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“You’re reading what?!?!:  The Use of Unusual Texts in English Courses” 
from Joel B. Henderson, Editor of “TYCA to You”

After several conversations with Editor Jeff Sommers 
about the contents of this current issue, I decided 
to pursue the tack established by two of the articles 
contained herein. Carlos Hiraldo’s discussion of 
Bukowski and Janet Moser’s work with Proust in-
spired me to consider what other non-traditional 
texts might be making their way into the traditional 
composition/literature classroom.

 Immediately, a recent conversation with a col-
league of mine came to mind.  We were discussing our reading choices for the 
classroom when he revealed that he enjoyed including Chuck Palahniuk’s Choke, 
a choice that shocked my rather traditional upbringing.  “You’re reading what?” 
I asked.  Having read the book myself as a sort of guilty pleasure, I was shocked 
by the possible consequences of exposing a class of naïve freshmen to Palahniuk’s 
somewhat explicit novel.

Some of my other colleagues at Chattanooga State have had great success us-
ing modern novels in the composition classroom.  Jennifer Duncan teamed with 
Chattanooga’s “A Tale for One City” initiative in her inclusion of Fannie Flagg’s 
Fried Green Tomatoes at the Whistle Stop Café, which produced remarkable levels of 
student engagement and involvement.  Becky Cantrell uses the work of friend and 
author Kent Nelson, Land that Moves, Land that Stands Still.  Cantrell has created 
a number of video clips and learning objects to accompany the text, all of which 
contribute to higher student interest.

My own experiences have not been quite so diverse.  I still remember the dar-
ing with which I incorporated Kate Chopin’s “The Storm” into the curriculum 
of my fi rst composition class.  This sense of daring evaporated quickly in my less-
than-patient explanation to my clueless class of the story’s obvious use of imagery.  
In more recent times, I assisted with the creation of our department’s custom reader 
for Composition I.  The book includes a wide variety of themes ranging from 
diversity to ethics and technology to education.  Selections in the new text refl ect 
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our desire to incorporate non-traditional readings into our fi rst-year writing course.  
The contents lean toward non-fi ction essays, but they offer a refreshing departure 
from our traditional grouping of modal examples.  

In the following submissions, your regional representatives report on their own 
experiences or the experiences of those within their regions with unusual texts in 
the classroom.  Their submissions make for an interesting and entertaining read, and 
they just might cause you to stop short and ask, “You’re reading what?”

Joel Henderson may be reached at joel.henderson@chattanoogastate.edu.

TYCA-Northeast Report from Marsha Nourse

The writing program at Dean College in Massachu-
setts is literature-based at all levels, and some unusual 
selections are used successfully by different faculty. 

In all sections of Developmental English, students 
are using a standard type of text (A Writer’s World), 
but the reading selections for developing readers and 
writers are full-length novels or non-fi ction works. 
We have used Secret Life of Bees by Sue Monk Kidd for 

several semesters. Students fi nd the text engaging and easy to follow. As the prompt 
for the fi nal exit essay in the course, faculty have developed ten topics for writing. 
Other texts used successfully in this course have included: All Souls by Michael 
Patrick MacDonald; Barbara Ehrenreich’s Nickel and Dimed; Laura Esquivel’s Like 
Water for Chocolate; Escape from Slavery by Francis Bok; and The Next Better Place by 
Michael Keith. 

In the College Composition course, ENG 111, one faculty member (Rob 
Lawson) has used On the Road by Jack Kerouac, insisting that if students haven’t 
read this by now (which most of them have not), it’s time they did. A paper is based 
on themes from the novel: mobility, drugs/alcohol, anti-authority, etc. Students 
work in groups hunting for quotes on themes, and these are posted for others 
to incorporate in their papers. The paper on the novel follows a series of Sixties-
related projects in the course, including a comparison of the media reportage on 
Woodstock with personal interviews. In another college composition class, Jeff 
Skillings has used essays, poetry and prose readings by Jane Kenyon as models for 
writing about nature topics. 

Selections of novels for Composition and Literature course, ENG 112, have 
varied considerably. Wayne Cresser has used Candide by Voltaire. It allows him to 
teach humor, which is unfairly treated as a second class citizen in the teaching of 
literature courses. Voltaire uses all the tricks of satire--caricature, sarcasm, ridicule, 
hyperbole, and other such forms of mockery--to a purpose. The purpose is to at-
tack the reigning institutions of the day, which begs the question of who in the arts 
might be doing that today. Jeff Skillings has used the classic American novel, O 
Pioneers by Willa Cather. 

Marsha Nourse has successfully used Ceremony by Leslie Marmon Silko and 

TYCA_May08_080226.indd   440TYCA_May08_080226.indd   440 4/8/2008   3:02:28 PM4/8/2008   3:02:28 PM



TYCA to You 441

Not without Laughter by Langston Hughes. Many American novels like these refl ect 
life in a particular time period and raise social consciousness among students. They 
offer an opportunity to look at the historic time period while comparing and 
refl ecting on issues of today.

The Nick Adams Stories by Hemingway are another example of literature that 
is not typically used in freshmen classes, but is rich and refl ective of a character 
that marked the twentieth century. In teaching short fi ction, students often prefer 
a grouping of stories by one author rather than a variety that has no common 
context. 

The best choices for literature in our classes are often made when we think 
out of the box and use literature that truly refl ects our students’ interests. Critical 
thinking, writing skills and reading skills improve when students appreciate and can 
relate to the selections they are given. Students can learn, grow and expand from 
the literature we offer them.

Marsha Nourse may be reached at Mnourse@DEAN.edu.

TYCA-Pacifi c Coast/ECCTYC Report from Elissa Caruth

Wizards, witches, and giants? Is this appropriate material 
to teach a college class? I believe so. Perhaps one of the 
most unusual texts I have taught, and also one of the best 
texts I have taught, is Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone. 
This is a book that is not commonly thought of as a col-
lege reading text, yet it yields excellent results from the 
students and in the class. Harry Potter, while on the surface 
appears as a book about a Caucasian boy, teaches students 

about race, power, social hierarchy and dominance, elements of family, love, hate, 
prejudice and how these develop in contemporary society. The book can also be 
used to teach elements of religious difference, acceptance, tolerance and rejection. 
I have found in teaching Harry Potter for the last two years that all of these topics 
are relevant to student’s lives whatever their situations may be.

When I fi rst wanted to teach Harry Potter, years ago and undergoing tenure 
review, my idea was not met with encouragement, so I decided not to teach the 
book. Many years after earning tenure, bored with the book I had been safely 
teaching, I decided to make a change and revisited Harry Potter. It was the best 
decision I have made.

When I fi rst introduced Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, the students didn’t 
seem to mind. In fact, they didn’t fl inch at all. Being sensitive to religious issues 
associated with the book, I provided an alternative assignment if students did not 
wish to read the book based on their religious beliefs. To date, I have only had one 
student ask for an alternative assignment. After class, and I fi nd this to be the case 
each time I assign Harry Potter, students tell me how excited they are to read it 
because their kids loved it, the movie was great, they had always wanted to read it 
but never did and on and on.
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Over the last two years I have been teaching Harry Potter, my students have 
read the book, gone on to read the other books, and been exposed to all the things 
we want our students to be exposed to in a critical thinking class: literary terms 
and their application to literature, critical thinking, and writing analytical essays. In 
addition to the course goals and objectives, students who read the book are asked 
to think about different cultures, different ways of thinking, how prejudice begins 
and is perpetuated. The book covers such topics as child abuse, abandonment, 
family and what makes a family, elements of love and hate, growth, maturity, cross 
culturalization, education, and a seemingly infi nite number of other topics.

Of all the novels I have taught in my decades of teaching, I can by far say that 
Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone in the most unusual text and the most successful. 
Students actually read the entire book, enjoy it, and think independently, which, I 
believe, is one of the most important goals of education.

Elissa Caruth may be reached at ECaruth@vcccd.net.

TYCA-Pacifi c Northwest Report from Eva Payne

As a new graduate teaching assistant, I was provided a 
week of training, a text of environmentally themed essays, 
several essay assignments, and a section of twenty-fi ve 
composition students.  The fi rst essay assignment required 
students to explore their experiences as readers. Respond-
ing to and evaluating student writing, scary stuff for new 
teachers, was made even more challenging for me when 
I discovered that twenty-four out of my twenty-fi ve stu-

dents began their fi rst essays with thesis statements that captured how much they 
hated books. With varying degrees of success, students went on to support their 
repulsion, or in some cases apathy, toward books and reading.  

Flash forward a few years to an English hiring committee at a community 
college. We had devised what we hoped were probing interview questions that 
would allow candidates to illuminate their best qualities and shine light on how 
they approached student learning. Our opening question: “What made you want to 
become an English teacher,” turned out to be a dud because all candidates answered 
similarly: “I’ve always loved to read.”  

All I can surmise is that no English majors were in the fi rst section of composi-
tion that I taught. Learning that many students did not love reading as much as I 
did was a lucky lesson for me. I was at least aware of the crevasse. 

What I learned in talking with colleagues about books they’ve chosen as 
texts is that we readers are also optimists. We keep hoping that the right book will 
convert the recalcitrant reader. For example, Steve Richardson uses My Antonia by 
Willa Cather in his developmental writing and fi rst-year composition classes as 
the focus of several papers.  Even if they aren’t converted, Steve asserts that at least, 
“Students will have read one good book before they die.” He has used The Bridge 
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of San Luis Rey by Thornton Wilder for fi rst-year composition, which he shares, 
“Blew their minds.”

At Chemeketa, we’ve instituted “All Campus Reads”: a committee takes nomi-
nations from across campus and selects one book to be read, and across campus and 
across disciplines, many of us use this book as one of our texts. James McBride’s The 
Color of Water and Three Cups of Tea by Greg Mortenson and David Oliver Relin 
are two such choices. 

Kelly Peterson assigns an integrated project in her linked class using Three Cups 
of Tea.  Students write a literary analysis essay, begin to think locally about issues 
(in Oregon) inspired by the book, and move into writing a persuasive essay based 
on research they’ve done around these local issues.  The goal is to integrate the 
Reading 90 and Writing 115 skills the students are learning, and at the same time 
move students from global knowledge to local awareness.

In a creative writing class, Jan VanStavern uses Andrew Pham’s Catfi sh and 
Mandala and Louise Gluck’s The Wild Iris or Natasha Tretheway’s Native Guard.  
She reports that students love these knockout good books. 

Barbara Ehrenreich’s Nickled and Dimed in America resonated with many of my 
adult students whose lives are lived at the economic edge in a fi rst-year composi-
tion class. The most memorable reaction was a student who disputed the veracity 
of Ehrenreich’s experience saying, “Ehrenreich was an ATM card away from fi xing 
a broken tooth rather than having it pulled.” For me, this student’s criticism of the 
text was a marker of success: she was actively reading and analyzing. 

Searching for fi ction relevant to our students’ lives is a wonderful way for us to 
justify more hours of reading. Really, we are being selfl ess—and optimistic. 

Eva Payne may be reached at epayne1@chemeketa.edu.

TYCA-Southwest Report from David Lydic

English teachers have always been creative when it comes 
to using supplemental materials.  Traditionally, regardless 
of the textbook assigned, we will fi nd ways to bring in 
additional articles, stories, or whole books for our students.  
We love to read.  We want them to do the same.  Currently, 
however, a trend seems developing in which teachers are 
especially innovative with the books they use.

Donald Skrabanek, teaching exclusively online com-
position courses for Austin Community College, has “ditched printed textbooks” 
entirely.  He uses only articles in the public domain and makes them available 
online.  “Most of the world’s great authors are now in the public domain,” states 
Skarabanek.   He has his students read George Bernard Shaw, Leo Tolstoy, and Mark 
Twain.  In the world of nonfi ction, they read Sojourner Truth, Theodore Roos-
evelt, Ben Franklin, and Lyndon Johnson.  They write analytic papers on Thoreau, 
Emerson, and Lincoln.
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Also at ACC, Brian McNerne simply directs his students to the op-ed page 
of the Austin American-Statesman.  In addition to persuasive essays presented in the 
traditional textbook, Brian’s students read, discuss, and write commentary and let-
ters to the editor.

ACC’s Wendy Lym uses Stephen Levitt and Stephen Dubner’s Freakonomics 
in her Composition I class.  She fi nds this useful when teaching causal arguments, 
counterarguments, and supporting arguments with documentation.  For example, 
Wendy presents the book’s thesis that the drop in crime correlates to approximately 
20 years after the legalization of abortion.  This generates heated discussion and 
sends the students searching for documentation.

Using a more popular book among student readers, Diane Caddell of ACC uses 
The Lord of the Rings to generate excitement.  All the students’ essays are written 
over outside reading related to the trilogy.  Diane uses different sections of the story 
to teach style (dialect, sentence structure, and other literary elements), expressive 
writing/introspection, referential description, persuasion, and analysis.  Rhetori-
cal strategy is analyzed as it appears in the book and each strategy is practiced by 
the students.  Because Tolkien translated Beowulf, that work is included later in the 
semester.  A comparison/contrast essay is written, and a fi nal research project on an 
approved topic requiring MLA documentation is completed by students.  This is a 
tremendous amount of work for them and a challenging curriculum.  It captures 
their interest, however, and entices them to learn, says Diane.

Using another popular writer to garner Composition I students’ interest, Gil-
christ White and Stacey Burleson of the College of the Mainland in Texas City, 
Texas, use the fi ction of Stephen King.  King leads students into discussions of is-
sues such as revenge, the pros and cons of technology, and the pressures of modern 
society.  Since King can also be used to lead students to poetry, other short stories, 
and Shakespeare, Gilchrist and Stacey are developing a Composition II course that 
will mix King’s stories with more traditional ones.  These two energetic teachers 
will also present a session on these courses at next October’s TYCA Southwest 
conference in Oklahoma City.

Robert Pirsig’s Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance works for Jim Mc-
Inturff of East Arkansas Community College.  Used in conjunction with more 
traditional texts, McInturff uses Zen with the descriptive paper, one of the fi rst 
papers in Composition I.  According to  Jim, Pirsig is a great illustration for nar-
rowing a broad subject.  Most students have never heard of the book, of course, 
but they fi nd it interesting.

From Zen to the surreal.  In one of the more imaginative uses of a novel I 
have heard about, Michael Berberich of Galveston College uses Juan Rolfo’s short 
surrealistic novel Pedro Paramo because it “constantly subverts the imagined reality 
it creates for readers.”  Why is this a good thing?  Because, as Berberich continues 
explaining, “as reader-perceivers we have to revise our assumptions about what 
we believe is reality, just as we as writers are called upon in revision to re-see our 
own work.”  Students love that this book is like nothing they have read before, and 
they understand that it illustrates the “changes in reality we had just claimed in 
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our previous draft to be complete and real.”  A remarkable connection is achieved 
between imaginative fi ction and general composition.

David Lydic may be reached at lydic@austincc.edu.

TYCA-West Report from Louise Bown

Two Salt Lake Community College professors describe their 
recent experiences incorporating new kinds of texts into 
their English classes.

Ron Christiansen writes the following:
Faced with teaching a Language and Society course as a tech-
enhanced course, I quickly realized it seemed anachronistic to 
merely copy the bricks and mortar practices I’d used in the past. 
The course itself explores how technology infl uences language 

use, so it felt insincere not to engage the shifting and emerging textual landscape. 

The tech day quickly fi lled with videos from YouTube--a HUD advertisement on 
linguistic profi ling and a YouTube user video on linguistic discrimination--some-
thing I would never have imagined doing even a semester ago. Along with these 
videos, students take a racial profi ling quiz posted at ABCnews.com. These texts 
were not merely informational, but also occasions to analyze how images, text, and 
oral language work to create new kinds of texts. On one level it’s an issue of ac-
cessibility. With podcast technology, it’s easy to send the link to an NPR story for 
student consumption; on another level, though, it’s about re-imagining appropriate 
scholarly texts. 

These newly accessible and emerging texts are no panacea, but they increasingly 
demand a day of reckoning. A student in my Language and Society course com-
mented that fi nally one of his teachers knew about the world of knowledge young 
people were using on a daily basis—whether I know much or not is up for grabs, 
but, for this student, I was no longer another professor merely harkening back to 
the “good ole days.” On the other hand, another student in my introductory writing 
course, responded, “I can’t believe how much we’ve talked about blogs.” In effect her 
comment could be translated as, “What the hell do blogs have to do with learning 
to write?”, demonstrating the potential for confusion as we attempt to build bridges 
to the buffet of emerging genres and technologies.

Jason Pickavance offers the following insights:
In my Intermediate Writing course, I introduce students to the debate over con-
sumer-driven media. I also want students to practice writing in the emerging 
genres that are the subject of that debate, so they participate in blogs, wikis, and 
social bookmarking sites.  One text students examine is a video blog by Ze Frank 
called “The Show.” 

In one show entitled Ugly MySpace, Frank invites viewers to submit the ugliest 
MySpace page they can fi nd as part of his Ugly MySpace page contest. Frank re-
sponds to a correspondent who suggests that he is “mocking” people “who have 
no artistic taste or training.” He observes that traditionally only a small handful of 
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people have had access to “authorship tools,” and they “created rules about what 
was good taste or bad taste.” With the rise of consumer-driven media, people now 
habitually violate the “rules” of good taste or design as they “opt out of pre-made 
templates” in order to produce blogs or MySpace pages of their own design. Frank 
points out that “ugly when compared to pre-existing notions of taste is a bummer, 
but ugly as a representation of mass experimentation and learning is pretty damn 
cool.”

I ask my students to respond to Frank’s argument. Are they persuaded by his claim 
that what counts as “good taste” may ultimately change under the pressure of mass 
experimentation? Do they personally feel empowered by the rise of consumer-
driven media? So far my students have produced mixed responses. Some are as 
optimistic as Frank is about the democratizing forces of Web 2.0. Other students 
are more skeptical. Some just say, “That Ze Frank guy, he’s weird.” 

Louise Bown may be reached at Louise.Bown@slcc.edu.

TYCA-Midwest Report from Leslie Roberts

Unusual texts in the Midwest?  Sarah Johnson of Madison 
Area Technical College in Madison, Wisconsin writes, 
“Probably the most unusual text I’ve used in a composi-
tion classroom is an opera libretto and score.  We were 
discussing adaptations and permutations of common nar-
ratives.  In this case we began with the story of Othello 
(which itself was Shakespeare’s adaptation of Cinthio) and 
looked at modern fi lm versions, live stagings, and Verdi’s 

opera.  I wanted to discuss how treatment of a single plotline can emphasize dif-
ferent themes, depending on staging, language, context, etc.  While the students 
were understandably leery of opera in an English class (to their minds, two boring 
topics don’t cancel each other out and create something exciting), they ended up 
engaging in the whole project quite eagerly.  For those who knew how to read 
music, this was an especially interesting exercise, since I had them lead the small 
group discussions on the various musical themes for the characters and motifs.

Karla Brown of Hawkeye Community College says, “I am currently using 
Crash for comp II movie evaluations because it’s to be a source-based paper; I 
found a great group of articles in the March 2007 issue of College English.  I think 
they work pretty well with students, although the ad analysis depends a lot upon 
whether they truly do a good job of selecting an interesting ad.”  

At Oakland Community College’s campuses near Detroit, Michigan, we’ve 
been using trade texts in our developmental courses for a decade.  We are cur-
rently working on adding more “evidence” of students meeting reading outcomes 
to the students’ exit portfolios, which have always included at least one piece of 
impromptu and one multi-draft essay on the common non-fi ction trade text.    
Some of the texts used in the last two years have been Tamara Draut’s Strapped: 
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Why America’s 20- and 30-Somethings Can’t Get Ahead, which students appreciated 
but found a bit depressing.  Very popular this year is National Book Award winner 
and History Professor Kevin Boyle’s text Arc of Justice, a true life court room drama 
involving race relations in Detroit in the 1920s.  Royal Oak Campus colleague 
Carolyn Harrison reports on her experiences with In an Instant, by Lee and Bob 
Woodruff about Woodruff ’s traumatic injury as an “embedded” journalist in Iraq.  
What students mostly like about the book are the different “voices” and writ-
ings—there is opportunity for many supplements, using current events articles, the 
DVD he produced afterward, Internet searches, all of which students like.   “We 
are right there with the discussion of Blackwater, the VA hospitals, the returning 
‘walking wounded’ soldiers, etc.  This week, I’m even using an interview with Bob 
by Jon Stewart on the Daily Show—just another chance to see how he’s doing 
currently (and giggle at Jon).  Students are now cursed; they see information about 
the Woodruffs everywhere and report out each class.” 

Leslie Roberts may be reached at ljrobert@oaklandcc.edu.

TYCA-Southeast Report from Thad Cockrill

I have two examples of unusual texts. Given as I am to dual-
ism, it doesn’t surprise me that there is an appreciable discord 
between them. 

First, there was the time that I was adventurous enough 
to trust a student’s judgment and allow him to read aloud 
in class a passage from a story called “Guts” by Chuck 
Palahniuk. After attending Mike Williams’ excellent session 
on Palahniuk at TYCA-Southeast in 2004, I had read Fight 

Club and added it to the list of approved novels for a project in my Contemporary 
American Literature class. Frankly, I was pleased that my student, Ryan, had pursued 
Palahniuk further after reading the novel listed on the syllabus.

My mistake, as I’m sure you veterans have perceived by this point, lay in not 
previewing the story.

In the spirit of openness and because I trusted the student’s instincts, I sat back 
in my chair and, listening to the emotive cadence of Ryan’s best reading voice, 
began to relish his enthusiasm for a new writer he’d discovered. My enthusiasm, 
however, soon dimmed as the story grew more grotesque, more wrenching, more 
obscenely juvenile and silly. I fi nally found a graceful way to ask Ryan to cut short 
his reading, and invited anyone interested in reading further to look up the story 
online and fi nish it after class. 

I have found that, while it is exciting to “go live” with literature, discretion 
is necessary to avoid disaster. So I like to think that I have become a little more 
seasoned—though not censorious— in my judgment when selecting texts for the 
classroom.
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Pacifi c  Coast
CA

Northeast
CT, DC, DE, MA,
MD, ME, NH, NJ,
NY, PA, RI, VT;  
NB, NF, NS, ON, 
QC

Southeast
AL, FL, GA, 
KY, MS, NC,
SC, TN, VA,
WV   
 

Midwest
IA, IL, IN, 
KS, MI, MN, 
MO, ND, NE, 
OH, SD, WI; 
MB

Southwest
AR, CO, LA,
NM, OK, TX

West
AZ, HI, 
southern ID,
NV, UT, WY 

Pacifi c Northwest
AK, northern ID, 
MT, OR, WA; AB, 
BC, SK, YT

So now, occasionally, I will read a new piece of fi ction (something not on the 
syllabus, something from this week’s New Yorker or Harper’s) and take it into the 
classroom just to try it out. Sometimes, I don’t have a good handle myself on the 
story, but I trust the students.

Recently, I experimented with a story by George Saunders, which I believe I 
had put down after only a couple of pages the fi rst time I’d read it. It was the story 
“Jon,” published in 2003. I fi rst had found it maddeningly, annoyingly incompre-
hensible. I couldn’t follow the narrative. I was perplexed about the setting. But 
there was something curiously seductive about the way this writer put a sentence 
together, something that made me want to like it.

I recognized Saunders’s name as someone whose work I should know and 
respect, but I had nothing cogent to observe, no lesson to relate. Was I, though, so 
mired in affection for Flannery O’Connor, Raymond Carver, and Ann Beattie that 
I couldn’t muster the energy to try something by someone new? Was I so comfort-
able with realism that I would cut myself off from the experience of appreciating 
other modes of literature? 

Fortunately for my English-teacher soul, at some point a couple of years later, 
I picked the story back up, took it into the classroom, and tried it out on my stu-
dents.

And let me tell you, it was refreshing. To stand before my students a human 
being, prone as they were to misunderstand or to misspeak. To fi nd myself tread-
ing water along with them instead of standing dryly poolside, giving directions. 
To ignore for the time being the fear of drowning along with them, or at least 
getting a lot of unpleasantly chlorinated water up my nose, in the interest of div-
ing into it with them. (Read “Guts” and you’ll have a deeper appreciation for my 
pool metaphor.)

I believe that one of the beautiful things about our profession is that we teach 
a living thing, language. Living things wriggle, and perplex, and change. Maybe it’s 
particularly important for us to be open to new things, to weird, unusual things.

Thad Cockrill may be reached at tcockrill@southwest.tn.edu.
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