his review of English as an academic discipline in the United States, Applebee 
(1974) argued that three instructional traditions have historically shaped the  
discipline: an ethical tradition that emphasizes the moral and cultural develop-
ment of the student; a classical tradition that seeks to foster intellectual discipline 
through the methodical study of texts; and a nonacademic tradition that stresses 
“enjoyment” and “appreciation” (p. 1) of literature. These three approaches have 
been alternately privileged or disfavored, and variously combined, in scholarship, 
policy, and practice. The content of the English curriculum has been as important 
as the pedagogical approach through which literature is engaged. A sometimes-
turbulent relationship between the secondary school and the university, resulting 
from, for instance, debates about what literature to include in the canon, is exem-
plified by the founding of the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) in 
1911. Applebee wrote that the NCTE was established, in large part, to respond to 
universities’ dominating influence on the secondary English curriculum. Today, 
many current state-level curriculum policies, as well as those of professional orga-
nizations such as the NCTE, stress that students should read a broad range of texts 
drawn from a variety of cultures and countries. Yet, despite such inclusive English 
curriculum policies and standards, the hallmark tradition in secondary English 
education, particularly at the advanced levels, continues to be a Eurocentric and 
Anglo-centric curriculum (Applebee, 1974). 

Research Design and Methodology
Data were collected in two public, comprehensive secondary schools that served 
diverse student populations. The U.S. school, Grand Bay High School, was located 
in Massachusetts. The Canadian school, Maple Grove Secondary School, was in 
Ontario. The schools and the teachers who participated in the study have been 
assigned pseudonymous names. Data included curriculum documents which 
directed the English departments’ and their teachers’ practices at the time of data 
collection, 2005–2006: the Massachusetts English Language Arts Curriculum 
Framework (Massachusetts Department of Education, 2001);1 the Ontario Cur-
riculum in English for grades 9 and 10 (Ontario Ministry of Education and Train-
ing, 1999) and for grades 11 and 12 (Ontario Ministry of Education and Training, 
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2000);2 and each department’s official curriculum course outlines. Additionally, 
semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted with six of the seven English 
teachers in the U.S. English department and the humanities curriculum director 
and with 10 of the 12 teachers in the Canadian school’s English department. In 
the interviews, teachers were asked to provide demographic information related 
to their life histories and professional preparation. They were also asked for their 
opinions about, and experiences with, the ways in which the official curriculum, 
the curriculum and instructional practices they enacted in their classrooms, and 
other features of school life responded, or failed to respond, to student diversity. 

Data were analyzed thematically (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Initial analysis 
entailed iterative reading of data, the development of broad categories based on 
emerging themes, and coding. Codes were developed inductively and reflected rela-
tionships within and among the various thematic categories. As codes proliferated, 
some were combined, and others discarded, as ongoing reading of data within and 
across the thematic categories resulted in the identification of recurring themes. 
Analytic memos allowed for further reflections on whether recurring themes were 
adequately substantiated by the data, what available theories might help explain 
them, and how they related to the findings of pertinent existing research. These 
memos assisted in the identification of significant themes and tentative findings. 
Subsequent rounds of writing theoretical memos facilitated in-depth explorations 
of whether tentative findings held strong theoretical and evidentiary warrants. 
Through this process, some tentative findings—those which lacked substantive 
supporting data or robust theoretical reasoning—were discarded. Finally, findings 
that held significant evidentiary and theoretical warrants were considered in terms 
of how they confirmed, challenged, or complicated prior related research findings. 

Findings
Curriculum at Grand Bay High School
Grand Bay was the only public high school in a small, increasingly urbanized school 
district located on the outskirts of a major metropolitan area. The community and 
the school’s population had, according to teachers, been historically Jewish, but 
had gradually, and in recent years, more rapidly changed to include more socioeco-
nomically diverse African American/Black, Asian, and Hispanic families. In 2006, 
Grand Bay served a population of 991 students. Forty-seven percent were African 
American/Black, 30 percent were White, 15 percent were Asian, 7.5 percent were 
Hispanic, and less than one percent were Native American. Forty-one percent of 
students spoke English as a second language and low-income students comprised 
twenty percent of the student body.3 In contrast, all of the teachers who partici-
pated in the study, as well as the humanities curriculum director, were white (a 
seventh teacher, who was a person of color, was on leave at the time of the study). 
Teachers represented two generational groups. One cohort comprised teachers in 
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their mid 20s through late 30s with between one and 12 years experience. Karen, 
Harry, Sam, and Pam belonged to this younger generation of teachers. The second 
cohort included two veteran faculty members and the curriculum director. Deb 
was a 22-year veteran special education teacher in her mid 40s. Isabelle, who taught 
and also served as the department head, had been teaching for 35 years and was 
in her mid 50s. The humanities curriculum director, Nina, was also in her 50s and 
had been an educator for over 30 years.

Curriculum Policy Context 
Grand Bay’s English curriculum was influenced, though not directly regulated by, 
the Massachusetts English Curriculum Framework (Massachusetts Department 
of Education, 2001), which advised schools about the content and structure of 
English curricula. The Framework organized the English language arts into four 
strands—language, reading and literature, composition, and media—the first 
three strands reflecting the categories by which the English language arts have 
long been organized (Applebee, 1974). There were, as well, general standards with 
accompanying rationales “that outline[d] what students should know and be able 
to do” (Massachusetts Department of Education, 2001, p. 1) in each grade. The 
Framework further provided numerous “learning scenarios”—examples of how 
each learning standard could be addressed in the classroom. This state-level policy 
appeared to be weakly framed (Bernstein, 1971). It afforded schools and teachers 
a measure of latitude in selecting literature that best suited their students’ needs 
in “recognition that teachers should be free to choose selections that challenge but 
do not overwhelm their students” (Massachusetts Department of Education, 2001, 
p. 99). Policy guidelines also appeared to be permissive with their recommenda-
tions that schools include literature from a variety of genres, historical periods, 
and cultures on their curriculums. Classification thus also appeared to be weak 
(Bernstein, 1971) as explicit distinctions were not made between different kinds 
of literary knowledge. 

Yet, as Sleeter and Stillman (2005) have argued, curriculum standards that “give 
enough verbal recognition to cultural, racial, and linguistic diversity” may be read 
by “teachers without a deep understanding of . . . diverse ideological perspectives 
. . . as fully inclusive” (p. 43) even when they are not wholly so. One appendix to 
the Framework contained classical, Anglo-centric texts. While the list of authors 
in this category was said to reflect “our common literary and cultural heritage” 
(Massachusetts Department of Education, 2001, p. 4), the writers concerned were 
primarily of white U.S., British, or European origin. This list also included Greek 
mythology and drama and the Bible, and so comprised definitive works of the 
Western canon (Bloom, 1994). This Western literary legacy was juxtaposed with 
“works from the many communities that make up contemporary America as well 
as from countries and cultures throughout the world” (Massachusetts Department 
of Education, 2001, p. 4). A second appendix comprised examples of texts that 
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fit conceptions of this form of knowledge. The Framework called for balancing 
“depth with breadth” (p. 99) yet earlier reference to breadth occurred in relation 
to students’ exposure to works from contemporary American communities, an 
apparent proxy for diverse ethnocultural and linguistic groups. Therefore, depth of 
study was implicitly reserved for classic U.S. literature and those from the Western 
literary tradition. (For a more detailed analysis, see Skerrett, 2009.) 

What was first presumed to be weakly framed policy upon deeper examina-
tion appeared to be the opposite. In the preamble to the 2001 Framework, which 
had replaced the 1997 Framework, the Commissioner of Education wrote that the 
state had determined to leave the secondary English standards virtually intact “in 
order to keep expectations consistent for the Grade 10 English language arts assess-
ment” (Massachusetts Department of Education, 2001, p. iii). This reference to the 
Grade 10 English assessment pertained to the introduction in 1998 of a high stakes 
(state graduation requirement) standardized test in the English language arts that 
was a key component of the state’s educational reform agenda. Hence, although 
there were no explicit mandates about how schools were to use this Framework in 
planning their curriculum, because the document emphasized that it aligned with 
the state graduation test, this ensured that all schools and teachers worked from, 
or at least consulted, the documents when selecting their curriculum. Isabelle, 
Grand Bay’s English department head and a veteran teacher, illustrated just how 
strongly framed teachers perceived this policy to be with her observation that “the 
passages that are on that test [are] from James Joyce so that’s what we’re supposed 
to get the kids ready to do.” Indeed, Sleeter and Stillman (2005) found a similar 
phenomenon of teachers experiencing curriculum policy that was linked to high 
stakes testing as strongly framed.

Grand Bay’s English Department Context 
As Table 14 illustrates, Grand Bay offered a largely Eurocentric and Anglo-centric 
curriculum that was markedly so at the advanced levels of English education. The 
table contains the primary texts used in grades 9–12 English, levels one through 
three, and a senior humanities elective course. It was not only the Eurocentric and 
accountability-based emphases of state curriculum policy that influenced English 
curriculum practices at Grand Bay, however. In responding to interview questions 
about their department’s official curriculum, teachers provided insights about 
the criteria and processes that guided the selection and distribution of literary 
texts. Their responses portrayed the local instantiations of the many factors that 
contribute to the primarily Eurocentric and static nature of the secondary English 
curriculum. In relation to the traditions of English teaching, for example, Isabelle 
explained the department’s perception that it needed to align the official curriculum 
with the university tradition: “We added [The] Great Gatsby [Fitzgerald, 1925] . . . 
so that when our students went to college they would have a similar background to 
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the other kids they were going to run into.” Only the recently adopted 10th-grade 
anthology reflected students’ cultural diversity and contemporary interests. Pam 
praised this text:

Our new 10th-grade textbook is phenomenal. It has a lot more selections from authors 
of different countries, from authors of different races, from modern contemporary stuff, 
things about basketball; things that appeal to the students . . . some of our books don’t 
match up to that . . . we have to keep moving that way. It’s going to take time.

Grade 9/ Diverse 
Genres Levels 
2 & 3

Grade 10/ World 
Authors Levels 
1, 2, 3

Grade 11/  
American 
Literature Levels 
1, 2, 3

Grade 12/ 
British 
Literature
Levels 1, 2, 3

Humanities 
(Upper Level 
Elective )

Romeo & Juliet 
(Shakespeare, 
1599) 

I Have a Dream 
(King, 1963)

The Odyssey  
(Homer,  
Unknown)

To Kill a  
Mockingbird 
(Lee, 1960) (2)

The Outsiders 
(Hinton, 1967) 
(3)

The Contender
(Lipsyte, 1967) 
(3)

Antigone 
(Sophocles, 
441 BC) Julius 
Caesar (Shake-
speare, 1623) (1)

Raisin in the 
Sun (Hansberry, 
1959) (3) 

Of Mice & Men 
(Steinbeck, 
1937)

Old Man & The 
Sea (Hemingway, 
1952) (1, 2)

Morte d’Arthur 
(Mallory, 1485) 

Don Quixote 
(Cervantes, 
1604)

The Crucible 
(Miller, 1953)

Prentice Hall 
Literature: The 
American  
Experience 
(1994)

The Great 
Gatsby 
(Fitzgerald, 1925)

Grapes of Wrath 
(Steinbeck, 
1939) (1)

Catcher in the 
Rye (Salinger, 
1951) (1, 2)

Whirligig 
(Fleischman, 
1998)(3)

Prentice Hall 
Literature: The 
British Tradition 
(1994)

Lord of the Flies 
(Golding, 1954) 
(1)

Brave New 
World (Huxley, 
1932) (1, 2)

Hamlet 
(Shakespeare, 
(1604) 1, 2)

Macbeth 
(Shakespeare, 
1623) (3)

Medea 
(Euripides, 431 
BC)

Dr. Faustus 
(Marlowe, 1604)

Utopia (More, 
1516)

Portrait of the 
Artist (Joyce, 
1916)

Othello 
(Shakespeare, 
1622)

Siddhartha 
(Hesse, 1922)

The Iliad 
(Homer, 
Unknown)

Don Quixote 
(Cervantes, 
1604)

Selections from 
The Ancients to 
The Industrial 
Revolution 

Table 1: Selections from the Official Curriculum at Grand Bay High School
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One of the greatest constraints in the continuation of the school curriculum 
is the nature and availability of commercial textbooks and the assumptions on 
which they are based (Apple, 1993, 2006). The small public school district in which 
Grand Bay was located worked with textbook publishers in selecting classroom 
texts. Additionally, there was an official set of district-level criteria that texts needed 
to meet in order to be incorporated into the school curriculum. These require-
ments included the alignment of materials with the state frameworks; accurate 
representation of women, persons of color, and challenged individuals in text and 
illustrations; and what was described as developing an appreciation of diversity 
while valuing our common heritage. Nina, the humanities curriculum director 
explained, “We get examination copies into the building and we do have a set of 
criteria and generally we get together, a group of teachers, to take a look at the 
materials and evaluate them using the criteria.” 

Isabelle added that “the texts are approved ultimately by the department 
and the school committee.” She further illustrated the influence of parents with 
her comment that while parental approval of texts was not required, “if a parent 
objects, the student doesn’t have to read the book.” Because parental disapproval 
could create logistical challenges for teachers who would have to “create either a 
new lesson plan and think of a book that will do the same things and then what 
do you do with the kid in the class while you’re doing something [with the other 
book],” teachers considered parents’ perspectives when selecting literature. With 
the exceptions of remedial courses—where framing was particularly weak in order 
to engage an academically disenchanted clientele—students were not typically 
consulted on curriculum decisions. Nina explained, “when we have the luxury of 
time we also pilot a few lessons with the students and sometimes ask their opinion.” 
In addition, teachers could suggest the adoption of new texts which were added 
to the curriculum if they met selection criteria and only if funding was available. 

In describing efforts to provide a more responsive and motivating curriculum 
to students who were labeled as low achieving, department head Isabelle’s ideology 
reflected a conflation of multicultural literature with young adult literature, both 
outside the canon of Eurocentric literature. Isabelle suggested that she perceived 
these texts as lacking in academic rigor and even sometimes containing profane 
content that was inappropriate for school:

A dilemma is trying to find books that are more accessible to our students in terms of 
the interests and in some cases of, you know, level of language and everything because 
. . . kids don’t read that much anymore. So to get them to read these novels with these 
very complex sentences, it’s tough. So we have had this conversation about expanding 
the offerings to more multicultural books or shorter books of high interest but we keep 
running against the problem of parental objections to language and situations.
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In the absence of a culturally diverse official curriculum, it was the quality and 
extent of teachers’ preparation for teaching diverse learners and their biographical 
experiences with diversity and disadvantage that mediated their engagements with 
the official curriculum. Some teachers, such as Harry and Karen, critiqued with 
students the overly Eurocentric nature of the official curriculum and incorporated 
multicultural and antiracist literature into their curriculum-in-use (see Skerrett, 
2008a for a fuller discussion). These pedagogies reflected ongoing contests to 
narrow definitions of official knowledge and efforts to legitimize the knowledge 
and perspectives of a variety of groups on the school curriculum (Apple, 1993).

Selection and Distribution of the English Curriculum at Grand Bay
The English program at Grand Bay was organized into three levels, each with its 
own set of required texts. Thus, this curriculum program was strongly classified 
and framed (Bernstein, 1971) in that clear distinctions were made between the 
types of texts that were offered to students in the different academic tracks and 
strong boundaries were erected between the knowledge and students in each track. 
Categorizations of knowledge in the discipline of English have been significantly 
shaped by the “educational legacy” of the British Empire that lives on in the “co-
lonially tainted understanding we carry” about the “languages and literature” 
that are of most worth (Willinsky, 1998, pp. 3–4). Level one English, also called 
Advanced Placement English, was reserved for the students believed to be the most 
academically talented. This curriculum was highly Eurocentric and Anglo-centric 
and drew almost exclusively from the British and U.S. literary canons. It was the 
knowledge that Bernstein (1971) proposed belonged to the ruling classes of society 
and it was classified as high status and sacred educational knowledge. Level two, or 
Honors English, occupied the position below Advanced Placement. This curriculum 
also contained primarily Eurocentric and Anglo-centric canonical literature but 
the selected texts were usually more modern U.S. and British literature. As such, 
Honors English served a less restrictive audience who consequently received a less 
fully consecrated and sacred literary curriculum (Bourdieu, 1993).

College Preparation English, or level three, served students that were most 
challenged by the Eurocentric and Anglo-centric canons. As a result, the curricu-
lum in this program contained more contemporary, working class, young adult 
and multicultural literature, and smaller amounts of canonical literature that was 
thought to contain less academic challenge. Nina, the curriculum director, noted 
that supplemental multicultural literature was added to reflect student diversity and 
also to meet the varied academic skills that, she felt, accompanied cultural diversity: 

We also purchased a couple of supplementary texts with multicultural literature to 
reflect the demographics of the town and also to meet the needs of the students . . . we 
have some high level achieving students there and we have some students who are low 
achieving so we needed some supplemental literature to address those needs. 
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At Grand Bay high school, there were strong distinctions between curriculum 
knowledge and the hierarchy of audiences (Bourdieu, 1993) among which they 
were distributed. 

Curriculum at Maple Grove Secondary School
The case of Maple Grove provided additional evidence of how large-scale curriculum 
policy, the department context, and individual teachers’ ideologies and practices 
shape the content and transmission of the curriculum. Maple Grove was one of 
over twenty government-funded secondary schools in a school district that serves 
a sprawling geographic area surrounding Toronto, Ontario. It was a comprehensive 
school located in what had been a primarily white and rural farming community 
that, with increasing immigration and busing, was transformed into a culturally 
and linguistically diverse middle-class suburb. In 2006, the school served 1,067 
students representing African, Asian, Caucasian, and South Asian racial/ethnic 
backgrounds, both immigrant and Canadian-born. 

As at Grand Bay, teacher demographics sharply contrasted with those of 
the student body. Participating teachers were all white, Canadian-born, and had 
been raised in middle-class homes. Teachers’ ages and teaching experience also 
reflected the two generational cohorts that taught at Grand Bay: a younger cohort 
of teachers in their early twenties to late thirties with between one and eight years’ 
experience; and a second cohort comprised of veteran teachers between 41 and 
50 years of age having 20 to 25 years’ experience. April, Ann, David, Michael, and 
Paul comprised the younger cohort. Laura, who also served as Department Head, 
Sharon, Noelle, and Heather and Raquel, both ESL English teachers, composed 
the group of veteran educators.

Curriculum Policy Context
During the time of data collection, 2005–2006, Ontario’s secondary schools’ 
English departments were regulated by The Ontario Curriculum in English for 
grades 9 and 10 (1999), and grades 11 and 12 (2000). The 1999 and 2000 English 
curriculum policy documents were organized into four strands—Oral Com-
munication, Reading and Literature Studies, Writing, and Media Studies—that 
broadly reflected the English curriculum’s traditional organization (Applebee, 
1974). Academic streaming (tracking) was a core feature of the Ontario policy 
documents. Students were to be distributed across an “academic stream” that was 
reserved for those students deemed highly capable in the English language arts, 
an “applied” stream for students perceived to be less academically capable, and 
an ESL program for students who were learning English. Along with re-instituted 
academic tracking, in 1995, Ontario introduced a high stakes standardized literacy 
test in the 10th grade that was a graduation requirement. Maple Grove’s English 
department head, Laura, commented that this test had not significantly changed 
the literature-driven focus of the department’s curriculum: 
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I’m speaking from a personal perspective and yet I think I’m speaking for a lot of people 
. . . we want our students to be successful on that literacy test . . . so we do spend time 
ensuring that they have the skills they’re going to need. But what takes precedence? I 
think a love of literature, a love of learning, the power of the written word . . . 

In the Provincial curriculum documents, English teachers were charged with 
preparing students in the academic stream for “the challenging academic work of 
college and university programs” and students in the applied stream for “careers 
in business and industry” (Ontario Ministry in Education and Training, 2000, p. 
2). The academic student, on track to university, read and analyzed a preponder-
ance of the literary works that “enrich [their] understanding of themes and issues 
and enhance their appreciation of the power and beauty of language” (Ontario 
Ministry in Education and Training, 1999, p. 6). The applied student, who was 
preparing to enter the work world, engaged less with esoteric texts and more with 
informational and contemporary texts that helped them become more “confident, 
proficient, and flexible readers” (1999, p. 6). Thus, in the long tradition of ability 
grouping and differentiated curriculum and instruction (Applebee, 1974), not only 
were the texts to be studied in each track different but students were also to engage 
with them in different ways and for different end goals. Consider the statement, 
for instance, that grade 11 university or academic stream students were to “analyze 
challenging texts from various periods,” while grade 11 college preparation stu-
dents—the applied stream—“study the content, form, and style of informational 
texts and literary works from Canada and other countries” (Ontario Ministry in 
Education and Training, 2000, p. 22). Classification was strong, then, in relation 
to high- and low-status knowledge, and there were strong boundaries between the 
student groups who were given access to either “academic” or “applied” English 
language arts curriculum.

The curriculum policies appeared, however, to be weakly framed. Ontario’s 
schools and teachers were nominally free to select the appropriate, high status 
literary works for academic students as well as the texts that would support the 
development of literacy skills in applied level students: “When choosing literature 
for study, teachers must consider the genres designated for special emphasis in 
course expectations, as well as an appropriate balance between contemporary and 
historical texts and Canadian and world literature” (Ontario Ministry of Education 
and Training, 1999, p. 6). In a further indication of weak framing, the documents 
provided examples of literary texts and authors that comprised a diverse curriculum 
with the caveat that those listed were not “intended to suggest prescribed reading” 
(p. 6). The roster of writers was indeed culturally diverse. Lists of poets included, 
for example, Canadian Margaret Atwood; U.S. poets Pablo Neruda, Emily Dick-
inson, and Langston Hughes; and, from the British canon, Wordsworth. Texts like 
these exemplified the range of cultures to be represented in “a balanced literature 
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program” (p. 6) and this inventory could be read by teachers as being fully inclusive 
(Sleeter & Stillman, 2005). Yet close analysis of the full catalog indicated that the 
majority of authors listed were of Anglo descent or otherwise Caucasian. The list 
also contained more classical authors than contemporary writers. Accordingly, the 
Provincial curriculum presented a paradox in that, while literature from virtually 
all cultures and geographic regions were included, there was greater representation 
of the Anglo-centric and Eurocentric canon. 

While framing appeared weak, deeper exploration indicated that, while pro-
posing an inclusive approach to the English curriculum, the policy documents 
employed codified words and phrases such as “traditional,” “challenging,” “signifi-
cant,” “major,” “historical,” “university,” and “analytical reading” when describing 
Eurocentric texts that have long made up the canon of Western literature. In 
contrast, words and phrases such as “contemporary,” “key reading,” “world litera-
ture,” and “Canada and other countries” were used to describe ESL-, elective-, and 
applied-stream curricula. As such, framing seemed stronger than what might have 
first been assumed as teachers were implicitly guided to think about a balanced 
literature program in the academic, applied, and ESL English programs accord-
ing to persistent conceptions about high and low status knowledge that have long 
shaped secondary schools’ English programs (Applebee, 1974). Teachers, who have 
already been educated about, and often socialized into, these understandings by 
the university tradition which privileges the Western canon (Applebee, 1974, 2002; 
Goodson, 2005), may recognize and respond to implicit directives of curriculum 
policy that draw out hegemonic understandings about the kinds of literature that 
are of most worth. 

Maple Grove’s English Department Context 
The Eurocentric canon had certainly been the emphasis of the university English 
departments in which Maple Grove’s English teachers had been professionally 
prepared. April, who described herself as “fiercely patriotic,” held fond memories of 
her secondary school’s Canadian literature course. Yet she described her university 
studies as overwhelmingly comprising the “dead, white classics,” a circumstance 
she mediated by electing to study courses in “African poetry and Indian poetry.” 
Laura remembered being “fascinated with some early Canadian literature” during 
university. Most teachers, though, from secondary school and through university 
described their studies as comprising the Western canon. David was the only teacher 
who reported culturally responsive teacher preparation in his masters program 
(which he undertook in the U.S.). In addition, ESL teachers Heather and Raquel 
had received significant training for working with culturally and linguistically 
diverse students. 

Other local influences of school budgets, district priorities, departmental 
culture, and the influence of parents combined with Provincial curriculum policy 
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and teachers’ professional preparation to shape the content and delivery of Maple 
Grove’s English program. One teacher, Michael, explained that some parents had 
inherited the culturally transmitted belief that “Shakespeare’s hard (i.e., difficult)” 

and that it constituted valid and high status school knowledge. Department head 
Laura described Shakespeare as “timeless,” saying that it applied to students of every 
generation, and Michael perceived the “taboo” nature of replacing classical texts 
with more contemporary ones. Ann also described the embeddedness of English 
curriculum patterns: “[To Kill a] Mockingbird (Lee, 1960) is a perfect example. I 
studied it; my mother studied it.” There was, as well, a culture of teachers “stay[ing] 
in line with what colleagues were doing,” as described by Sharon, even as teachers 
were told they were free to choose the texts they wanted to teach. Michael cor-
roborated this paradox of framing saying that the department head’s response to 
his request to introduce a contemporary text into 12th-grade English was “sure, as 
long as the other 12th-grade teachers agree.” Within broader disciplinary traditions 
that privileged Eurocentric texts, its local instantiation in some teachers’ beliefs, a 
culture that valued congruence in the texts that were taught, and limited budgets 
it was difficult to change the primarily Eurocentric curriculum that had always 
been offered at the school. David summed up these conflicts with his rumination 
that “. . . then it comes down to what book would it be and then do we have the 
money to buy 20 more books or three more books.”

Yet, as at Grand Bay, contestation of the traditional English curriculum was 
evident. Ann and another colleague in family studies were the school’s represen-
tatives to a district initiative that participated in the White Pines reading club. 
This project exposed teachers to literature by Canadian authors. Ann discussed 
the knowledge she had gained from taking part in this project: “I guess by being 
involved in that sort of incentive as a high school you’re going to get books that are 
school-appropriate and age-appropriate and board-approved and some fabulous 
books. So that’s where I’ve been able to read some of the stuff.” Informed and em-
boldened by her involvement in this project, Ann was exercising agency to transform 
the curriculum. In place of To Kill a Mockingbird (Lee, 1960), for instance, Ann 
was “proposing to teach a new book that deals with similar issues but is newer and 
Canadian.” As such, Ann recognized cross-national curriculum similarities with the 
persistence of this and other U.S. texts on her Canadian school’s curriculum and 
she sought to claim a significant place for Canadian literature. Ann’s perspective 
reflected that of Canadian literary scholar Northrop Frye (1962) and his colleagues 
(Frye, O’Grady, & Staines, 2003), who came to quarrel not only with the continued 
dominance of British literature on the Canadian English curriculum but who also 
took umbrage at the encroaching influence of U.S. authors on Canadian writers’ 
imaginations and the school curriculum. 

Paul, who taught credit recovery courses designed to facilitate students’ com-
pletion of courses they had failed or not completed, and Heather and Raquel in 
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ESL reported that they capitalized on the weak framing of these program areas 
by selecting significant amounts of contemporary and multicultural literature. 
Mainstream English teachers David, Michael, and Sharon discussed a number of 
culturally responsive and antiracist strategies that they employed to make Euro-
centric texts accessible to students and to help them recognize, reprimand, and 
revise the biased nature of the school curriculum. And at the department level, 
the Independent Study course had been revisited to ensure that students were 
able to select a work of Canadian literature and a second piece of literature that 
reflected their cultural backgrounds. Alongside reproduction of Eurocentric and 
Anglo-centric texts, represented by the predominance of British and U.S. literature 
in the high-status spaces of the English curriculum, were Maple Grove’s teachers’, 
department’s, and district’s efforts against its perpetuation.

Selection and Distribution of the English Curriculum at Maple Grove 
The English program at Maple Grove was structured according to the academic 
streams or tracks specified by the Provincial government—academic/university, 
the highest track, and applied/college beneath it, with different levels of intellectual 
challenge in each case (as evidenced, for instance by the reading level that each text 
was assigned). There existed, however, departures and exceptions to these general 
tracks, including an ESL program. These clearly bounded tracks were occupied by 
students who were perceived to share identical academic abilities and who often 
also came from similar racial or cultural backgrounds. Table 2 displays the major 
texts that were assigned to these different academic tracks. 

In keeping with theories of the sociology of knowledge and research about 
racially correlated academic tracking (Bernstein, 1971; Bourdieu & Passeron, 
1990; Dei, Mazzuca, McIsaac, & Zine, 1997; Oakes, 2005), it was a primarily 
white subset of the student population—whose cultural and home backgrounds 
were most congruent with Anglo culture—that were educated in the academic/
university track. April observed how in her 9th-grade academic class there was a 
proportionally lower number of students of color than were represented in the 
general school population:

I think all ethnic cultures are represented in my English classes [but] I don’t think they’re 
in the percentage that they are in the school. For example, in my immediate academic 
class, there’s only one black girl in my class and I know there’s a higher population of 
black students in my school. And . . . I have a few East Indian girls in my class which is 
not, again, representative. 

Academic students were described as those who held “‘vocations,’ ‘aspira-
tions,’ and ‘expectations’” for success and “perceived and appreciated through the 
schemes of perception and appreciation which constitute a habitus” (Bourdieu, 
1993, p. 64) the aesthetic value of Eurocentric and Anglo-centric literature. These 
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students further recognized and valued the academic, economic, and cultural re-
wards of apprehending this form of educational knowledge. As department head 
Laura perceived them,

The u[niversity] level students are driven and the majority of them are high achievers. 
They want to be successful. They have plans for college and university and they do the 
work that is assigned. Many of them recognize the value of it so perhaps it’s not quite 
as much of a challenge [as applied students].

These academic/university level students were constructed as those who would occupy  
the ruling classes of society as proposed by Bernstein (1971) and Bourdieu and 
Passeron (1990). Ironically, however, their compliance in “do[ing] the work that is 
assigned”—that results from their recognition of the delayed rewards of eventual 

Table 2: Selections from the Official Curriculum at Maple Grove Secondary School

Grade 9 
Academic 
(AC) &  
Applied 
(APP)

Grade 10 
Academic & 
Applied

Grade 11 
University 
(U) &  
College 
(COL)

Grade 12 
University & 
College

ESL Levels 
1&2

ESL 
Levels 
3&4

ESL 
Level 5

Romeo & 
Juliet 
(Shakespeare, 
1599) (AC) 

Diary of 
Anne Frank 
(Frank, 1947) 
(APP)

To Kill a 
Mockingbird 
(Lee, 1960) 
(AC) 

Dare  
(Farmer, 
1979) 

Crabbe (Bell, 
1987) (APP)

Mythology

Poetry

Macbeth 
(Shakespeare, 
1623) (AC) 

Lord of the 
Flies  
(Golding, 
1954) (AC) 

In the Heat 
of the Night 
(Ball, 1967) 
(APP)

Hamlet 
(Shakespeare, 
1604) (U) 

A Streetcar 
Named 
Desire  
(Williams, 
1947) (COL)

The Great 
Gatsby 
(Fitzgerald, 
1925) (U)

Of Mice & 
Men  
(Steinbeck, 
1937) (COL) 

Independent 
Study Unit 
from Works 
of CA fiction 
(U)

Magazine 
Analysis 
(COL)

Literary 
Theory & 
Terminology 
Study (U)

Shakespear-
ean Study 
(U) 

Death of a 
Salesman 
(Miller, 
1949) (COL)

Novel Study: 
Teacher  
Selected (U);

Catcher in 
the Rye  
(Salinger, 
1951) (COL)

Essay  
Analysis (U)

Independent 
Study (U)

Getting  
Acquainted

Canadian 
Seasons

Canadian 
Geography, 
Politics, 
Govern-
ment and 
People

World 
Folktales, 
myths and 
legends

Novel 
Study

Poetry 
&  
Literary 
Terms

Short 
Stories

Diary 
of 
Anne 
Frank 
(Frank, 
1947)

Media

Romeo & 
Juliet 
(Shakespeare,
1599) 

West
Side Story 
(Laurents, 
1957)

Hamlet 
(Shakespeare,
1604)

Macbeth 
(Shakespeare,
1623) 

Media 
Analysis
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power—appeared to be valued by their teacher. This trait of compliance stood in 
uneasy contrast to Laura’s descriptions of students as “driven” and “high achievers.”

The Academic Program in English. The academic/university level set the standard 
for excellence which translated into classical Eurocentric and Anglo-centric texts of 
British and, notably, of U.S. origin as well. Paradoxically, no texts of Canadian origin 
were listed on the official curriculum for this highest academic track. The historic 
patterns of cultural relations between English-dominant regions of Canada like 
Ontario, the United States, and Britain were discerned in this English curriculum. 
This was evidenced by the highest status being afforded to British literature like 
the Shakespearean texts that figured prominently in each grade level—Romeo & 
Juliet (1599), Macbeth (1623), Hamlet (1604), and King Lear (1623) in grades 9, 10, 
11, and 12 respectively. The inclusion of the legendary Lord of the Flies (Golding, 
1954) in grade 10 further corroborated Britain’s historical cultural dominance of 
the English-speaking world’s literary canon. Willinsky (1998), too, noted a curious 
frequency of Golding’s classic on the secondary English curriculum. 

In addition to the continued strong influence of the British canon on Maple 
Grove’s English curriculum, a second pattern of cross-national cultural relations 
was discerned between the curriculums of these two schools. In the academic Eng-
lish program, students at Maple Grove read, from the U.S. literary canon, novels 
such as Harper Lee’s (1960) To Kill a Mockingbird, (grade 9), and Fitzgerald’s (1925) 
The Great Gatsby, (grade 11). Strikingly, both texts were included at identical grade 
levels on Grand Bay’s curriculum in the U.S. The lesser amounts of canonical U.S. 
literature than British texts in Maple Grove’s academic stream corroborated the 
United States’ more recent attainment of a literary canon in comparison to Brit-
ain’s longstanding tenure (Applebee, 1974; Willinsky, 1998). This arrangement of 
the curriculum suggested that high status knowledge constituted firstly the Brit-
ish literary canon, and in second order, the U.S. literary canon. The conspicuous 
absence of texts of Canadian origin on Maple Grove’s academic English program 
further implied that Canadian literary knowledge was lower in status than British 
and U.S. literature. For, ironically, contemporary Canadian literature appeared 
on the applied level English curriculum, the level below the academic program. 
However, even in this lower level program, literature of U.S. origin held a higher 
status than did texts of Canadian origin. 

The Applied Program in English. In interviews, teachers were asked to explain 
how, and for what purposes, the curriculum was differentiated across the English 
program and its students. Some of their expressed beliefs about the differences 
that existed between students in the academic and applied programs suggested 
ongoing social reproduction in which curriculum knowledge was classified into 
either high or low status and distributed to groups of students having distinct social 
characteristics (Bernstein, 1971). Laura explained that the applied level courses 
serviced many mainstreamed ESL students and special education students: “Some 
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of them are Spec Ed students; others have some fairly serious literacy concerns.” 
April described the cognitive levels of applied students as “more concrete” and their 
school behaviors as more deviant. She perceived that “sometimes the applied kids 
can give more of a challenge of course . . . it’s easier to enforce that respect with 
academic kids.” Laura stated of her applied class: “I have a lovely class . . . who are a 
challenge.” April’s discourse, and Laura’s, again, portrayed how student compliance 
is valued. This trait, then, was one that these teachers sought to cultivate in both 
academic and applied level students, if not as an end product of their education (as 
reproduction theory assumes is the case for marginalized students) then certainly 
as a facilitator of all students’ education. 

Laura further pointed to the differences she recognized between her applied 
grade 9 course and her academic grade 11 course, while making allowance for the 
age differences:

The pace is slower with the applied level students but they’re also grade 9 students rather 
than grade 11 so that’s a huge [difference]. I can’t say they’re not as engaged. I’m reading 
Crabbe [Bell, 1987] right now with my applied students and they’re eating it up. They 
love the story. They’re certainly very needy . . . but we do the best we can to engage them. 

This argument for student interest driving literature study has been maintained 
through many iterations of progressive approaches to English education (Apple-
bee, 1974). Laura’s discourse carried somewhat deficit connotations, though, with 
students being “very needy” and teachers doing “the best we can to engage them.” 
Moreover, these students’ enthusiastic responses to contemporary literature are 
portrayed as atypical academic behaviors—students are “eating up” their contem-
porary literary texts rather than seeing the “academic value” of literary study that 
their peers in the academic program, through the purportedly civilizing effects 
of Eurocentric and Anglo-centric canonical literature, have been socialized to do 
(Willinsky, 1998). 

The striking pattern of an over-selection of U.S. literature on Maple Grove’s 
curriculum was most evident in the applied program. There, it was literature of 
U.S. origin that was used to educate students from marginalized groups primar-
ily through the instructional tradition of literary enjoyment and appreciation 
(Applebee, 1974). The U.S. literature selected for the applied program concerned 
the everyday and profane content that Bernstein (1971) proposed was reserved 
for students who were labeled as academically less able. For example, grade 10 
students read In the Heat of the Night (Ball, 1967), a modern American text about 
a black homicide detective first erroneously picked up for committing a murder 
in the American south, then appointed to solve the case as he would serve as a 
handy scapegoat should the case prove insolvable. Grade 11 students in the ap-
plied program read Of Mice and Men (Steinbeck, 1937), still in the hallmark of 
American literature, but of a decidedly simpler linguistic form that mirrors the 
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working class characters’ migrant worker statuses. In addition, the black character 
Crooks, who is constantly marginalized by the other workers, serves as a stark 
reminder of American racism. 

Seniors in the applied program read Catcher in the Rye (Salinger, 1951), a text 
that is contested in some U.S. school districts because it contains profanity and 
controversial content. Indeed, Grand Bay’s department head Isabelle had lamented 
how parental censorship over perceived inappropriate language threatened to 
consign this text to the category of the profane: “We even had parents last year 
object to Catcher in the Rye which has been around since the 50s because it says 
‘goddamn’ and you know, there are a couple of scenes in there.” Similarly, applied-
level seniors read A Streetcar Named Desire, U.S. playwright Tennessee Williams’ 
1947 drama that contains themes of class conflict and scenes of drunkenness and 
sexual relations. They read, as well, Arthur Miller’s (1949) Death of a Salesman, a 
tale of modern-day lower-middle-class Americans’ struggle. 

Consider how, in contrast, in the academic program in grade 11, students read 
Fitzgerald’s (1925) The Great Gatsby about the roaring 1920s and its privileged 
set. While still a text of U.S. origin, the novel represents a modern rendition of the 
classical texts of the Western canon about white and upper-class characters that 
dominated these students’ university preparatory studies. When Maple Grove’s 
academic-stream juniors and seniors studied from the modern U.S. canon, the 
selected texts depicted the characters and issues that concerned the elite social and 
racial groups in American society. The lives of working-class and racial-minority 
groups were absent or peripheral in these texts but such characters were the frequent 
protagonists in the literature studied by those in the applied program. Thus, dif-
ferences in the perceived sacred or profane content of U.S. literature (which often 
corresponded with the esoteric or contemporary forms of language use) demar-
cated the curriculum boundaries between academic and applied level students. 

The Role of Canadian Literature in the Applied Program. While there were no 
Canadian texts listed on the academic stream curriculum, a number of these ap-
peared on the applied-level curriculum. For instance, instead of the U.S.-based To 
Kill a Mockingbird, (Lee, 1960) which their peers in the academic program studied, 
the applied-level novels in grade 10 were two Canadian texts, either Dare (Farmer, 
1979), a science fiction novel, or Crabbe’s Journey (Bell, 1987), a contemporary young 
adult novel about an alcoholic teenager who runs away from home and learns to 
survive in the woods (with the help of a newfound and also troubled friend). This 
book, which in Laura’s words was being eaten up by her applied-level students, 
certainly contained the profane language of everyday life that Bernstein (1971) 
argued was reserved for the less able student. A Canadian student reviewer noted: 
“It had . . . alotta swearing (who doesn’t swear tho [sic] . . .) but it was somewhat 
disturbing hearing my teacher swear when reading this book to us.” Literature of 
Canadian origin was used in tandem with U.S. literature that, whether canonical 
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or contemporary, was somewhat profane, to titillate and motivate applied-level 
students to engage with academic learning in preparation for college or work but 
not the rigorous demands of the university. While the Canadian literary nation-
alism movement had secured some representation of Canadian literature on the 
secondary English curriculum (Frye, 1962; Frye et al., 2003; Willinsky, 1998), at 
Maple Grove, Canadian literature was, ironically, used in ways that marginalized 
not only the nation’s literary expressions, but also the students who engaged with it. 

The ESL Program in English. Maple Grove’s ESL English course outlines, interviews 
of ESL teachers, and samples of their curricular plans provided a comprehensive 
picture of the curriculum that students received as they progressed through the 
program. The ESL program was launched to address the needs of increasing num-
bers of immigrant students, whose first languages were ones other than English, 
entering the school. To begin, in levels one and two, the ESL program offered 
a weakly classified and framed interdisciplinary curriculum to socialize these 
newcomers into Canadian society and culture. Accordingly, the new immigrants 
studied Canadian geography, politics, and social life, as well as world literature. 
ESL levels one and two curricula also contained everyday social experiences that 
were deemed important in helping students learn the language and culture of 
their new homeland. Department course guidelines explained that ESL level 
one “help[ed] students adjust to their new cultural environment . . . develop the 
ability to use oral and written English for daily needs, acquire basic conversation 
skills [and] basic orientation information related to their needs as newcomers to 
Canada.” Through its socializing focus, the ESL curriculum was sharply divergent 
from the mainstream English curriculum. The units of study in ESL one included 
A Time for All Seasons, O Canada!, and Wellness. This curriculum also involved 
experiential learning. ESL students frequently crossed the boundaries separating 
the world of school from the everyday world to visit community centers, zoos, and 
other Canadian institutions to become acquainted with Canadian society.

The transition into a more literature-based curriculum commenced in ESL 
level three. Literary texts at this level contained central themes of race and culture 
and the vocabulary level aligned with that of texts in the applied program. For 
example, Diary of Anne Frank (Frank, 1947), a personal account of the Jewish Ho-
locaust, was also on the applied-level curriculum. West Side Story (Laurents, 1957) 
is a novel about an adolescent Puerto Rican couple who fall in love but who each 
have ties to warring factions. Indeed, ESL teacher Raquel, who oversaw the selec-
tion of texts for the program, based her adoption decisions on the multicultural 
nature and everyday social content of books: 

The book Forbidden City [authored by Canadian William Bell, 1996] was a good novel 
so I grabbed it because it does have a multicultural aspect to it. . . . there are a lot of 
good issues in there to talk about and it deals with a person new to another country. 
It’s a great book for ESL. 
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Students were expected to possess fluency in English and mainstream Cana-
dian customs at the final stage of ESL, level five. As a result, they studied a more 
Anglo-centric and Eurocentric curriculum that included Shakespearean plays like 
Romeo and Juliet (1599), Hamlet (1604), and Macbeth (1623), as well as U.S. poet 
Robert Frost in preparation for entering the mainstream English academic tracks. 
As such, the literary ties that connected them, in ESL levels one through four, to 
their cultural backgrounds and their new Canadian homeland were abruptly and 
completely severed as these students took on the role of voyeurs into a white, 
upper class, and arcane society of which most students had no prior intimate 
knowledge. The implicit reward for ESL students as they advanced through their 
English program was greater access to Eurocentric and Anglo-centric literature and 
culture that was represented by British and U.S. literature. Like their peers in the 
academic and applied streams, they received a hidden curricular message about 
the hierarchical organization of literature in which knowledge was categorized 
into either high status and sacred, or low status and profane, depending upon its 
cultural and national origin. 

Conclusion
At these two schools, a variety of factors—state/provincial curriculum policy; dis-
trict priorities, processes, and budgets; departmental cultures; and some teachers’ 
curriculum ideologies and practices—contributed to the selection and distribution 
of the English curriculum in ways that generally privileged the Western canon and 
discounted other forms of literature. The curriculums unequally represented the 
various cultural backgrounds and contemporary lived experiences that students 
brought to school. Each curriculum also did not represent the entire spectrum 
of its respective nation’s literary heritage. Furthermore, with the exception of the 
preponderance of U.S. literature on Maple Grove’s curriculum, and the predomi-
nance of British literature on both schools’ English programs, other countries to 
which each nation and its citizens bore ties received only limited acknowledgement. 
In Willinsky’s (2001) words, these curricula failed to “deal with what nationalism 
means for students whose world of identification is inevitably larger than the na-
tion” (p. 85) in which they currently live. 

The finding of Maple Grove’s overuse of U.S. literature is quite paradoxical in 
light of established arguments by Canadian scholars about the role of literature 
in developing national identity (Blodgett, 1988; Waterson, 1973; W. N., 1992). 
This irony was strongly evident despite some advocacy and activity within the 
department and school district—such as in the Independent Study course and the 
White Pines Initiative—to secure greater representation of the nation’s literature 
on the English curriculum. At the policy level, there appear to be some movements 
toward a more inclusive and equitable curriculum. Some portions of Ontario’s 
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2007 revised secondary English curriculum policies point to weaker classification 
of the knowledge to be offered to students regardless of the academic stream in 
which they are placed: 

All students, regardless of their postsecondary plans, need to read a balance of exemplary 
literary, informational, and graphic texts that nourish the imagination, promote intel-
lectual growth, [and] contribute to a sense of aesthetic appreciation . . . They should be 
exposed to literary works drawn from many genres, historical periods, and cultures, by 
both female and male writers, that represent a wide range of perspectives and reflect 
the diversity of Canada and the world (Ontario Ministry of Education and Training, 
2007, p. 16).

The new policy also appears to be weakly framed given statements such as “within 
each course and from one grade to another, students should . . . have many op-
portunities to select their own reading materials” (p. 16). 

The affinities between Maple Grove’s and Grand Bay’s English curriculum 
may be indicative of the complex set of relations between the U.S. and Canada. 
Several scholars have explored how the United States and Canada are inextricably 
intertwined in myth, curriculum policy and practice, and in social life (Brooks, 
1996, 2002; Hargreaves & Goodson, 2006; Lipset, 1990; Skerrett, 2008b; Skerrett 
& Hargreaves, 2008). Indeed, the late Seymour Martin Lipset, a life-long and 
respected scholar on Canada, argued that “much of what Canadian intellectuals 
. . . write about their own country is presented in a comparative context . . . they 
frequently seek to describe what Canada is about by stressing what it is not: the 
United States” (p. xv). Certainly, these two nations bear historic ties to Britain and 
the preponderance and privileging of the British canon on both schools’ curricula 
is suggestive of their history of colonization (Willinsky, 1998). At a practical level, 
these nations’ cultural and geographic proximities combined with the greater avail-
ability of U.S. publications of grade-leveled materials and U.S.-based educational 
research may facilitate Canadians’ reliance on U.S. literature. 

Like those who have convincingly argued that schools can be sites of trans-
formation (e.g., Apple & Weis, 1983; Skerrett & Hargreaves , 2008), this analysis 
has depicted policy makers, school districts, English departments, and individual 
teachers engaged in transformative curriculum action. Applebee (1974) has docu-
mented a long history of English teacher- and scholar-pioneers who sought to 
make the subject more responsive to the students they served and the historical 
and contemporary conditions of their world. These efforts continue, for instance, 
within the field of New Literacy Studies that Willinsky (1990, 2001) locates within 
the abiding tradition of progressive English education. Progressive English educa-
tors have long championed all students’ rights to read widely in the areas of their 
interests. Likewise, when segments of the field such as the New Critics have argued 
that the study of literature should involve systematic techniques, there has been an 
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accompanying reminder that all students are capable of engaging in, and entitled 
to, a rigorous and responsive education. If these traditions are kept alive, and 
kept in conversation with each other, there are reasons to anticipate continuous 
improvements to English teaching and learning.

Notes

1. In 2004, Massachusetts released a supplement to the English Framework for the elementary 

grades but left secondary English curriculum intact.

2. Ontario released revised English curriculum policies in 2007, segments of which are analyzed 

later in the article.

3. http://www.doe.mass.edu/nclb/

4. Original publication dates are provided within Tables 1 and 2 to frame the discussion pertaining 

to the esoteric or contemporary nature of texts in use. Updated editions of several of these texts 

were consulted in the research and preparation of this manuscript as indicated in the reference list.

5. http://www.amazon.com/Crabbe-William-Bell/dp/1550050516/sr=1-1/qid=1166279475/

ref=pd_bbs_sr_1/105-3098915-8146835?ie=UTF8&s=books
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