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Abstract 

The pedagogical canons at Christian schools are formed by the systematic interaction of 

theoretical and pragmatic factors. And although demographics, finances, and parental 

pressure do affect text selection, the methods by and degree of trust with which the 

schools’ curricular beliefs about literature are transmitted from party to party have more 

of an influence over text selection than any other factor. Schools with written 

philosophies tend to have intentional and deliberate processes for making sure that all 

parties understand curricular philosophy regarding literature, and the official text 

selection processes at these schools tend to be committee oriented. Schools without 

written philosophies, however, give much more autonomy to the teacher, both in terms of 

philosophy and actual text selection process. The text selection process, then, is the nexus 

where these interrelated and sometimes competing factors meet and collide. However, 

due to inherent instability in both formal and informal text selection processes, the 

processes of the schools are moving away from polar extremes and more towards a more 

sustainable center.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

CHAPTER ONE 

Reading 

 

"If the book we are reading does not wake us, as 

with a fist hammering on our skulls, why then do 

we read it?  Good God, we also would be happy if 

we had no books and such books that make us 

happy we could, if need be, write ourselves.  What 

we must have are those books that come on us like 

ill fortune, like the death of one we love better 

than ourselves, like suicide.  A book must be an 

ice axe to break the sea frozen inside us." 

     Franz Kafka 

Kafka’s question – why do we read the books we read?  – might very well be 

interpreted as a question of canon.  That is, out of all the books ever written, what 

Alastair Fowler (1982) called the potential canon, how are we to choose which books to 

incorporate into our individual and corporate lives and which to let drift away over the 

horizon of obscurity?   For Kafka, the answer is normative: the books we “ought” to read 

are those books that disturb us, those books that awaken us, those books that break us out 

of our delirium and stupor.  Books that fail to do this aren’t, according to Kafka, worth 

our time. 



 

The question Kafka doesn’t explicitly ask, however, is just as important as the one 

he does.  For though Kafka presented a plausible (though by no means the only) rationale 

for choosing which books to read, his argument was based on an even more fundamental 

question: why read in the first place?   This is a curricular question, a question of purpose 

and design.  What we read cannot be determined without first articulating why we read.  

So, then: why, exactly, do we read?   Again, the prevailing discourse is normative: we 

read in order to develop common cultural frames of reference (Hirsch, 1996); we read in 

order to develop our morality (Booth, 1988); we read in order to confront our own 

mortality (Bloom, 1994).  The question of canon follows directly from the question of 

curriculum.  For those books we “ought” to read are those books that enable us to follow 

through on our prescribed reasons for reading.  Thus, Hirsch advocated those books that 

increase our cultural literacy, books to which well educated readers frequently allude, 

books that give the reader critical vocabulary for the greater cultural conversation.  

Bloom, on the other hand, placed Shakespeare squarely at the center of the Western 

canon for his unique ability to create “introspective consciousness, free to contemplate 

itself” (Bloom, 1994, p. 73).  For both men, their canonical beliefs rose from their 

curricular beliefs; what they read was determined by why they read. 

Of course, nothing is simple in matters of canon and curriculum.  What is and 

what is not canonical is hotly debated, both in and out of the academy.  Furthermore, the 

term “canon” itself is a nest of etymological confusion, with no clear distinction being 

made between its sacred and profane functions (Harris, 1991).  Similarly, there is little 

consensus about the exact nature of curriculum, a situation Ellis (2004) understatedly 

referred to as being somewhat “vexatious.”   He noted that “attempts to define curriculum 



 

tend to be prescriptive, descriptive, or some combination of the two” (p. 4).  The tension 

between these two poles mirrors the wrestling match between canonical extremes, 

between those books we “ought” to read and those books we actually do read.   

Christian educators find themselves in a peculiar and precarious position when it 

comes to questions of canon and curriculum.  On one hand, Christians, like their Jewish 

and Muslim brothers and sisters, are people of the book (Jeffrey, 1996).  The centrality of 

scripture, of the written word, to both meaning making and communal practice is a 

common element among all three religions.  The scriptural, or sacred, canon is at the 

heart of the Christian faith.  Christians, then, are a people for whom books, or more 

specifically, The Book, play a prescriptive and normative role (Jeffrey, 1996).  This 

allegiance to The Book raises further canonical and curricular questions, however: do we 

read secular literature for the same reasons, and in the same way, that we read scripture?  

Does the secular canon have the same authority as the Biblical canon?  Even these 

questions raise other questions, such as whether or not there is such an entity as the 

secular canon.   

These questions are not new; Christians have been wrestling with the relationship 

between literature and faith for centuries, from Jerome and Augustine in the 4th century 

(Augustine, 397; Jerome, 397, 384) to Martin Luther in the 16th (Luther, 1524).   The 

conversation continues unabated today, and, not surprisingly, no single monolithic 

Christian response to liteature has emerged.  Gallagher and Lundin (1989) highlighted the 

twin extremes of Christian thought on the subject: on one hand, Christians sometimes 

view literature as a vehicle for escape from the harsh realities of life, using beauty as a 

means of transcendance.  Other times, however, literature is seen as transforming agent, 



 

capable of redeeming a broken world, instilling the reader with empathy and morality.  

And yet, as seductive as either of these extremes may be, Gallagher and Lundin (1989) 

concluded that a Christian approach to literature seeks to balance its aesthetic and 

transformative powers:  

A Christian perspective on reading lies between the extremes of hedonism and 

redemption.  Books are neither objects of pure pleasure nor instruments of 

unlimited power.  Instead, they are one way in which humans have developed the 

potentials of God’s world.  (p. 59) 

Two crucial questions emerge at this point: 1) Do Christian educational 

institutions have explicit philosophies regarding literature’s role in their curricula?  2) Do 

these same institutions actually adhere to their own philosophies when selecting literary 

texts?  The first question seeks to identify the theoretical factors which might shape 

selection.  These theoretical factors may differ from school to school and institution to 

institution.  What is important for the purposes of this study is the understanding that 

such theoretical and philosophical considerations constitute one category of factors that 

may play a role in the process of text selection: the theoretical factors.  And, admittedly, 

these factors may not be uniquely “Christian.”  Both Christians and non-Christians alike 

highlight literature’s morally normative powers and beauty, for example; the desire to do 

good and a reverence for aesthetic beauty are not, and never have been, exclusive to 

Christianity.  The second question follows from the first: if educators are aware of the 

theoretical and philosophical beliefs that drive literary study in their institutions, do they 

actually use those beliefs to guide their selection of literary texts?  Or, conversely, do 

institutions and individuals alike give lip service to philosophy while allowing the 



 

concrete to guide their practice?  This question introduces a second category of factors 

that might influence text selections, a category composed of budgets, personality 

conflicts, institutional politics, academic inertia, and a host of other real and practical 

concerns.  These are the pragmatic factors.  

The idea that any school, public or private, selects texts strictly on the basis of the 

theoretical without any concern for the pragmatic is, of course, highly unlikely.  

Unfortunately, it is possible to imagine a scenerio in which literary texts are selected 

almost exclusively due to pragmatic concerns, with very little thought, if any, being given 

to the philosophical basis for choosing those texts.  Theoretically, the texts taught in 

Christian schools have been carefully and deliberately selected according to their ability 

to fulfill various curricular functions, to align with the schools’ philosophical stance or 

worldview.  As is often the case in education, however, decisions are sometimes made on 

the basis of political expediency or practicality instead of being based on sound 

pedagogical or curricular theory.  It is entirely possible to conceive of a Christian 

secondary school choosing literary texts on the sole basis of availability or political 

viability.  In other words, though Christian educators ought to choose texts that will fulfill 

literature’s curricular role, there is no guarantee that this is what they actually do.  Other, 

non-curricular factors may play a larger role in text selection than does curricular focus.  

This potential disparity between theory and practice raises the following research 

questions: 

(1) To what extent do Christian educators select their pedagogical canons based 

on explicit curricular philosophy? 



 

(2) To what extent do non-curricular forces such as parents, budget, churches, 

students, etc. influence canonical formation?   

(3) To what extent are Christian educators aware of their institution’s curricular 

philosophies regarding literature and reading? 

(4) To what extent do Christian schools have explicit curricular philosophies 

regarding literature and reading? 

(5) To what extent does academic inertia contribute to the pedagogical canon in 

Christian schools? 

These are important questions, and though there has been a great deal of 

speculation on the role of literature within educational faith communities, there is a 

general lack of research concerning the actual practices of Christian schools and 

pedagogical canon formation.  Specifically, I have been unable to find a single study that 

attempted to answer the aforementioned research questions.  The purpose of this study, 

then, is to identify the both the theoretical and pragmatic factors influencing canonical 

formation at Christian schools with the long-term goal of comparing theory and practice.   

The results of this study will be potentially valuable to the Christian educational 

community for two primary reasons.  Firstly, the lack of rigorous and disciplined inquiry 

into the canonical practices of Christian schools leaves a startling gap in an otherwise rich 

field of study.  In order for more substantial research to be conducted, the practices and 

behaviors of these institutions must be fairly and accurately documented.  This research is 

a first step in a much larger endeavor. 

Perhaps more importantly, however, the systematic identification of these factors 

may allow individual Christian schools, districts, and accreditation organizations to judge 



 

how well a given school’s pedagogical canon aligns with its curricular philosophy.  This 

is not to say that individual schools or districts have not developed their own internal 

tools for this purpose, but rather that, as yet, no tool for the research community exists.  

Implied in this statement is the hope that Christian educators and other stakeholders 

within their communities would use these examinations, both empirical and reflective, to 

adjust and redirect practice when necessary. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

CHAPTER TWO 

Literature Review 

Overview 

There are theories suggesting that the pedagogical canon ought to be made up of 

those texts that align with the curricular goals of the school (e.g. Gallagher, 2001; Harris, 

1991); that is, the books that are taught ought to be those books that do what the school 

believes books should do.  Very little research has been conducted on the text selection 

processes of secondary schools, however, and even less has been conducted on the text 

selection processes of Christian secondary schools.  The extent to which the practice of 

text selection aligns with curricular goals or philosophy is unknown, and, with this in 

mind, this study seeks to answer the following research questions: 

(1) To what extent do Christian educators select their pedagogical canons based on 

explicit curricular philosophy? 

(2) To what extent do non-curricular forces such as parents, budget, churches, 

students, etc. influence canonical formation?   

(3) To what extent are Christian educators aware of their institution’s curricular 

philosophies regarding literature and reading? 

(4) To what extent do Christian schools have explicit curricular philosophies 

regarding literature and reading? 

(5) To what extent does academic inertia contribute to the pedagogical canon in 

Christian schools? 



 

For the purposes of this study, Christian secondary schools are defined as non-

Catholic, private high schools (grades 9-12) with accreditation from either Christian 

Schools International (CSI) or the Association of Christian Schools International (ACSI).   

Likewise, “literature” and “literary texts” are those novels, short stories, and plays taught 

in high school English and language arts classrooms. This study does not examine the 

role of textbooks, anthologies, or poetry in the canon, and although they are certainly 

worthy of study, their consideration is beyond the scope and intent of this study. 

Canon Types 

The sacred or prescriptive canon. Underlying most canonical debate is the 

assumption that there is, indeed, such a thing as a literary canon.  This assumption is 

based on a particular understanding of the term itself.  The meaning of canon, however, is 

far from static, having a long history of irregularity and change  (Kamora, 2007).  The 

Greek kanon means “measure” or “rule,” and by extrapolation the derivative kanonizou 

means “to measure or judge by rule.”  Kamora pointed to this etymology to highlight the 

term’s regulative and authoritative function.  Indeed, this understanding of canon is 

widespread.  A simple search of a popular online dictionary yielded 14 distinct and 

discrete definitions of canon, and of these 14, seven relate in some way to religious 

function and authority, while four relate to secular and/or literary standards or criteria 

(Canon, 2008).  The predominant understanding of canon is one of regulization and 

standardization.  The Oxford English Dictionary (1989) defined canon as: 

A body of literary works traditionally regarded as the most important, significant, 

and worthy of study; those works of esp. Western literature considered to be 



 

established as being of the highest quality and most enduring value; the classics 

(now freq.  in the canon).   (Canon, n1, 1989) 

The authoritative and religious overtones of canon are so strong that much of 

canonical debate hinges on this prescriptive understanding.  Thus the sacred 

understanding of canon, as a fixed, authoritative, and “established” body of work, has 

become inextricably mingled with the secular understanding of the term.  General public 

discourse allows no distinction between the two.   

This is problematic, particularly because while it is undeniable that canons exist, 

and have always existed, it is equally true that there are no such things as canons, and 

there never have been (Harris, 1991).  This so-called canonical paradox, first articulated 

by Wendell Harris in his brilliant and seminal article “Canonicity,” stems from two 

competing definitions of canon. 

On one hand is the normative sense of the word as traditionally applied to sacred 

or Biblical texts.  Noting that one hallmark of a sacred canon is its tendency towards 

closure, James H.  Charlesworth (2008) advocated an understanding of canon that will be 

“used as the measuring standard by which to discern God’s Word in many other words.”  

The concept of the Biblical canon as a “measuring standard” is commonplace within the 

Christian educational community.  Wheaton College affirmed that the scriptures are 

“verbally inspired by God and inerrant in the original writing, so that they are fully 

trustworthy and of supreme and final authority in all they say” (Statement of Faith - 

About Us).  Likewise, Azusa Pacific University called the Biblical canon “the only 

infallible, authoritative word of God” (Statement of Faith - About APU).  These views on 



 

the canonical nature of Biblical writings should be considered representative of the views 

of the Christian Church at large, for they incorporate the three generally agreed upon 

understandings of the sacred canon: the canon is inspired; the canon is authoritative; the 

canon is closed.  As long as organized religion has existed, canons have existed.  The first 

half of Harris’ paradox rests on this understanding of canon as a measuring stick, a 

standard of greatness and truth to which other texts must measure up.  This canon is 

unchanging and unchangeable, eternal and true.   

Harris’ counter claim that canons do not exist is also true, however.  In fact, the 

term “canon” was first applied to secular literature only relatively recently.  In 1768, 

Dutch scholar of classical literature David Ruhnken used “canon” in reference to the 

pedagogical texts of Aristarchus and Aristophanes.  Faced with too many orators from 

which their students might study, Aristarchus and Aristophanes selected 10 from the 

multitude of available texts and gave them to their students.  Ruhnken wrote: “ex magna 

oratorum copia tamquam in canonem decem dumtaxat rettulerunt,” which translates as 

“out of a great abundance of orators, (they) selected not more than ten, just as if it were 

the canon” (Ruhnken, 1768, translation mine).  Ruhnken’s use of “canon” in reference to 

a list of selected or approved secular literature marks the first “exten[sion]” of the term 

beyond the sacred (Schein, 2008, p. 82).  Indeed, many scholars point to Ruhnken’s 

appropriation of the term as the beginning of a new era in canonical study (e.g., Gorak, 

1991; Jusdanis, 1991; Kamora, 2007; Katz, 2001).  To be clear, no claim is made that 

literary canons did not exist before 1768.  Instead, 1768 marks the first time that the word 

“canon,” hitherto reserved for sacred and scripturally normative texts, was used to 

describe as normative a list of secular literature.  Prior to this date, the current conception 



 

of “the literary canon” did not exist.  For outside of very specific disciplines, there had 

never, and has never, been an established literary canon with the normative power of a 

sacred canon  (Harris, 1991).  Though there have been traditions in which certain authors 

and texts are regarded as standard, these traditions vary greatly depending on time and 

place.  Furthermore, a sacred canon moves towards closure whereas a literary canon 

always “allows for at least the possibility of adding new or revalued works” (Harris, 

1991, p.  111).  Even well-established and entrenched texts and authors are not treated the 

same as those from, say, the Biblical canon: 

Admission into the profession [of literary scholarship] hardly requires the 

candidate to accept any list of texts as uniquely necessary to the academic 

equivalent of salvation.  The most conservative of our colleagues do not demand 

that a candidate take, say, Johnson, Coleridge, Arnold, and Eliot as “articles of 

faith” and abjure Wharton, Dallas, Gosse, and Fish.   (Harris, 1991, p. 111) 

The popular notion that there is a master list of “good” books, books that are fit 

for public consumption and academic inquiry, is false.  True, there are texts and authors 

that have stood the test of time and which most students of literature are taught.  The 

continued study of these texts and authors is not, however, a result of their having been 

accepted into a very exclusive club, but rather a result of their introduction into what 

Harris (1991) called an “ongoing critical colloquy” (p. 111).  That is, a text sustains 

interest over a long period of time not because it has been stamped with approval but 

rather because it continues to generate critical discussion in the public and academic 

squares.  Unlike a sacred canon which is fixed and static, the literary canon ebbs and 

flows.  Authors and texts come and go.  What may be popular one century may fall out of 



 

favor the next.  One professor may emphasize the genius of Blake whereas another might 

ignore him altogether.  The sacred understanding of canon does not and cannot be 

applied to secular texts, despite Ruhnken’s attempts to do so.  Nevertheless, the crucial 

distinction between sacred and secular canon formation has never returned to the public 

sphere, a reason for our “vexed sense of power and authority” (Bloom, 1994, p. 36).  This 

confusion continues to infect canonical debate.  Nevertheless, the chimerical fixed and 

authoritative literary canon does not exist and has never existed. 

Descriptive canons. While there has never been an authoritative and prescriptive 

literary canon, there are multiple descriptive literary canons, canons that do not speak to 

what ought to be read but rather identify and categorize those texts that might be read.  

Alastair Fowler (1982) identified six distinct descriptive literary canon-types:  

(1) the potential canon, which includes any and all written and oral literature;  

(2) the accessible canon, which is that portion of the potential canon to which an 

individual has access at any given time;  

(3) the selective canon, which consists of lists of authors and texts, most commonly 

found in anthologies and the like;  

(4) the official canon, which is a hybrid of the first three types;  

(5) the personal canon, made up of those texts that are “known and valued” by 

individual readers;  

(6) the critical canon, which comprises those texts that are most often discussed in 

critical articles and books.   

Though valuable, the distinctions among these canon-types are not as useful as 

they may initially seem.  It is unclear just what Fowler meant by the official canon.  



 

Furthermore, the apparent all-inclusivity of the potential canon is limited by varying 

definitions of literature (Harris, 1991).  A postmodern definition of literature, for 

example, might acknowledge the literary value of film and graphic novels, while a more 

traditional definition might deny the merit of these relatively recent art forms. Literature 

is difficult to define.  So, in order to combat this endless epistemological regression, 

Harris (1991) posited three additional canon-types: 

(1) The diachronic canon is made up of those texts and authors that receive more or 

less constant attention, such as Shakespeare and Milton.  It is the diachronic 

canon that is most often confused with a fixed literary canon, in the prescriptive 

sense.  The diachronic canon is “identical with the literary Art of Memory” 

(Bloom, 1994, p. 17), and the quest to be canonical is the quest to join “societal 

memory” (p. 19).  It is true that some authors and texts seem to be immortal.  

They are read year after year, generation after generation.  These texts are 

immortal or “remembered” not because of their inclusion on some mythical list of 

“great” works, but rather because of their uniqueness, because “all strong literary 

originality becomes canonical” (Bloom, 1994, p. 25).  The diachronic canon, then, 

consists of those texts that are remembered; 

(2) The nonce canon, on the other hand, consists of those works that constitute a 

“rapidly changing periphery” (Harris, 1991, p. 113).  These are the texts that orbit 

around the diachronic canon, occasionally drawing near to Bloom’s “societal 

memory” (1994, p. 19), but eventually slipping away into the dark reaches of the 

literary solar system.  These texts come in and out of favor, depending on the 

social and political climate of the day;  



 

(3) The pedagogical canon consists of those texts that are taught.  Though texts differ 

from school to school, what pedagogical canons across the world theoretically 

have in common is that they are all formed on the basis of function.  That is, a text 

is taught because it fulfills a desired function, or, in other terms, meets a certain 

curricular need.   

In the same vein as Harris, Susan VanZanten Gallagher  (2001) identified the 

pedagogical canon as those “texts that are taught in college and university settings” (p. 

54).  She drew a clear distinction between the pedagogical canon and the “imaginary 

canon” (p. 54), the mythical list of “good” books, although she highlighted the role that 

the pedagogical canon plays in creating and maintaining the imaginary canon.  

Furthermore, the pedagogical canon cannot be examined without grounding such 

examination in historical context.  Gallagher used multiple examples from the growing 

body of African novels taught in Western literature courses to highlight the economic and 

historical realities that lead to what she calls the “material production” (p. 60) of a text – 

that is, actual publication in hard copy.  She then highlighted the haphazard and 

serendipitious means by which Western professors are introduced to African texts.  The 

complexity of even acquiring texts to teach is just one of the factors governing the 

formation of pedagogical canons, Gallagher claimed, and the urge to simplify or 

minimize this complexity must be resisted.   

Gallagher went on to explain that different professors select syllabi (which she 

equates to pedagogical canons) based on what they perceive the function of literature to 

be.  Some deliberately select texts to challenge students’ preconceived notions, while 

others select texts with the intent of connecting with students’ lives.  Graduate professors, 



 

she noted, are more likely to select texts in order to teach specific critical approaches or 

to acquaint students with “canonical” literature (in the imaginary sense).  Thus, according 

to Gallagher, the pedagogical canon is a functional canon, though how certain texts come 

to be included in the pedagogical canon is admittedly complex.   

Both Harris and Gallagher contended that the exact makeup of the pedagogical 

canon, depends in part on the function of the curriculum.  Curricular function, in turn, 

depends upon the various ideologies and philosophies of teachers, administrators, 

parents, students, and other stakeholders in education.  As a result, certain canonical 

functions will be preferred over others.  In this sense, the pedagogical canon is a 

normative canon, though it is the function of the text, not the text itself, that is “sacred.”  

What we ought to read is based on why we ought to read.  Similarly, what we teach is in 

part a function of why we teach.  The pedagogical canon, then, is derived from a set of 

beliefs about the educational value of reading.   

Literature and Christian Education  

Early history. To be sure, the idea that Christian schools ought to create canons 

according to curricular goals is not new.  St. Jerome, best known for his translation of the 

Latin Vulgate Bible in the fourth century, wrote at length on the role of secular literature 

in the literary life of the Christian.  He appeared to contradict himself, sometimes 

referring to Cicero, Virgil, and Horace as “the cup of devils,” while other times extolling 

the Gentile writers as “extremely full of erudition and philosophy.”  In his epistle to 

Estochium, a Roman matron who appears to have been contemplating a life of celibacy, 

Jerome urged her not to mix her divine calling with baser matters: 



 

Do not seek to appear over-eloquent, nor trifle with verse, nor make yourself gay 

with lyric songs.  And do not, out of affectation, follow the sickly taste of married 

ladies who, now pressing their teeth together, now keeping their lips wide apart, 

speak with a lisp, and purposely clip their words, because they fancy that to 

pronounce them naturally is a mark of country breeding.  Accordingly they find 

pleasure in what I may call an adultery of the tongue.  For “what communion hath 

light with darkness?  And what concord hath Christ with Belial?” How can 

Horace go with the psalter, Virgil with the gospels, Cicero with the apostle?  Is 

not a brother made to stumble if he sees you sitting at meat in an idol’s temple?  

Although “unto the pure all things are pure,” and “nothing is to be refused if it be 

received with thanksgiving,” still we ought not to drink the cup of Christ, and, at 

the same time, the cup of devils.   (Jerome, 384, para.  29) 

David Lyle Jeffrey (1996) notes that Jerome’s warnings against the “devils” of 

secular literature stem from his own preference for the rhetorical mastery of the Greek 

and Latin traditions.  Jerome himself recounted a dream in which he stands before God 

on Judgement Day, accused of being a follower of Cicero, not a follower of Christ.  

According to Jeffrey, “Jerome’s point in this confession is simply that his former 

obsession with eloquence or literariness, figured conventionally here as ‘Cicero,’ had 

usurped the primacy of his commitment to the wisdom and love of Christ” (1996, p. 76).  

The problem was not with the literature itself, but rather with the role Jerome had allowed 

to play in his life.  In a later epistle, he offered a more balanced view of literature in the 

development of Christian faith.  Acknowledging that Old Testament authors had 



 

frequently borrowed from existing literature, and that the Apostle Paul himself quoted 

Epiminides in his letter to Titus, Jerome likened secular literature to a captured woman: 

Is it surprising that I too, admiring the fairness of her form and the grace of her 

eloquence, desire to make that secular wisdom which is my captive and my 

handmaid, a matron of the true Israel?  Or that shaving off and cutting away all in 

her that is dead whether this be idolatry, pleasure, error, or lust, I take her to 

myself clean and pure and beget by her servants for the Lord of Sabaoth?  My 

efforts promote the advantage of Christ’s family, my so-called defilement with an 

alien increases the number of my fellow-servants.  (Jerome, 397, para. 2) 

Jerome’s dualism allowed him to conclude that secular literature, when subsumed 

by a Christian agenda, when pressed into service to God, is redeemed.  Thus, Jerome 

listed scores of Greek and Latin authors who are to be admired for their “secular 

erudition [and] their knowledge of the scriptures.”  He concluded by reminding Magnus, 

a Roman orator to whom his letter is addressed, that the books of great secular writers are 

“extremely full of erudition and philosophy,” and that it is unwise to dismiss them out of 

hand.  The seeming contradiction between the two epistles can best be explained in terms 

of Jerome’s developing instrumentalism.  As long as literature is a means to an end, and 

not the end in and of itself, it is appropriate for the Christian.   

This sentiment is echoed by St. Augustine, Jerome’s contemporary.  Augustine, 

like Jerome, imagined the redemption of pagan literature by Christians:  

These [literary works] therefore, the Christian, when he separates himself in spirit 

from the miserable fellowship of these men, ought to take away from them, and to 



 

devote to their proper use in preaching the gospel.  Their garments, also,--that is, 

human institutions such as are adapted to that intercourse with men which is 

indispensable in this life,--we must take and turn to a Christian use.   (Augustine, 

397, para. 60) 

For Augustine, just as for Jerome, secular and pagan literature is redeemed when 

pressed into the service of revealing God’s truth.  For “every good and true Christian 

[should] understand that wherever truth may be found, it belongs to his Master” 

(Augustine, 397, para. 28).   

This dualistic belief that “secular” literature may be properly used in service to 

Christ continued for centuries.  In 1524, Martin Luther exhorted the civil and 

ecclesiastical leaders of the day to establish Christian schools to replace the morally 

deficient monastic schools and universities.  One duty of such Christian schools, he 

claimed, was the establishment of libraries: 

 But my advice is not to huddle together indiscriminately all sorts of books and to 

look only to their number and quantity.  I would gather only the best… I 

would…furnish my library with the right sort of books, consulting with scholars 

as to my choice.  First of all there should be in it the Holy Scriptures…Then the 

best commentaries…Then books that aid us in acquiring the languages, such as 

the poets and orators, no matter whether heathen or Christian, Greek or Latin; for 

it is from such books one must learn grammar.  Then should come books of the 

liberal arts and all the other arts…Among the chief books, however, should be 

chronicles and histories, in whatever language they may be had; for they are of 



 

wondrous value for understanding and controlling the course of this world and 

especially for noting the wonderful works of God.   (Luther, 1524, para. 62-65) 

Distinctively Christian education, according to Luther, was necessary both for 

“the understanding of scripture and for the conduct of government” (1524, para. 28), and 

it follows that the pedagogical canon he endorsed was explicitly designed to bring about 

those ends.   

Early American education. The instrumentalism of Luther (1524), Augustine 

(397), and Jerome (397) had a profound influence on literature’s role in early American 

education.  That literature was first and foremost a means of ensuring scriptural 

knowledge is echoed in early American civil law.  In 1647, the Massachusetts colony 

passed what is known as the Old Deluder, Satan Act, requiring every township of more 

than 50 households to provide a salaried teacher “to teach all such children as shall resort 

to him to write and read”  (Governor and Company of the Massachusetts Bay in New 

England, 1647, para. 2).  Larger communities were required to institute grammar schools 

with the eventual goal of preparing students for university.  The rationale for this edict 

was that Satan, “the Old Deluder,” desires to “keep men from the knowledge of the 

scriptures” (para. 1).  The principal purpose of education, then, was to equip young men 

and women to read, understand, and properly interpret scripture, thereby aiding in their 

salvation. 

In this context, literacy was of prime importance, especially as a tool for 

indoctrinating students into sectarian Christianity.  Students were to acquire basic reading 

skills while simultaneously being taught specific doctrinal truths, and literary texts were 

selected with both functions in mind.  The New England Primer (1777), for example, 



 

used mnemonic devices to help students learn the alphabet and to convey Protestant 

doctrine: 

A In ADAM’s Fall  
We sinned all. 
B Heaven to find;  
The Bible Mind. 
C Christ crucify’d  
For sinners dy’d. 
D The Deluge drown’d  
The Earth around  
 
(The New England Primer, 1777) 
 
In addition to these theological acronyms, The New England Primer also 

contained various catechisms, poems, and lists promoting a specifically Calvinist 

theology.  The Westminster Catechism, included in the 1777 edition of the Primer, stated 

the following:  

God having out of his mere good pleasure from all eternity elected some to 

everlasting life, did enter into a covenant of grace, to deliver them out of a state of 

sin and misery, and to bring them into a state of salvation by a Redeemer.  (The 

New England Primer, 1777)  

 This official doctrinal position was found in the same textbook that taught students 

their uppercase and lowercase letters.  Indeed, aside from the alphabetical tables intended 

to teach penmanship, every entry in The New England Primer referenced God explicitly, 

and many of these entries adopted and endorsed specific and sectarian doctrinal positions.  

In this sense, The New England Primer promoted both literacy and orthodoxy. 

Over time, the instrumentalist ends of literature shifted from indoctrinating 



 

students into a specific Calvinist theology to promoting a more generic Protestant 

Christianity and a reverence for democratic ideals.  Among the most influential texts in 

early American education to promote this less sectarian Christianity were the McGuffey 

Readers, a series of six textbooks originally created by the Reverend William Holmes 

McGuffey between 1836 and 1857.  These readers were steeped in Protestant 

Christianity, stressing “good conduct, industry, sobriety, thrift, modesty, punctuality, and 

conformity” (Parker, 1993, pp. 4-5).  The readers included short stories, natural history, 

spellers, physics, and literary classics.  Used as a means of developing a literate and 

civically responsible citizenry, the readers served to indoctrinate young students in the 

American dream, that “virtue led to success and riches; wrongdoing was punished; 

church and state were in harmony; patriotism and manifest destiny were unquestioned”  

(Parker, 1993, p. 5). 

Over the course of the 19th century, the American school shifted from a place of 

explicit theological indoctrination to a place of relatively non-sectarian inclusiveness.  

Horace Mann, father of the Common School movement, promoted the teaching of a  

“general and tolerant” religion (Fraser, 1999, p. 25), an approach that Fraser referred to as 

“lowest common denominator Christianity” (p. 6).  Doctrinal differences would be 

confined to the Sunday School; the Common School, however, was tasked with 

preserving a common Christian (albeit Protestant) culture in light of these differences, a 

task that Mann and his allies heartily endorsed.  The Bible’s role as a generally 

acceptable textbook in public education was taken for granted; for example, in 1844, the 

New York Board of Education ruled that “reading the Bible without note or comment did 

not constitute sectarianism” (Ravitch, 2000, p. 80).  While it was inconceivable that 



 

public education should promote one Protestant sect over another, it was equally as 

inconceivable that public education should be devoid of generic Christian instruction.   

The brand of non-sectarianism endorsed by Mann was met with some resistance, 

however.  In 1839, three years into Mann’s tenure as secretary of the Massachusetts 

Board of Education, the Committee on Education from the Massachusetts House of 

Representatives challenged many of his proposals, including his plans to establish a state 

sanctioned library in every common school.  Though Mann claimed that the list of books 

that he and others of his mindset had compiled was egalitarian and non-sectarian, the 

committee begged to differ: 

It is professed, indeed, that the matter selected for this library will be free both 

from sectarian and political objections.  Unquestionably, the Board will endeavor 

to render it so.  Since, however, religion and politics, in this free country, are 

some intimately connected with every other subject, the accomplishment of that 

object is utterly impossible, nor would it be desirable, of possible.  That must, 

indeed, be an uninteresting course of reading, which would leave untouched either 

of these subjects; and he must be a heartless writer, who can treat religious or 

political subjects, without affording any indication of his political or religious 

opinions.  Books, which confine themselves to the mere statement of undisputed 

propositions, whether in politics, religions, or morals, must be meager, indeed. 

(Mann, 1839, p. 228) 

 

Although the sectarianism implicit in Mann’s proposed canon is easy for 

contemporary scholars to criticize, it must not be forgotten that even his imperfect 



 

egalitarianism marked a profound shift away from the instrumental use of literature as a 

means of promoting and ensuring Christian orthodoxy.  In fact, the new role of literature 

was to create, maintain, and defend a common Christian culture, not a particular Christian 

doctrine.  Over time, however, the generic Protestantism endorsed by Mann became more 

and more watered down.  In textbooks, the religion of Christ was gradually supplanted by 

the religion of Washington and Jefferson, a sort of worship of American democracy, and 

the pedagogical canon switched functions from championing Christianity to promoting 

individualism, hard work, and good citizenry.  To give a brief example, by the early 19th 

century, even The New England Primer, one time bastion of theologically based literacy, 

replaced  

W Whales in the sea  
God’s voice obey  
 
(The New England Primer, 1777) 
 
with 

W Washington brave 
His land did save  
 
(New England Primer, 1807). 

 
While a more comprehensive and nuanced overview of the changing roles of 

literature in American education is beyond the scope and intent of this study, the 

preceding pages should serve as a basic outline of the shifting ends of literary 

instrumentalism in American schools: from orthodoxy to generic Christianity and finally 

to citizenry.   

Current practice. Of course, any further discussion of this topic is fruitless if 

Christian schools do not currently teach literature.  Applebee (1989) identified three 



 

distinct types of American high schools: public, independent, and Catholic.  He never 

defined his terms, however, and it must be assumed that by independent schools he 

means non-Catholic private schools.  Traditional prep schools would be included in this 

category.  Though it is unknown if non-Catholic Christian schools were included in his 

research, Applebee’s terms will be used for the duration of this paper.  Applebee assured 

us that the pedagogical canons of Catholic secondary schools do not differ from the 

canons of their public and independent counterparts.  In fact, with the exception of 

independent schools assigning The Odyssey instead of Of Mice and Men, all three school-

types share the exact same list of the ten most frequently assigned books (1989).  Almost 

without exception, independent and Catholic schools have adopted the same pedagogical 

canons as their public school counterparts (1989).   

Whether or not this data can be extrapolated to Christian schools is a matter of 

legitimate debate.  There is very little research concerning canonical practices of 

Christian schools, and the lack thereof is keenly felt.  However, there are no theoretical or 

empirical reasons to believe that Christian school canons differ greatly from the canons 

of other types of schools.  So though more research is needed on this subject, this study 

will move forward as if the pedagogical canons of Christian schools approximate those of 

their public, Catholic, and independent counterparts.   

The pedagogical canons of Christian schools should to some degree reflect and be 

formed by the curricula unique to these institutions.  And although the curricula of 

individual Christian schools may overlap both in philosophical underpinnings and in 

pedagogical content, it is doubtful that such a thing as “The Christian Curriculum,” 

unified and monolithic, actually exists.  First of all, the word curriculum is notoriously 



 

difficult to define, especially in modern educational settings.  Ellis (2004) wryly noted 

that “so many definitions and descriptions have been offered up in recent years that the 

poor old word can mean just about anything you want it to mean” (p. 4).  Thus, advocates 

of a prescriptive curriculum might define curriculum as “what students ought to learn,” 

while advocates of a descriptive curriculum might instead focus on “what students are 

actually learning.”  Just as much of canonical debate stems from the confusion between 

the descriptive and the prescriptive, so, too, curricular debate is often founded on 

differing definitions of curriculum.   

Furthermore, there is little consensus on the purpose of curriculum.  Ellis (2004) 

identifies three basic theories on curricular purpose: learner-centered, society-centered, 

and knowledge-centered.  The learner-centered curriculum has as its foundation the 

development and growth of the individual.  This is not “a curriculum of mathematics, 

science, history, etc., but a curriculum of interests and experiences” (p. 43).  The society-

centered curriculum, on the other hand, has as its focus the social engagement of the 

student with fellow students and the community at large.  The knowledge-centered 

curriculum focuses primarily on rigorous academic study, a liberal arts education, in the 

belief that a well-educated student will become a rational and well-balanced adult (Ellis, 

2004). 

Finally, the tension between prescriptive and descriptive curricula plays out in 

Christian education, as well.  Many, if not most, Christian schools differ from one 

another in both practice and purpose.  De Wolff, Miedema, and De Ruyter (2002) argued 

that Christian schools with static identities might withdraw and isolate themselves from 

the larger community in order to “conserve an explicit Christian school ethos” (p. 243).  



 

Christian schools with dynamic identities, on the other hand, are constantly rethinking 

and redefining their purposes and roles, because the social context of Christian education 

is constantly changing (p. 242).  The development of a Christian curriculum depends, to a 

large degree, on how a particular school perceives its role, because beliefs about the 

nature and purpose of curriculum are very much linked to beliefs about the nature and 

purpose of education in general.  De Wolff et al. (2002) also found that although there is 

general agreement about the abstract curricular aims of Christian education, there is little 

consensus how these aims might be interpreted and implemented at the classroom or 

building level.  Thus, though most Christian schools agree that “religious education 

should permeate the entire curriculum” (De Wolff et al., 2002, p. 243), there is great 

disagreement about how such a belief can, or should, be put into practice.  In fact, some 

Christian communities devalue formal education altogether (Mouw, 2009), preferring 

instead to focus exclusively on religious training as provided by the Church.  Literature’s 

role in the Christian school, then, depends on the purpose, role, and practices of the 

school itself.  But, because there are no universally agreed upon purposes, roles, or 

practices for Christian schools, a fixed philosophy regarding the role of literature in 

Christian education is impossible to pin down.   

Nevertheless, it is possible to establish a series of factors influencing canonical 

formation that might be loosely categorized as theoretical or philosophical.  The 

pedagogical canon is, first and foremost, a functional canon; the sole membership 

requirement is that the text must do what a text is supposed to do.  What follows is a 

survey of the literature pertaining to philosophical beliefs about literature’s role in 

Christian education.  It is extremely important to note that many of these beliefs are not 



 

unique to Christian thought and might very well be included in a study of public 

education, as well.  It is also important to note that these are beliefs about literature that 

might factor into the text selection process; there is no guarantee that individual Christian 

schools subscribe to any one of the beliefs about literature listed here.  This is not an 

exhaustive survey of every possible philosophical stance that might influence text 

selection; such a survey is beyond both the scope and aim of this study.  What can be 

said, however, is that philosophies and beliefs about literature surveyed in the next 

section represent commonly held beliefs about literature’s role in education, and, as such, 

should be considered representative of the theoretical factors influencing text selection at 

Christian schools.   

The Theoretical Factors 

Literature as revelation. The link between Christian education and literature is 

based in part on the relationship between art and spiritual truth.  One common belief in 

Christian education is that “literature [is] primarily a prompt for theological reflection” 

(Spencer, 2009, p. 275).   Hess agreed, asserting that “fiction is a vital source for 

theology” (2008, p. 280).  Fiction, she claimed, is concerned primarily with the stuff of 

reality: 

Fiction writers are engrossed with the human condition; they take us into the deep 

places of life…[and] offer us entrée into the elusive souls of people while they 

also insist that we look at the stark material of reality.  Good fiction writers do not 

make generalizations about all of humanity in one writing; they offer a particular 

story that may either resonate with our experience or introduce us to experiences 



 

that are quite different from our own…the fiction writer’s task to open his or her 

eyes to the world, look around, and describe what he or she sees without “tidying 

up” the world.  Good fiction is not the same as theology, nor can it substitute for 

theology; but, good fiction provides the kind of depth that leads to good theology.  

(2008, p. 280-281) 

The “depth” of good fiction is threefold: (1) it raises questions without necessarily 

providing answers; (2) it is revelatory; (3) it concerns itself with the hard realities of life 

(Hess, 2008).   

This connection to real life, to people, is at the heart of the link between literature 

and theological truth.  Frederick Buechner argued that “at its heart, most theology, like 

most fiction, is essentially autobiography.  [Most theologians]…are all telling us the 

stories of their lives, and if you press them far enough…you find an experience of flesh 

and blood” (1992, p. 79).  Literature has the ability to ground the theological story, the 

story of mankind’s creation, fall, and ultimate redemption by God, and connect it with the 

dirty, dusty reality of human experience. 

Because of the link between literature and revelatory theological truth, some 

theorists have opted to rethink and discard the distinction between sacred and secular.  

Literary texts traditionally considered to be secular have the power to “[speak of] the 

divine and the divine presence” (Gilmour, 2008, p. 292).  Because literature is grounded 

in human experience, the reader can “discern sacred meaning in what are ordinary life 

events” (Gilmour, 2008, p. 291).  This rethinking of the secular/sacred dichotomy is 



 

echoed by theologian Paul Tillich, who had, upon encountering a painting by Botticelli, a 

theological epiphany: 

As I stood there…something of the divine source of all things came through to 

me.  I turned away shaken.  That moment has affected my whole life, given me 

the keys for the interpretation of human existence, brought vital joy and spiritual 

truth.  I compare it with what is usually called revelation in the language of 

religion.”  (as cited in Manning, 2009, pp. 155-156) 

Finding the sacred in the secular, what Jean-Pierre De Caussade called “the 

sacrament of the present moment” (1966, p. 49), is at the heart of literature’s role in 

Christian education.  Caleb D. Spencer went so far as to suggest that Christian scholars 

should “[attempt] to re-sacralize literary experience not only by articulating theories of 

theophany [revelation] but by producing readings in which theophanic experiences are 

described” (2009, p. 278).  Spencer normalizes the revelatory power of literature, 

describing a scenario in which the Christian scholar (or student) not only can read 

literature for revelation, but indeed should read for revelation.  His imperative extends to 

the scholar’s duty to describe and disseminate the understanding of that revelation.  In 

this conception, literature not only reveals God to the reader, but also through the reader. 

Literature as moral and critical guide. Though literature has often been used in 

a morally didactic manner, the notion that it has some sort of morally normative power, 

however limited, is not universally accepted.  Harold Bloom (1994), in his vigorous and 

passionate defense of the traditional Western canon, articulated a vision of literature as 

societal memory, in which texts are read and re-read not because of some inherent 



 

didactic quality, but rather because of their uniqueness, their ability to both stand within 

and simultaneously break free from literary tradition.  Shakespeare, he claimed, is the 

umbrella that casts a shadow over the rest of the literary canon, because no author or text 

can escape his influence.  And yet, despite his reverence for Shakespeare, Bloom was 

quick to argue that reading Hamlet will not make one a virtuous person.  We might see 

ourselves in Hamlet’s existential struggle, Bloom conceded, but such identification does 

not mean that we will necessarily do any differently or any better than we have done 

before.   

Martha Nussbaum (1997), on the other hand, held that it is precisely this 

identification with Hamlet wherein the normative power of literature is at its strongest, 

claiming that “narrative imagination is an essential preparation for moral interaction” (p. 

90).  Her thoughts on the subject are worth quoting at length: 

This is so because of the way in which literary imagining both inspires intense 

concern with the fate of characters and defines those characters as containing a 

rich inner life, not all of which is open to view; in the process, the reader learns to 

have respect for the hidden contents of that inner world, seeing its importance in 

defining a creature as fully human.  (p. 90) 

This process is twofold.  The reader first identifies the similarities between herself 

and the character in the text.  Young readers, especially, “learn to attribute life, emotion, 

and thought to a form whose insides are hidden” (p. 89).  A college freshman might find 

her own life mirrored in the life of Ophelia, for example: both may have loved, both may 

have felt betrayed by those closest to them, both may have felt upended and uprooted.  

Nussbaum’s narrative imagination, then, begins with the recognition of the common 



 

human experience between the reader and the character. 

In the second part of Nussbaum’s formulation, the reader realizes that despite the 

commonalities between the character and herself, the character will, to some extent, 

always be a mystery.  This mystery, she claimed, should be cherished, because “the 

habits of wonder promoted by storytelling thus define the other person as spacious and 

deep, with qualitative differences from oneself and hidden places worthy of respect” (p. 

90).  It is in the recognition of the “other” as fully human that the reader grows more 

virtuous. 

Wayne C.  Booth’s own thoughts echo Nussbaum’s.  In order for literature to be a 

tool for the development of virtue, the reader’s first responsibility is to surrender to the 

text.  She, the reader, must “enter into serious dialogue with the author about how his or 

her values join or conflict with [her own]” (1988, p. 135).  This entails her allowing 

herself to be “colonized [and] occupied by a foreign imaginary world” (p. 139).  The 

author’s thoughts must, to a degree, become the reader’s thoughts, Booth’s hyperbolic 

rhetoric notwithstanding: 

It is not, then, that in identifying we stop thinking our own thoughts, but rather 

that “our own” thoughts now become different from what they were.  The 

author’s thoughts have at least in part become ours…[and] a large part of our 

thought-stream is taken over, for at least the duration of the telling, by the story 

we are taking in.  Though academic study of literature too often seems designed 

to make such fusions of spirit impossible…the only way to avoid “thinking the 

thought of another” – that mysterious, quite probably dead, “other” who chose to 

tell this tale in this way – is to stop listening.  (Booth, 1988, pp. 141-142)  



 

Like Nussbaum, Booth advocated both a drawing close and a pushing away, a 

recognition of similarity and difference.  The reader’s second duty, then, is to resist the 

text, to stand in opposition to its norms and expectations.  This duty entails both 

“surrender and refusal…[accepting] the author’s offering for what it is, in its full 

‘otherness’ from me, and [taking] an active critical stance against what seem to me its 

errors or excesses” (Booth, 1988, p. 136).  Thus, Booth concluded, the reader must 

practice ethical criticism, a criticism that assigns value to a text based partly on whether 

or not the text is good for the reader. 

This ability of literature to highlight the humanity of the “other” is at the heart of 

Nussbaum and Booth’s belief in its normative power.  For narrative imagination leads to 

what Nussbaum called compassionate imagination, in which young readers are “led to 

notice the sufferings of other living creatures with a new keenness” (1997, p. 93).  

Literature is uniquely positioned to bring to light the unseen or ignored, to make “its 

spectator perceive, for a time, the invisible people of [her] world” (p. 94).  This 

perception, Nussbaum argued, is necessary for a just and civil society.  If, through 

literature, students live the experience of the “other,” they will not only empathize with 

her, but they will ask critical questions about that experience.  In the end, the student will 

be more aware of both self and “other.” 

Still other theorists agree with this formulation.  Dolphus Weary, African-

American civil rights activist and author, recently urged a roomful of White, Christian 

students to read his book because, he claimed, “it’s important to read books written by 

people who are different than [sic] you” (Weary, 2009).  Reading, he asserted, is, in part, 



 

an act of social justice, and the act of reading can break down the barriers between the 

reader and the “other” (Weary, 2009).   

The presupposition behind Weary’s belief is that reading is a value-laden and 

didactic enterprise; literary texts both contain and perpetuate implicit and explicit 

messages of power.  To teach literature without a critical consciousness is to unwittingly 

participate in the “banking system” of education (Freire, 1968), in which values are 

deposited into the minds of students without being explicitly challenged.  Without 

meaning to, teachers of literature can “fail to self-consciously reflect on our role in 

perpetuating epic-stories that trap certain groups in authoritative past discourses…we 

actually participate in perpetuating the harm, taking the unexamined word from the 

hierarchically higher fathers” (Shields, 2007, p. 25).  The unexamined power structures 

inherent in a text may lead to a perpetuation of power differences based primarily on 

race, gender, and class.  Weary’s call to arms was essentially a call for the development 

of critical consciousness, a consciousness that recognizes that the school is, by default, 

“an institution [for] the reproduction of the social order, with all of its various inequities” 

(Guillory, 1993, p. ix).   

A critical reading of literature, however, can highlight students’ own 

indoctrinations and exposures to power structures usually based on racial, gender, or class 

differences.  Rather than blindly reinforcing societal divisions, a critical reading of 

literature can actually help students develop an awareness of and compassion for the 

other (Petrone & Borsheim, 2008).   



 

Recent scholarship supports this understanding of literature as a context for 

students to confront and wrestle with moral choices (Bryan, 2005; Glanzer, 2008; 

Schuitema, Dam, & Veugelers, 2007), though the ability of literature to affect behavioral 

change is disputed.  Schuitema et al. (2007) conducted a literature review of teaching 

strategies for moral education.  They found that while there is a great deal of research 

supporting the teacher as a moral guide, there is little research on specific teaching 

strategies that might affect behavioral change.  They also noted that empirical research on 

the subject is practically non-existant.   

Other authors disagree, citing evidence that the study of literature does, indeed, 

manifest in measurable behavioral differences in students.  Ryan (1996) argued that 

literature has the unique power to confront narcissism, which he claimed is the dominant 

social and individual moral challenge of our time.  He offered specific teaching strategies 

designed to analyze adolescent fiction for the negative effects of narcissism.  Ryan’s 

conclusions are questionable, however, because he based his entire theoretical construct 

for literature’s ability to affect behavioral change on one unpublished dissertation (Ryan, 

1996).  Though he claimed that the dissertation’s author has “demonstrated that 

adolescents' values, attitudes, and beliefs are influenced by the literature they read in the 

classroom, and that this influence endures even after they have graduated” (Ryan, 1996, 

p. 165), he offered no information about the nature of the study, the instruments or 

measures used, or even the sampling procedure.   

In his response to Ryan’s claims, De Leeuw (1996) contended that Ryan has not 

only relied on an overly narrow definition of narcissism, but also overestimated the 

ability of schools to counter such a dominant social force.  Garlikov (1996) echoed De 



 

Leeuw, claiming that literature might be an effective tool for socialization – that is, 

helping students identify and adopt socially acceptible behaviors – but he drew a clear 

distinction between socially acceptable behavior and moral behavior.   

Many authors followed Ryan’s (1996) lead, however, claiming that literature can, 

in fact, lead to moral reflection and behavior.  Estes and Vasquez-Levy (2001) drew a 

critical distinction between the instructive power of literature and that of textbooks: 

“[Literature] creates opportunities for readers to consider values that guide human action 

in both the imaginary context of the story and the real context of their lives” (p. 507).  

Textbooks, they claimed, lead to “neutralization,” to the “[devaluing of] human beings,” 

and to “survey without voice” (p. 509).  In contrast, literature “embodies…the reasons, 

explanations, suggestions, and models that young people need if they are to own the 

values of their culture” (p. 508).  In this sense, literature has a morally normative power.  

This power is not merely imitative; readers do not do a given thing simply because a 

literary character does it.  Literature’s normative power comes from its ability to provoke 

questions: is Huck justified in helping Jim escape?  Does Hester deserve the scorn of the 

people?  How do Oedipus’ good intentions lead to his ruin?  Readers then ask themselves 

if their own good intentions will have unforeseen consequences, or if their continued 

condemnation of another is warranted.  Such moral and ethical reflection results from 

Booth’s (1988) “surrender and refusal,” of the push and pull between the reader’s unique 

situation and the text itself.  David Carr (2005) builds on this conception.  Literature, he 

claimed, “[invites] us to re-evaluate our established emotional and affective responses 

from other normative perspectives” (p. 148).  With careful planning and curricular 

intentionality, the power of literature may be multiplied upon itself: 



 

Curriculum can be organized so that the moral themes of one book are contrasted, 

extended, or affirmed by a subsequent work, which, in turn, can be complemented 

by the next.  The teacher's arrangement of literature can produce a heightened 

awareness of moral themes and a greater appreciation for their depth and 

complexity.  (Auciello, 2007, p. 67) 

The untested belief in the ethically normative power of literature extends beyond 

the walls of the English classroom.  Estes and Vasquez-Levy (2001) told of a study 

reporting that high school history students who read Johnny Tremain instead of the 

official textbook scored higher on the history unit exam than their counterparts who had 

merely read the textbook chapters on the Revolutionary War.  The authors speculated that 

the difference in the students’ scores is due to the power of literature to put the events of 

the Revolution in “human, value-laden terms” (p. 509).  Their conclusions demand 

scrutiny, however, in part because the authors never reported how much higher one set of 

scores was than other.  No measures of statistical significance or effect size are offered.  

Furthermore, based on the authors’ brief descriptions, the research design of this 

particular study lends itself to bias and error in both sampling procedures and data 

collection.  There appears to be no randomization, and nothing is reported about how the 

experimenters attempted to control for extraneous variables.  The authors’ conclusions 

about literature’s ability to reframe historical events in more “human” terms, and 

therefore positively impact students’ academic performance, is based on a difference in 

scores that may be attributable to nothing more than chance or a flaw in the research 

design.  Furthermore, the authors did not provide bibliographic data for the study upon 

which they base their claims, making it impossible to corroborate any of their assertions.   



 

The problems with the aforementioned study are hardly unusual.  More 

specifically, failures to report either methodology or to provide evidence of moral change 

or reflection make it difficult to corroborate or even interpret the claims made by many 

authors.  Kimball (2007), for example, reported that more and more business professors 

are turning to contemporary literature as a means of teaching business ethics because the 

situations in which the characters find themselves “come alive with action and 

ideas…almost as if [the students] were witnessing real people making real decisions” (p. 

65).  He drew the conclusion that the study of literature leads to more ethical business 

practices.  His methods of sampling, collecting data, and final analysis remain a mystery, 

however, and he offered no evidence, quantitative or otherwise, to support his 

conclusions.  In the end, he claimed that business students who study literature as part of 

their business ethics class reported a higher level of satisfaction with the course than 

those students who read only the textbook.  His definition of “satisfaction” is unclear, 

however, and even basic information such as the nature and reliability of his survey 

instrument is unreported.  Ultimately, the reader is left with little more than 

undocumented claims of higher satisfaction and no clear connection drawn between this 

supposed satisfaction and a change in ethical behavior.  Kimball’s omissions are, 

unfortunately, far from unique.   

Consequently, though great claims are made about literature’s ability to act as a 

catalyst for moral reflection and behavior, it is not clear that literature possesses any such 

normative power.  The function of literature is, generally speaking, aesthetic, not 

didactic.  Ethically normative functions of literature are, according to Bloom (1994), 

wishful thinking, literary pipe dreams superimposed on the text by the reader.  Bloom’s 



 

caution is warranted: it is difficult to see how the reading of literature could directly 

affect behavioral change.  Furthermore, if literature is only a medium for moral change, 

and if the true transformative power rests in the situations presented by the literature and 

the resulting moral dialogue, is literature even necessary?  Could such transformational 

situations be enacted through role-play or mere hypothetical speculation?  It is tempting 

to view literature through an instrumentalist lens, “strip mining a text for nuggets of 

wisdom” (Ellis, 2009).  Though literature is often credited with the power to change 

lives, it is unclear exactly how and if such a transformation takes place, and Gallagher 

and Lundin (1989) pointed out that while literature may make a difference in an 

individual’s life, this “new sensitivity to moral issues” does not necessarily result in 

changed behavior and that “reading great works of literature does not necessarily make us 

more loving” (p. 58).  They concluded that “some defenders of literature claim too much 

for its redeeming power” (p. 59). 

Claims of this nature are unfortunately common, however, and the research by 

Steven Athanases (1998) is a case in point.  Athanases conducted a year long 

ethnography of two teachers who taught students to be critically conscious when reading 

literature in an effort to “encourage students to explore race issues openly” and to “bring 

personal and community knowledge to bear on works” (p. 281).  The teachers carefully 

selected texts that represented the ethnic, religious, and sexual diversity in their 

classrooms (p. 281).  Because many minority students often view school as a place of 

acculturation and  continued oppression (Hickling-Hudson & Ahlquist, 2003; Ogbu, 

1987), the teachers chose diverse and representative texts in order to reengage their 

students in the educational process.   



 

Athanases’ (1998) methodology initially appears to be sound.  Case study 

students were “selected for balance of ethnicity, gender, and levels of spoken and written 

performance” (p. 277).  The author made two classroom visits per week per site for an 

entire school year, collecting audiotaped class discussions, videotaped class discussions, 

student surveys, writing samples, and interviews with case study students, parents, and 

other school personnel.  Athanases noted that “the many observations and repeated 

sampling of oral discourse allowed for a study of language use patterns and for 

examination of how teaching and learning evolved over time” (p. 277).  The wide variety 

of collected data allowed for triangulation.  Though Athanases did not report which data 

led to which conclusions, he reported identifying a set of themes as “central to students’ 

choices of memorable literary works” (p. 278) after analyzing all data sources.   

Athanases (1998) reported that students responded well to the re-formed 

pedagogical canon.  The teachers were surprised to find that their newly diversified canon 

had a positive impact on the students as members of society, not just as individuals.  As 

students were exposed to works by African-American, Asian-American, Native 

American, and homosexual authors, their stereotypes and myths about the members of 

these groups slowly changed: 

African-American students in [one] class…reported that they had always thought 

that Chinese families were consistently harmonious and that reading…from The 

Joy Luck Club and hearing Chinese-American students in class identify with the 

daughters in the book who have conflicts with their mothers caused them to think 

otherwise.  Likewise, Chinese-American students in [the] class reported new 

empathy for African-Americans.  (p. 289)  



 

In a similar vein, Athanases (1998) reported that ultra-orthodox Catholic students 

found themselves less likely to view homosexuals merely as members of a group but 

rather to see them as unique individuals.  The author also found that some students were 

more willing to resist caricatures and problematic portrayals of cultures and ethnicities 

different than their own.   

It is unclear how students reported these changes, however.  Athanases (1998) 

reported no psychometric data for the surveys and questionnaires in his study, and the 

conclusions he drew must treated with healthy skepticism.  Furthermore, his samples 

were drawn from two urban high schools serving primarily low-income families, and 

consequently may not be representative of the larger population of high-school students.  

The validity of the study, both internal and external, is suspect.  It is doubtful that 

Athanases’s conclusions can be generalized to other populations, and given the lack of 

information about the measures used, it is possible, if not probable, that the author’s 

conclusions about the subjects themselves are spurious.   

Despite the flaws in his study, Athanases (1998) did draw one important 

conclusion.  He cautioned that a change in the canon alone is insufficient to bring about 

this recognition of the other, because “changing course materials alone has not 

historically yielded humanistic benefit” (p. 293).  This is a critically important point.  The 

selection of texts must be accompanied by a pedagogical approach that emphasizes the 

role of the text in fostering critical consciousness. 

The call for critical consciousness aligns with the Christian mandate to love one 

another.  Social justice is a prime concern of both Christian and non-Christian 



 

educational institutions, and one of the duties of a Christian scholar is to engage in 

hermenutical practices which “examine the cultural nature of gender [or race, or class] 

roles and the ways in which they have become entangled with churchy expectations” 

(LeCelle-Peterson, 2008).  Christians read literature in order to shed the stereotypes and 

caricatures they have of the other, to see the other for who he or she truly is, to recognize 

in the other the presence of the divine, the imago dei (LeCelle-Peterson, 2008).  Mikhail 

Bakhtin calls this recognition “dialogical relations,” and while he never explicitly defines 

his own neologisms, Shields’ (2007) rendering – that dialogical relations is the ability to 

live in discourse with others in such a way that allows them to live in the fullness of who 

they are – accurately distills and crystalizes the essence of Bakhtin’s claim.  The plurality 

of voices in discourse, the heteroglossia, is the core componant of literature, as Bakhtin’s 

own words will attest: 

The living utterance, having taken meaning and shape at a particular historical 

moment in a socially specific environment, cannot fail to brush up against 

thousands of living dialogic threads, woven by socio-ideological consciousness 

around the given objects of an utterance; it cannot fail to become an active 

participant in social dialogue.  (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 276)  

Bakhtin’s (1981) emphasis on dialogical relations often manifests itself in the 

belief that literature can “[help] readers in a special way to broaden their knowledge of 

and response to the world into which God has placed them” (Gallagher & Lundin, 1989, 

p. 113).  And while this instrumentalist view clearly aligns with the call to critical 

consciousness as advocated by Weary (2009) and others, that such a view of literature as 

a means to an end is either proper or beneficial is beyond the scope and intent of this 



 

study.  What can be stated with a degree of certainty, however, is that the use of literature 

as a nominal means of expanding horizons and breaking down barriers is widely accepted 

in secondary education, both in theory and in practice.  Chapter four will outline some of 

the ways in which this in use of literature directly affects the canon formation processes 

at Christian secondary schools.   

The Pragmatic Factors 

      Overview. Very little research has been done regarding the material, relational, 

political, and practical factors involved in the formation of the pedagogical canon.  What 

little research there is generally falls into the following categories: factors affecting 

library purchases, factors affecting the selection of textbooks or basal reading programs 

at the district or state level, and factors affecting students’ selection of recreational 

reading material.  While none of these categories speaks directly to the questions raised 

by this study, they do identify pragmatic factors that have affected text selection in the 

aforementioned three categories.  And although the studies cited here have a different 

focus, the factors they identify lend theoretical credence to the influence of pragmatic 

factors on text selection, and a brief overview of their findings is warranted.  The factors 

identified by these studies are community/outside influence, the quality of evaluation 

tools, and the physical text itself. 

      Community/outside influence. 

Parents. Parental pressure and involvement has affected the text selection process 

at many school libraries (Harer, 2009).  Although in many cases parents are welcome 

members of the educational community and participate in text selection and review in 



 

both official and unofficial capacities, recent federal legislation suggests that the demand 

for a more systematically regulated approach to parental involvement may be the trend of 

the future.  In 2005, U.S. Congressman Walter Jones (R., North Carolina) authored a bill 

mandating “parent review boards” to be established at the local and district levels, giving 

parents an “awareness of controversial books and materials before they were purchased” 

(Harer, 2009, p. 18).  According to the bill, entitled “The Parental Empowerment Act of 

2005,” the parent review board would “review, consider, and provide recommendations 

on the purchase or acquisition by the applicable educational agency of library or 

classroom-based reference, instructional, or other print materials for use in any 

elementary school” (H.R.  2295, 2005).  The exact nature of the review and 

consideration, however, was never clearly spelled out in the bill, and the membership 

requirements were equally as ambiguous, such as the requirement that each local review 

board have no fewer than five and yet no more than 15 members, unless more or fewer 

were deemed necessary by the State or its designee (H.R.  2295, 2005).  How members 

were to be selected was never discussed in the bill, and although Jones proposed it twice, 

H.R.  2295 eventually died in committee.   

Vendors. Some library systems, both public and private, have turned to vendors to 

select texts for them as a result of being too short staffed to adequately complete the task 

themselves (Hoffert, 2007).  In some cases, the vendors selected texts that the libraries’ 

own selectors “never would have dreamed up themselves” (Hoffert, 2007, p. 40).  

Gallagher (2001) also highlighted the role of an outsider in introducing her to a 

previously unknown text: 



 

I was at the Modern Language Association (MLA) convention browsing in the 

book exhibits, when I began to talk with a man who was from an African 

university.  I had just begun to teach a course in African literature and was eager 

for assistance.  During the course of our conversation, I asked him if there were 

any African novelists he thought were important but overlooked by the American 

literary and academic establishment.  He immediately replied, “Tsitsi 

Dangarembga, without question.  She’s written a wonderful novel called Nervous 

Conditions.”  He wrote the unfamiliar name down for me, and I went home and 

ordered the book.  And that’s the beginning of the way in which Nervous 

Conditions became part of my personal pedagogical canon.  (Gallagher, 2001, p. 

59) 

Williams and Bauer (2006) noted that elementary teachers selecting classroom 

reading material often rely on vendors and media specialists to find books.  This reliance 

on vendors and media specialists for text selection is due, in part, to the accountability 

standards created by No Child Left Behind (2001).  Many teachers “are convinced that 

using…children’s literature is too time consuming and on the periphery of reading 

materials both explicitly and implicitly suggested by administrators’ varied 

interpretations of mandates” (Williams & Bauer, 2006, p. 15).  The teachers’ desire to 

select literature that is culturally, developmentally, and socially appropriate and 

interesting takes a back seat to the overarching need to align with state and federal 

objectives.  Vendor and media specialists who are trained in children’s literature can help 

teachers identify texts that meet both the needs of their students and align with state and 

federal standards.  Because the Christian schools included in this study do not receive 



 

federal and state funding, however, the pressing need for instruction to align with high-

stakes testing standards may not influence teachers’ text selection as strongly as indicated 

by Williams and Bauer.  Furthermore, Williams and Bauer (2006) tracked the factors 

affecting the selection processes of elementary teachers, while this study examines text 

selection at secondary schools.  The potential canon from which elementary teachers 

might draw their pedagogical canon is large; by one estimation, nearly 10,000 children’s 

literature books are published each year (Bowker, 2000).  In contrast, the potential canon 

from which secondary literature teachers might draw is relatively small, because the 

pedagogical canon of secondary literature and language arts courses is relatively rigid and 

established (Applebee, 1989).   

The quality of evaluation tools. A great deal of research has been conducted on 

the process of textbook selection at the state and district levels.  Although the processes 

vary greatly from state to state and from district to district, Dole and Osborn (1989) noted 

that the most common element in the textbook selection process is the use of a criteria 

checklist by the selection committee.  In some states, these lists are proscriptive; that is, 

they are lists of what textbooks are not allowed to include, such as overtly sexual 

language and depictions of homosexual lifestyles as normal (Duke, 1985).  Some states, 

such as California and Texas, both prohibit certain language and “call for the inclusion of 

certain values” (Duke, 1985, p. 11).  These values range from equitable portrayals of 

gender and racial roles to fair depictions of older persons and the aging process.  Some 

states have specific criteria for subject and grade specific textbooks (such as 9th grade 

Language Arts), while others have general criteria that are the same for all materials K-

12, regardless of subject. 



 

      Though many states have checklists that selection committees are supposed to use 

when evaluating potential textbooks, the quality of the checklists as effective evaluation 

tools is dubious.  The items on the checklist are often vague both in wording and concept, 

such as “develops higher level comprehension skills at the literal, inferential, and applied 

levels”  (Dole & Osborn, 1989, p. 7).  In addition to the problems inherent in a phrase as 

nebulous as “higher level comprehenion,” evaluators often use the documentation 

provided by the textbook publisher to determine to what extent the textbook actually 

fosters higher level comprehension instead of examining the textbook themselves.  

Checklists used by evaluators also tend not to include items designed to evaluate the 

instructional quality of textbooks, but instead include items intended to measure class, 

gender, and racial representation and equality (Dole & Osborn, 1989). 

Current evidence suggests this trend has continued into the 21st century.  Recent 

studies confirm that “textbook adoption is often conducted without specific guidelines on 

which to base the selection.  Rather, criteria often take the form of predetermined 

checklists supplied by publishers…[which] limit reviews to brief and rather generic 

evaluations” (Stein, Stuen, Carnine, & Long, 2001, p. 9).  A similar study concluded that 

“textbooks are not actually carefully reviewed—and sometimes are not read at all.  

Instead, they are scrutinized against superficial ‘checklist’ criteria” (Thomas B.  

Fordham, 2004).  Actual state guidelines confirm these studies’ diagnoses.  The State 

Board of Education of North Carolina offers the following checklist for districts to use 

when selecting language arts textbooks: 

Selections [should be]: 

-     well-written 



 

-     culturally diverse (in geographic regions, time periods, gender, and ethnicity) 

-     appropriately challenging 

-     interesting to culturally diverse, heterogeneous groups 

-     balanced and objective in treatment of social issues, religion, ethnicity and       

gender 

-     inclusive of a variety of genres (fiction, non-fiction, poetry, and drama) 

-     inclusive of a variety of literary environments (expressive, informational, 

argumentative, critical) (North Carolina Department of Public Instruction, 2005) 

The physical text.  Multiple studies have identified factors known to influence 

students’ self-selection of texts.  Swartz and Hendricks’ (2000) review of the literature 

identified the following factors: 

- Topic or subject matter.   

- Author - students are more likely to read a book by an author whose work they 

have previously enjoyed;  

- Writing style - pacing and the ratio of concrete to abstract language affects 

students’ reading choices;  

- Characters - students prefer reading serializations because of the ongoing and 

recurring relationships they develop with characters.  Perceived similarity with a 

character also makes a student more likely to read a book;  

- Cover and illustrations;  

- Back of book summaries. 



 

Swartz and Hendricks’ (2000) own research both confirmed the influence of the 

previously identified factors and posited two additional factors: the title and length of the 

book.  Their original research was conducted with special needs middle school students, 

however, and it is unknown if the two additional factors they identified would have the 

same influence in a non-special needs population.    

Conclusion.  Although some of the factors influencing the selection of textbooks 

and the self-selection of reading material have been identified, it is unknown to what 

extent, if any, these same factors influence the formation of the pedagogical canon at 

Christian secondary schools.  What has been established, however, is a category of 

influences that stands apart from the theoretical concerns of educational and curricular 

philosophy, a category made up of pragmatic factors.  That such a category influences the 

shape and scope of the Christian high school canon is indisputable; the exact nature of 

these factors and the degree of their influence remains a mystery, however, and it is the 

goal of this study to shed some light on a subject which has, hitherto, been shrouded in 

darkness.   

 

      

 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

Methodology  



 

Introduction 

The pedagogical canon is formed on the basis of function; texts are selected based on 

how well they fulfill prescribed curricular goals (Harris, 1991).  The curricular goals at 

Christian secondary schools depend, in part, on whether the schools have static or 

dynamic identities (De Wolff, Miedema, and De Ruyter, 2002), and many Christian 

schools differ from one another in both practice and purpose.  The theoretical factors 

affecting text selection at Christian secondary schools, in turn, vary from school to 

school.  Pragmatic factors also play an important role in text selection.  This study seeks 

to identify the theoretical and pragmatic factors affecting text selection at Christian 

secondary schools by answering the following questions: 

(1) To what extent do Christian educators select their pedagogical canons based on 

explicit curricular philosophy? 

(2) To what extent do non-curricular factors such as parents, budget, churches, 

students, etc.  influence canonical formation? 

(3) To what extent are Christian educators aware of their institution’s curricular 

philosophies regarding literature and reading? 

(4) To what extent do Christian schools have explicit curricular philosophies 

regarding literature and reading? 

(5) To what extent does academic inertia contribute to the pedagogical canon in 

Christian schools?   

Qualitative Research 



 

  According to Travers (2001), methodology “refers to the assumptions you have as 

a researcher” (p. vi).  With this in mind, I will give a brief overview of the 

epistemological assumptions upon which my research is based.   

  Quantitative research is based on a positivist episemology.  Positivism “deals only 

with observable entities and objective reality” (Lichtman, 2010, p. 7).  At the core of the 

positivist paradigm is the belief that truth, or knowledge, is objective and exists 

independently of human thought and activity (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007).  Truth claims, 

then, are those that can be empirically verified and quantitatively reported (Travers, 

2001).  Qualitative research, on the other hand, is more concerned with “[providing] an 

in-depth description and understanding of the human experience” than it is with giving an 

objective numerical representation of reality (Lichtman, 2010, p. 12).  Because of the 

varied and multiple approaches to qualitative research, it has no singular or unifed 

epistemological basis.  Nevertheless, it is possible to tie most qualitative approaches to 

the general tenets of constructivism. 

  Gall, Gall, and Borg (2007) highlighted constructivism’s epistemological 

opposition to positivism: 

…[Constructivism] is based on the assumption that socal reality is constructed by 

the individuals who participate in it.  These “constructions” take the form of 

interpretations, that is, the ascription of meanings to the social environment.  

Features of the social environment are not considered to have an existence apart 

from the meanings that individuals construct for them.  (p. 21) 

  Constructivism differs from positivism in five important ways: 



 

(1) As previously mentioned, constructivists claim that truth or knowledge does not 

exist indepently of the observer.  Instead, the observer constructs his or her own 

reality.  Objective observation of reality does not exist, because reality is, by 

definition, subjective.   

(2) Because reality is subjective, different people and groups will interpret 

experiences and phenomena differently and ascribe different meanings to them.   

(3) The researcher is not an objective observer of reality but instead interacts with the 

subjects and the data to construct the reality being studied, a practice called 

“reflexivity” (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007).   

(4) Constructivism is less concerned with establishing cause and effect than it is with 

providing a rich and nuanced account of the complexities of human experience 

and phenomena.  In order to accomplish this, constructivists use multiple 

approaches to collect, analyze, and interpret data.   

(5) Quantitative representations do not accurately reflect reality.  Because reality is an 

individual and social construct, it varies from person to person, group to group, 

and from time to time.  The context in which reality is constructed plays an 

important role in the construction itself (Bogden & Biklen, 2003).  Conversely, 

because numerical representations of reality are static and cannot take changing 

contexts into account in any meaningful way, “the data collected [in qualitative 

research] take the form of words or pictures rather than numbers” (Bogden & 

Biklen, 2003, p. 5). 



 

  This study seeks to identify those non-curricular factors that affect the formation 

of the pedagogical canon and to examine how they relate to the explicit or implicit 

curricular beliefs about literature’s role in Christian education.  Such canon formation 

processes function as part of an “integrated system” (Stake, 2006, p. 3).  Because 

pedagogical canon formation is a complicated and integrated process with a wide range 

of disparate variables (Gallagher, 2001), and because canon formation involves the 

interplay among parents, teachers, administration, and established curriculum, a 

qualitative research design using multiple methods of data collection and analysis that 

acknowledges the socially constructed nature of the canon as well as the primacy of 

interpersonal relationship in curricular development is most likely to yield rich, thick, 

descriptive data.  Scholz and Tietje (2002) refered to this as “integrative evaluation” (p.  

3), and Patton (2002) highlighted qualitative research’s ability to extract a small number 

of “core themes” from “mounds of field notes,” and other data (p. 7). 

  Case Study Methodology 

  It is first important to note my debt to the work of Yin (1984) and Stake (2006).  

Much of the current literature in the field is built upon the foundations provided by Yin, 

and Stake’s work in the nuances of multiple case study research design is considered 

authoritative.  Yin’s framework of replication logic and Stake’s conceptualization of the 

case and the quintain, both of which are unique to the multiple case study method, are the 

building blocks of my own methodology, and, consequently, their contributions to this 

section are many and frequent.  Whenever possible, I have sought to corroborate their 

theories and assertions with those of other researchers.  However, due to the seminal 

nature of their work, especially that of Yin, most of the literature in the field merely 



 

echoes their conclusions, in this regard.  Not only is my heavy reliance on their 

frameworks well in line with the current trends in the field, it is difficult to avoid. 

  This study employs a multiple embedded case study design.  A case study is “an 

empirical inquiry that…investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life 

context when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident 

and in which multiple sources of evidence are used” (Yin, 1984, p. 23).  Experimental 

designs seek to isolate subjects into control and treatment groups for the purpose of 

isolating cause and effect; one of the pre-requisites for a case study design, however,  is 

the caveat that it is difficult to differentiate between the observed phenomenon and the 

context in which it occurs.    

  Case studies. Case study research does not seek to study process or function 

directly.  Instead, the singular focus of case study research must be the case itself.  The 

case is “a noun, a thing, an entity; it is seldom a verb, a participle, a functioning” (Stake, 

2006, p. 1).  Researchers interested in studying abstractions such as function x or y do so 

most effectively when studying entities – cases – that use or embody said functions.  

Stake (2006) claimed that the case may be used “as an arena or host or fulcrum to bring 

many functions and relationships together for study” (p. 2).  Because this study seeks to 

identify and understand the integrated nature of the various factors affecting canon 

formation, and because the pedagogical canon results from the interplay of the social, 

practical, political, and theoretical forces at a given school, the cases for this study are the 

individual schools themselves. 



 

  Single and multiple cases. Yin (1984) noted that multiple case studies have 

distinct advantages over single case study research designs.  Specifically, he claimed that 

the evidence gathered from multiple case studies tends to be more “compelling,” and that 

the design as a whole is generally considered more “robust” than the single case study (p. 

48).  And yet, despite his claims of increased validity (which is what his words 

“compelling” and “robust” speak to), multiple case studies are not without disadvantages.  

Single case study design, Yin claimed, is appropriate for studying three types of cases: 

the critical case, the unusual or rare case, and the revelatory case (pp. 42-43), what 

Lichtman (2010), adding to Yin’s framework,  refered to as the “typical…the 

exemplary… [and] the unique” (p. 82).  Researchers select a critical case to study to 

confirm, test, or extend a clear and well-defined theory.  The unusual or rare case merits 

study precisely because of the infrequency with which it occurs.  The revelatory case 

gives the investigator “an opportunity to observe and analyze a phenomenon previously 

inaccessible to scientific investigation” (Yin, 1984, p. 43).   

  Multiple case studies, on the other hand, usually do not meet these criteria.  The 

rationale and justification for multiple case studies is not the same as it is for single case 

studies.  Furthermore, multiple case studies are difficult to properly design and 

implement.  Both Yin (1984) and Stake (2006) noted that multiple case studies are most 

often undertaken by teams of researchers because the logistics and manpower needed to 

complete them often exceed the capabilities of a single investigator. 

  Another danger of multiple case study analysis is what Stake (2006) called the 

“case-quintain dilemma” (p. 1).  Stake’s neologism bears further explanation: 



 

In multicase study research, the single case is of interest because it belongs to a 

particular collection of cases.  The individual cases share a common characteristic 

or condition.  The cases in the collection are somehow categorically bound 

together.  They may be members of a group or examples of a phenomenon.  Let 

us call the group, category, or phenomenon a “quintain.”  (Stake, 2006, pp. 5-6) 

The quintain, then, is the condition, circumstance, or activity that unifies the indvidual 

cases into a collection worth studying precisely because of the commonalities between 

among the individual units.  But herein lies the dilemma.  Whereas traditional 

quantitative research, which in most cases utilizes inferential statistics, focuses on the 

transfer of truth claims from the particular to the general, qualitative research in general 

has no such epistemological goal.  Qualitative research seeks not to understand the 

general but rather to understand the particular in its own particular context.  As Stake 

(2006) noted, “both case studies and multicase studes are usually studies of 

particularization more than generalization” (p. 8).  The tension between understanding 

the part – that is, the individual case – and gaining insight about the whole – the quintain, 

the connecting condition – is part of multiple case research.  In this study, the individual 

cases are the schools themselves, whereas the quintain is the process of canon formation.   

Embedded case studies. Holistic case studies focus on analyzing the case in the 

holistic sense.  In contrast, embedded case designs analyze salient constituent parts of the 

case in order to understand the case itself: 

In an embedded case study, the starting and ending points are the comprehension 

of the case as a whole in its real-world context.  However, in the course of 



 

analysis, the case will be faceted either by different prespectives of inquiry or by 

several subunits….(Scholz & Tietje, 2002, p. 2) 

  One potential danger of the embedded design is the tendency of the researcher to 

focus too much on the individual units of analysis and lose sight of the case itself (Yin, 

1984).  But subunit analysis is also a strength of embedded design.  Holistic designs can 

tend towards slippage, a gradual movement away from the original research goals and 

propositions.  Analyzing the subunits can keep the researcher focused on the original 

purposes of the study and protect against such loss of purpose.  For this research, each 

individual case will be embedded.  Individual units of analysis include interviews with 

teachers, administrators, and curriculum directors and analysis of official documents, 

such as book lists, policies, and curriculum guides.   

  Internal validity. Generally accepted standards of internal validity do not apply 

to case study research, as they are primarily geared towards ruling out threats to causal 

relationships between one or more variables and one or more phenomena.  Yin (1984) 

noted that “internal validity is a concern only for causal or explanatory studies” (p. 38).  

Campbell and Stanley’s (1963) classic list of threats to internal validity have little bearing 

on case study research because case studies make no causal claims.  

  Case studies are sometimes prone to threats to their construct validity, which Yin 

(1984) defined as the “[establishment of] correct operational procedures for the concepts 

being studied” (p. 36).  Researchers often fail to adequately define their cases or to use 

clear and focused theoretical constructs in establishing their research protocols.  To 



 

counter this threat to construct validity, I have followed the methodology proposed by 

Yin (1984) by 

(1) collecting multiple sources of evidence from each case, such as interview data, 

published and internal documents, and transcripts of meetings.  The embedded 

study design facilitates this process; 

(2) establishing and following data collection protocols, including the creation of a 

case study data base, in which primary documents (such as interview tapes and 

transcripts, documents, and other artifacts) are stored and linked to the 

researcher’s commentary; 

(3) allowing the interviewees to review both the transcriptions of their interviews and 

the researcher’s notes and conclusions before dissemination of the final case study 

report. 

   External validity. The notion of external validity is not the same for qualitative 

research as it is for quantitative research.  Because case studies do not seek to make 

inferential claims about a population based on an analysis of a representative sample, the 

construct of “external validity” must be reframed.  It is not advisable to generalize from 

case studies to the general population.  As Gerring (2007) reminded us, with case studies, 

“unit homogeneity across the sample and the population is not assured” (p. 20).  And yet, 

as illustrated by the case-quintain dilemma, one goal of multiple case studies is to 

generalize about phenomena or conditions.  Yin (1984) drew a distinction between these 

two types of generalization, highlighting the difference between sampling logic and 

replication logic (pp. 48-53).  Sampling logic assumes that data properly collected from a 



 

randomly selected sample will represent the analogous data of the population from which 

the sample has been chosen.  Replication logic, on the other hand, promotes the 

development of a “rich, theoretical framework” (1984, p. 49).  In fact, replication logic 

seeks to generalize not from sample to population, but rather from cases to theory.  

Addressing the common criticism that case studies provide no foundation for 

generalization, Yin conceded that “case studies…are generalizable to theoretical 

propositions and not to populations or universes” (p. 21, italics mine).  Thus, Stake’s 

(2006) case-quintain dilemma is best resolved by focusing on the individual case in 

relation to other similar cases in order to generalize to a theoretical proposition and not to 

an external population.   

  The idea that data from case studies may be generalized to a theory requires some 

additional explanation.  Lyn Richards (2005) rightly challenged the popular, if uncritical, 

notion that in qualitative research theory simply arises out of the data, claiming instead 

that “theories certainly do not emerge spontaneously…we [must] goad data into 

speaking…[because] theory is a human construct, not an undergound reservoir of oil 

waiting to emerge when you drill down to it” (pp. 67-68).  Grounded theory, an approach 

to research in which “theory emanates from data” (Lichtman, 2010, p. 73) only works 

because the entire research process “started from some [other] theory” (Richards, 2005, 

p. 68).  The theories that one pulls from the data depend, in part, on the theories with 

which one starts.   

  Another important consideration is that of which type of theory is being 

constructed out of the data.  Grounded theorists draw a distinction between formal and 

substantive theories (Richards, 2005).  Formal theories have universal application, 



 

whereas substantive theories are “local to the data” (p. 129), based on and applicable to 

the particular cases being studied.  That does not mean, however, that they have no 

application or relevance to other cases.  Richard’s metaphor on this subject is highly 

illustrative: “It’s like the detective’s theory about this crime, not the criminologist’s 

theory about what causes this sort of crime.  But the detective’s theory may be useful in 

solving past crimes and anticipating future ones by the suspect” (p. 130, italics original).  

External validity in a qualitative context must be understood as the generalization from 

particular case data to particular case theory.  Yin’s (1984) replication logic called for 

multiple cases to confirm or modify the theory of each individual case, but the theories 

being generated are not intended to apply to universal cases, although they may serve as 

the building blocks for other researchers to develop particular theories about other 

particular cases in the future.  In order to control for these threats to external validity, I 

have limited inferences from particular data to particular theories.  Any claims about the 

universality of such theories would be unwarranted in the strictest epistemological sense.   

  Data collection. Much of the literature on data collection for case studies deals 

with the training of multiple investigators.  Yin (1984), for example, highlighted the need 

to formally train and prepare all members of the research team, especially those who did 

not take part in the research design phase, by developing standardized protocols for all 

aspects of data collection, analysis, and reporting.  Such protocols often include 

overviews of the case study, definitions of key terms, well-developed field procedures, 

and standardized forms for data reporting and analysis.  In the case of this study, a 

separate and additional protocol will not be necessary.  Because the data is being 



 

collected, analyzed, and reported by a single investigator, this document will serve as the 

master protocol. 

  Richards (2005) categorized case study data into four types: data from interviews, 

data from field notes, data from observation, and data from text sources.  Yin (1984) 

proposed six categories, some of which overlap with Richards’:  

(1) Documentation – this may include letters, minutes of meetings, administrative 

documents, etc; 

(2) Archival records – budgets, lists, maps, survey data, etc; 

(3) Interviews; 

(4) Direct observation – this includes passive observations made and recorded by the 

investigator; 

(5) Participant observation – this is a special case in which the investigator plays an 

active, not passive, role in the case being studied.  This approach is dangerous 

because of the increased potential for bias; 

(6) Physical artifacts. 

  Though all of these data have the potential to be informative and relevant, the data 

collected in this study come primarily in the form of interviews, documentation, and 

archival records.    

 

 



 

Participating Schools and Individuals 

  Thirteen schools were contacted and asked to participate in this study.  Schools 

were included based on the following criteria: convenience (proximity to researcher, 

compatibility of schedules) and CSI (Christian Schools International) or ACSI 

(Association of Christian Schools International) affiliation. Of the 13 schools contacted, 

seven agreed to participate in this study.  Unlike with quantitative data, where an N of 

less than 30 subjects increases the risk of committing a type I error, qualitative data faces 

no such restrictions on the lower limits of N.   

  The schools ranged in enrollment from roughly 80 to 400 students in grades 9-12.  

Four of the seven schools were located in rural communities, while the remaining three 

were located in or near urban centers.   

  Initial contact was made to the principal of the high school via email (Appendix 

A).  They were also sent a brief overview of the proposed research (Appendix B).  The 

principal selected the participating teacher(s) and coordinated a meeting time.  A grand 

total of 15 subjects were interviewed: 10 teachers and five principals.  The length of the 

teachers’ careers ranged from 6 to 37 years, with an average of 19.9 years teaching (SD = 

10.5).  On average, teachers have been at their current schools for 11.9 years (SD = 7.9), 

and the lengths of their tenures range from 2 to 25 years.  The career lengths of the five 

principals interviewed vary greatly: two of the principals were in their first year of 

principalship, while one was in his 22nd year at the same school.  On average, the 

principals have served for 8.3 years (SD = 8.7).  The principals have an average of eight 

years teaching at the middle or high school levels, although one principal has never 



 

taught.  One principal had also served for six years as the superintendent of a Christian 

school district prior to returning to a principal role.   

   Of the 10 teachers interviewed, four were male and six were female.  All were 

full-time English literature or language arts teachers in grades 9-12.  All five principals 

were male. 

  Data collection. 

  Interviews. A total of 11 interviews were conducted, and all were conducted in 

person at the interviewees’ schools.  Eight of the interviews were conducted one on one.  

Of the remaining three, one involved two teachers and a principal, while the other two 

consisted of a single teacher and a principal.  The interviews ranged from 24 to 76 

minutes in length.  The average interview length was 49 minutes.  Interview length was 

greatly affected by the number of people in the interview.  The one on one interview 

averaged only 41 minutes in length while the group interviews averaged 69 minutes.  

Informed consent forms were collected for each participant. 

  The interviews were guided, a blend of the structured and in-depth approaches 

(Lichtman, 2010).  Questions were constructed and prepared ahead of time, and the 

questions were worded in more or less the same way and in the same order in every 

interview.  This approach has its basis in the following rationale:  

1) the evaluation instrument used can be analyzed by all parties involved in 

evaluation of the research; 



 

2) the set scope and sequence of the questioning allows the researcher to make the 

most efficient use of interviewee time; 

3) the standardization of the questions and their ordering make responses relatively 

easy to find, compare, and analyze.  (Patton, 2002) 

  Because new theory is based on pre-existing theory, it is neither possible nor 

advisable to approach the interview process without some sort of framework in mind.  

The questions were developed in light of the identified theoretical and pragmatic factors 

affecting text selection (see Chapter two).   

  The interviews consisted of a mix of the following types of questions identified 

by Patton (2002):  

- dichotomous questions, designed to gather demographic data; 

- presupposition questions, designed to establish rapport and encourage disclosure; 

- open ended questions, designed to “allow the person being interviewed to select 

from among that person’s full repertoire of possible responses those that are most 

salient” (p. 354); 

- follow up questions, designed to foster deeper, more meaningful responses and to 

indicate to the interviewee the desired level of response; 

- a closing question, designed to allow the interviewee to speak to salient issues that 

have not been addressed in the interview proper. 



 

Although the same questions were asked in the same order in each interview, 

different interviewees stressed different information, and follow-up questions varied 

depending on the focus of the interviewee.  The complete interview questions can be 

found in Appendix C. 

Multiple redundant digital audio and video recordings were made of each 

interview.  The recordings were labeled either “primary” or “backup,” depending on the 

sound quality.  For transcription and analysis purposes, only audio recordings were used.   

Transcription and quality control. Interviews were transcribed using an online 

transcription service.  After being transcribed, each transcription was carefully checked 

against the original audio recording.  Transcription and typographical errors were 

corrected, and copies of the corrected transcriptions were sent to the participants as 

Microsoft Word documents attached to emails.  Interviewees were offered the 

opportunity to review the transcriptions for possible errors.  In addition, they were 

offered the chance to elaborate on or clarify any points they had made.  They were told 

that if they had no changes to make to the transcript that they need not respond to the 

email.  Two of the 15 interviewees returned the documents with minor emendations.  The 

other interviewees did not respond to this request. 

Documents. Of the seven schools that participated in this study, only four 

provided written documentation of their text selection processes or philosophical beliefs.  

The documents collected include statements of literary philosophy, text selection 

procedures and policies, sample book proposals, book/curriculum lists, parental 

complaint forms, a list of objectionable words and phrases in To Kill a Mockingbird, 



 

pedagogical and spiritual rationales for teaching various books, and copies of letters from 

angry parents reacting to the inclusion of The Good Earth in the sophomore curriculum.  

Samples of these documents are provided in Appendices D – I. 

Data Analysis. All interviews were transcribed and coded according to 

established protocols.  Although “coding” is a broad term, Flick’s definition accurately 

captures its essential function: “Coding…[represents] the operations by which data are 

broken down, conceptualized, and put back together in new ways” (2006, p. 296).  

Coding is, essentially, the categorizing of data for purposes of easy retrieval, subsequent 

analysis, and eventual synthesis.  Because categorization greatly simplifies the process of 

finding individual pieces of data, coding allows the researcher to revisit the data until he 

“understand[s] the patterns and explanations” (Richards, 2005, p. 85).  The coding 

methodology used for this study followed that recommended by Richards (2005), with 

one important modification. 

  Richards’ (2005) methodology, like the coding methodologies put forth by Flick 

(2006) and Glaser and Strauss (1967), posited a grounded theory approach, in which 

theory emerges from data.  Richards claimed that coding and analysis of data leads to 

theory because “qualitative theories are built in this way up, out of very little” (p. 149).  

Glaser and Strauss (1967), pioneers in grounded theory, likewise argued that “grounded 

theory is a way of arriving at theory suited to its supposed uses…[contrasted with] theory 

generated by logical deduction from a priori assumptions” (p. 3).  The researcher using 

grounded theory methodology must, then, shed her preconceived ideas and become 

tabula rasa, because otherwise she risks forcing the data to fit into a pre-existing, ill-

fitting theory.   



 

  Mason (2002), on the other hand, refuted the idea that theory can be generated 

from data without having pre-existing theory to help make sense of it: 

Although it seems obvious to say it, any researcher who intends to sort and 

organize their [sic] data must know what it is that constitutes data in the context 

of their research.  Clearly, you need to have a sense of what it is that you are 

sorting and organizing before you start….  (p. 148) 

  Theory emanates from other theory, not from data alone.  The organization of raw 

data into meaningful categories is possible because the researcher has some idea of what 

types of data might hold together or interrelate even before the analysis process has 

begun.  The questions asked during the interviews for this study were formulated based 

on existing theories about text selection.  Although new and refined theories emerged 

during data analysis, they could not have been discovered, nor can they be interpreted, 

outside of an existing theoretical context.  Thus, while Richards’ [2005] coding 

methodology is used, the claim that theory emerges solely from the data is rejected. 

  Richards’ (2005) coding methodology posited three sequential levels of coding: 

- Descriptive coding, in which nominal and quantitative data are applied to cases 

for sorting purposes (e.g. the interviewee is male and has been teaching for five 

years); 

- Topic coding, in which individual data (in this case, interview texts) are labeled 

and categorized according to the subject or topic to which they pertain; 



 

- Analytical coding, in which patterns emerge and are interpreted, a process that 

ultimately leads to the verification, refutation, or modification of theory. 

  Descriptive coding. Interviews were labeled and sorted according to the following 

nominal and quantitative data: school, organizational affiliation (ACSI or CSI), number 

of years teaching, number of years at current school, subjects and grades taught. 

  Topic coding. Although existing theory had posited the interplay of theoretical 

and pragmatic forces affecting text selection (see Chapter two), when this research began 

the exact nature of those forces and their relative strengths had not yet been discovered, 

nor had it been ascertained the extent to which these same forces affect the formation of 

the pedagogical canon.  The coding began by creating two general categories: theoretical 

and pragmatic.  As the interview transcriptions were checked for accuracy against the 

recordings, the texts were color-coded depending on to which category they belonged.  A 

statement such as “literature speaks to the condition of the human heart, which is almost 

perpetually at odds with God” would be coded “red” for “theory,” whereas a statement 

such as “we choose books that appeal to boys because we have more males than females” 

would be coded “green” for “pragmatics.”  Statements that might reasonably fit both 

categories were coded “blue.”  All 11 interviews were coded in this fashion.   

  After initially being separated into two categories, the texts were then read and re-

read at least two more times each.  The two initial categories were eventually broken 

down into six distinct categories, each with multiple sub-categories (Appendix J).  The 

texts were again color-coded for differentiation, and coding grids were created to make 

notes, observations, and summaries of categorical information for each interview.  



 

Important or representative quotations from interviews were also copied into these grids.  

It is important to note that the final coding categories differ from the proposed categories 

included in the proposal for this study.  While the changes are important, they reflect a 

refinement of, not a departure from, existing theory. 

  Analytical coding. After the coding grids were complete, analytical and 

interpretive summaries of each category of each interview were written. Documents from 

schools were coded in a similar fashion, and the information gathered was included in the 

aggregate data for the corresponding school.   

  Privacy. The names of both school and participants have been replaced with 

pseudonyms, and geographical identifiers have been either removed or obscured.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

CHAPTER FOUR 

Results 

Overview 

Schools ostensibly form their literary canons based upon the how well the 

selected texts fulfill curricular functions (Harris, 1991).  The interplay of theoretical and 

pragmatic factors, however, works in conjunction with, and sometimes against, curricular 

goals and desires.  Indeed, the text selection processes at the schools examined for this 

study are complex and dynamic.  As expected, these processes are neither linear nor 

static, and might best be described as an interconnected web of theoretical and pragmatic 

factors that shifts, sways, and sometimes breaks, depending on the strength of the 

individual threads.  Each individual process is an “integrated system” (Stake, 2006, p. 3) 

formed of a tension between individual relationships, changing demographics, curricular 

philosophy, financial resources, and limited time.  And while the overall findings of this 

study broadly conform to the theoretical framework outlined in chapter two of this study, 

the specific and particular patterns revealed by the data are both surprising and 

unanticipated.  The research questions initially posed for this study, for example, 

recognized the nature of and stakeholders’ subscription to the school’s curricular 

philosophy as factors potentially affecting text selection.  What was unforseen, however, 

is that the ways in which these philosophies are transmitted appears to have a greater 

influence on text selection than the nature of the philosophies themselves.  In a similar 

manner, the level and nature of trust among teachers, administrators, and parents seem to 

play a much larger role in forming the pedagogical canon than previously thought.  And 



 

while factors such as student demographics, financial resources, and literary merit do 

affect the canon, their influence is relatively small compared to that of the newly 

identified factors of trust and philosophical transmission, two interconnected and 

interrelated threads of the overall web.   

The factors influencing text selection at Christian secondary schools fall into five 

broad categories:  

(1) demographics 

(2) financial resources 

(3) the classics and literary merit: universal themes, appeal over time, cultural 

literacy, standard practice, and expert opinion 

(4) philosophy and process 

(5) autonomy and trust 

Although initially coded as distinct and separate categories, all five are 

interrelated to one degree or another, and at none of the schools studied did one of these 

factors operate outside the influence of the others.  The following example pulled from 

my interviews clearly illustrates this phenomenon: 

Although Whitehall Christian has until recently had a fairly homogenous student 

body, a recent influx of Chinese and Korean students has caused the English faculty to 

question the role of the classics in their canon.  Susan Roth, who has taught English 

literature at Whitehall for over a decade, ruefully admits the necessity of modernizing 

their booklist:  



 

[It’s important] to bring in authors like [Chinese American] Amy Tan, especially 

with the number of Asian students and international students that we have.  I think 

it’s really important just because of the demographics of [Whitehall]; there’s a bit 

of a narrow scope to their world.  And you want to open up their world to 

different types of people who’re struggling with the same things that they are.   

Thus, while she mourns the loss of those books that, in her words, have “stood the 

test of time,” Roth acknowledges that many of the classics do not prepare her students to 

live in and relate to an increasingly pluralistic society.  In this case, the changing 

demographics of the school are causing teachers to reevaluate their emphasis on teaching 

the classics.  Much like an actual spider’s web, a tug on any one string reverberates in the 

others.   

Nevertheless, despite the interconnectedness among these factors, the following 

discussion attempts to isolate each individual factor as much as possible while 

simultaneously acknowledging the interwoven nature of the entire construct.   

Pragmatic Factors 

The model proposed in Chapter two of this study posits that text selection is 

driven by a blend of both pragmatic and theoretical factors.  Of this study’s original five 

research questions, two deal with pragmatic factors. They are: 

(1) To what extent do non-curricular factors such as parents, budget, churches, 

students, etc.  influence canonical formation? 

(2) To what extent does academic inertia contribute to the pedagogical canon in 

Christian schools?   



 

Academic inertia does not appear to be an issue at these schools, and although the 

pedagogical canons of some schools have been more or less fixed for many years, their 

static nature is due more to deliberate alignment with outside expectations than it is to 

inertia.  Section three of this chapter – the classics and literary merit - deals with this 

topic in greater detail.  Likewise, the amount of influence that parents have over text 

selection greatly depends on the nature of and processes surrounding communication and 

trust that exist among parents, teachers, and administration.  These factors will be 

explored in section five of this chapter.  The next three sections, however, analyze the 

influence of the following pragmatic factors: demographics, financial resources, and 

literary merit.   

Demographics. Teachers report that the demographics of both students and 

parents have an effect on text selection, as does the overall racial, socio-economic, and 

gender make up of the school community.  A more important concern common to all 

schools, however, is whether or not their identified demographic is static or dynamic, and 

it is the perception of stasis or change that has the greatest demographical influence on 

text selection. 

Static. Coastal Christian, a suburban high school with about 350 students, has a 

stable and fairly homogenous student body in terms of both ethnic make up and socio-

economic class.  The students at Coastal Christian are almost uniformly White and upper-

middle class, and Linda Cho, who has been teaching English at Coastal Christian for 20 

years, has made an effort to select literary texts that will introduce her students to a world 

that lies outside their experience.  Nearly 15 years ago, Ms. Cho and her colleagues made 

a conscious decision to change their canon to expose students to a broader world:  



 

We felt like we had a kind of a select group as far as the student body, and 

we…had fewer minorities…and one socioeconomic group.  And our students 

were not exposed to much of a variety of experiences or people.  [And so] our 

second best opportunity would be to use story.  And that vicariously [students] 

could experience more by widening their exposure to literature. 

Interestingly, the recognition of the students’ limited experience came not from 

the teachers but rather from the students themselves.  A group of graduates returned after 

a few years away and requested to meet with the entire faculty.  They were, they claimed, 

“in no way prepared for what [they] encountered” in college, and they accused the faculty 

of creating and maintaining an insulating “bubble” around the student body, sheltering 

them from both the economic and cultural diversity of the larger world.  And while this 

charge was not leveled at the literature teachers alone, the English faculty responded by 

taking it upon themselves to create an “ethnic book list” to complement the more 

traditional canon they had been teaching.   

The creation of an ethnic book list has not had a great deal of effect on what is 

actually taught, however.  Although Coastal Christian gives nominal support to the 

diversification of the canon in order to broaden students’ horizons, a great deal of 

primacy is still placed on traditional texts, and Linda Cho admits that in the wake of the 

push for diversification, “we didn’t actually drop very many classics.”  Furthermore, the 

school seems to be working at cross-purposes with itself.  On one hand, Ms. Cho touts 

the importance of relevance in selecting a text: “We still read 1984 in the summer…and 

they’re still interested in it and they still can see some relevance…and I’ve dropped some 

things that didn’t seem to have relevance to the kids.”  And yet, the goal behind the 



 

diversification of the canon was, in part, to expose students to lives, situation, and people 

that were not relevant to their limited experiences.  Coastal Christian continues to teach 

primarily those texts that have “withstood the test of time…that are still relevant today.”  

While the term “classics” can have many meanings, and while the full range of these 

meanings will be examined later in this chapter, Coastal Christian’s understanding seems 

to be based primarily on those books which have received external and “expert” 

validation: “I would say for selecting materials we probably use the idea of teaching 

classical literature and of teaching the College Board.  I go by what they value.  Prize 

winning pieces of literature also weigh heavily.”  Thus, although giving nominal support 

to diversifying the canon in response to a static demographic by creating a separate 

“ethnic book list,” Coastal Christian’s pedagogical canon is also heavily influenced by 

the desire to maintain the traditional canon, two forces seemingly at odds with one 

another.   

Many other schools identify the desire to broaden students’ horizons as an 

influential factor in text selection.  At South Sound Christian, for example, one teacher 

echoes Ms. Cho’s concerns: 

We have a very White, upper middle class population at this school.  I feel like it's 

important for them to have more multi-cultural exposure than they have had in the 

past, so we are trying to work more in to the curriculum. 

 Likewise, North City Christian selects literature that will expose students to “the 

kind of stuff that they’re going to encounter when they leave this place,” while Hilltop 

Christian uses literature to force students “to interact with those things that [they] should 



 

be aware of.”  In all of these cases, literature is used as a tool to expose an insulated and 

relatively static population to the larger world.   

These attempts are not always successful, however.  Cheryl Paulson at Whitehall 

Christian finds that students at her rural school have a difficult time relating to literature 

about lives and situations fundamentally different from their own:  

[speaking of John Knowles’ A Separate Peace] Somehow these kids were not 

able to resonate with private boys’ school, prep, and World War II issues…I 

mean, we tried to do some pretty creative things…making movies, and doing stuff 

with that, kind of putting themselves in it.  But I mean, these are farm kids.  The 

idea about a private school and being sent away, that whole thing?  They just 

couldn’t…it didn't resonate with them. 

Although A Separate Peace and Chaim Potok’s The Chosen have been in 

Whitehall’s canon for many years, Ms. Paulson has removed them both from the syllabus 

because of her students’ inability to relate to them.  At the same time, because Whitehall 

“is not a college prep school,” and because many of her students will “go on to be dairy 

farmers,” Ms. Paulson wants her students to “leave here having some sense of exposure 

to classic texts…I don’t want these kids to leave here having just read junk.”  This 

tension between maintaining the status quo of the static community and also challenging 

its members to see a world beyond its borders plays an important role in these schools.   

Dynamic. More frequently, however, schools report having selected texts not 

solely in response to the narrow experiences of their students but rather to meet the needs 

of a rapidly diversifying student body.  Although made up primarily of changes in 



 

ethnicity and nationality, the diversification noted by the schools also includes changes in 

a once stable socio-economic base and changes in the academic ability of the students.  

These factors play a substantial role in text selection, although it’s important to note that 

many schools reported that both static and dynamic demographics have influenced their 

canons.   

Many of the schools studied report a recent influx of Asian international students 

into what has traditionally been a fairly homogenous and White student body.  South 

Sound Christian, a suburban school of roughly 400 students, places new international 

students into separate English classes.  Carol Wilson, an eight-year veteran of South 

Sound, uses the classics to introduce her students in the International Program to Western 

culture:  

The cultural factor was really important to me at that level, because I was trying 

to give them a taste of Western culture, but you have to be a little bit careful 

because they become overwhelmed.  There are so many allusions, so many 

cultural things that they don’t have – pieces that they don’t have.  So that was – 

the whole cultural awareness thing was on my radar for a long time. 

The canon for the international students differs from that of the American 

students.  On the “American side,” the faculty is “in the process of trying to update a little 

bit and modernize a little bit more to what is current.”  The adherence to a more 

traditional canon for international students is the result of a conscious decision designed 

to meet the needs of the demographic changes taking place within the population.  

Interestingly, the drive to modernize and update the canon for the American students is 



 

born out of their need for “more multi-cultural exposure than they have had in the past.”  

For both sets of students, texts are selected, in part, to break them out of what they know 

and introduce them to something new.   

 For many international students, this “something new” is not merely Western 

culture but also Christianity.  Wilson has selected Arthur Miller’s play The Crucible to 

introduce non-believing students to “what Christian behavior is and what it is not.”  It is 

important to do this, she claims, because these non-believing international students were 

“getting dropped into this school with all these people that said that they were Christians 

and were jerks.”  Her American students typically come from Christian backgrounds 

where Christian faith and language are understood, if not actually practiced.    

These are not the only changes taking place at South Sound, however.  Recent 

economic downturns have forced the school to change its admissions standards, “and 

because of the economic times, we take students now that we might not have taken five 

or six years ago, and there’s had to be some tweaking of expectations.”  The changes in 

admissions have resulted in changes in the ability levels of the students, and Ms. Wilson 

is forced to use a different selection criteria for texts than she has used in past years: “Is 

this particular class going to benefit from this book, or are they going to be really 

distracted or discouraged by the vocabulary?”  Before the economic downturn, when 

South Sound’s identification was “we are a prep school.  We are college prep – rigor, 

rigor, rigor,” those basic pedagogical questions, while still important, would probably not 

have been the deciding factors for which texts to teach.  Consequently, The Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finn, a text that has been staple in her class for many years, is being left out 

this year because the current class is what Ms. Wilson laughingly refers to as “doltish.”  



 

While she has always adjusted her canon to meet the needs or maturity level of a given 

class, the change in admission standards is causing the students’ academic ability to play 

a larger role in text selection than it has in previous years.   

Other schools report similar phenomenon.  At Whitehall Christian, Susan Roth 

selects contemporary literature to speak to the experiences of her recently immigrated 

Asian students: 

It’s very interesting to discuss the whole thing about names for our Asian kids and 

then just to be able to ask the students that you have in class, “is that true?  I 

mean…you go by a different name, but when you’re at home you go by your 

surname right?”… I think you’re teaching cultural kinds of things…and I think 

perhaps that’s one of the things that contemporary [literature] offers in a way that 

perhaps – maybe some of the classics don’t so much.   

  This is important both for her Asian students and for her American students, 

because she finds that the latter do not understand the former.  In light of this shift in the 

population, the English department at Whitehall has decided to deliberately “integrate 

more cross cultural types of things [because] we’ve got a growing national community 

…let’s not judge them.  Let’s find out a little bit more about them.  Let’s just not write 

them off.” 

Likewise, Ryan Auslander of North City Christian has experienced similar 

changes in his classroom, where he has decided to be “more deliberate about having an 

Asian selection in the World Literature curriculum” because of the growing Korean 

population at his school.  Faced with a growing number of students who struggle to 



 

understand The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn in English, Auslander and his principal 

have collaborated with some Korean parents to find a parallel text version of the book: 

English on one page, a parallel Korean translation on the other.  This specialized text has 

worked so well in meeting the demands of their changing student body that they are 

actively seeking parallel text versions of other books, as well, although they have had 

difficulty locating editions for the books in their canon.   

The scenario at North City is interesting because the changing demographics of 

the school have had a profound impact not only on which texts are taught but also on 

which specific editions of the texts are taught.  As will be seen, however, demographics 

are not the only factor that influences teachers to choose one edition over another.   

Financial resources. Students at South Sound Christian are tracked into either 

regular or honors English courses, and while students in both tracks read the same novels, 

they read different editions.  The students in honors and AP English courses buy their 

own books so they can annotate them.  The books for the regular track English classes, 

however, are considered consumables, and are funded as a line item in the school’s 

operating budget, Consequently, regular track students have to return their books at the 

end of the school year.  This, according to teacher Carol Wilson, is a problem:  

When I have Honors Ten students do A Tale of Two Cities, I have them do that 

with an annotated critical edition.  And when [regular track] English Twelve does 

it, and the school buys the Twelves’ [books], we are just sticking to plain old 

Signet…Frankly, I would love to have everybody in the critical edition...I think 



 

everybody would benefit from having the additional notes and the literary 

criticisms in there.   

The editions purchased by the school, paid for out of the general operating 

budget, do not contain the same pedagogical and scaffolding materials as the editions 

purchased out of pocket by the honors and AP students.  Ms. Wilson is quick to point out 

both the greater pedagogical utility of the critical edition and the irony that the regular 

track students, who need the most pedagogical support, are the ones who are denied it 

because of budgetary restraints.   

This is not the only way in which financial restraints have affected the 

pedagogical canon at South Sound.  Aside from the aforementioned relaxation of 

admissions standards due to the economic downturn and the subsequent change in the 

overall reading ability of the student body, Ms. Wilson tells of multiple instances in 

which the English faculty proposed a book, the book was approved by the board, but then 

“the money just wasn’t there to do it.”  Sometimes these financial limitations have kept 

the book from being taught altogether, although Ms. Wilson has occasionally been able to 

find alternate sources of funding by working with the school librarian, who “has a better 

budget” than she does: 

A couple of times I have gone to her and said, “Gee, I don’t have a classroom set 

of this and I am teaching it and I had to do it online last year and they don’t have 

the money for it.”  And she says, “Well I do.”  So she bought 40 copies of Much 

Ado About Nothing. 



 

 South Sound Christian is not the only school to report that bottom line financial 

considerations have impacted the canon.  Some time ago at Coastal Christian, where 

students have to purchase their own books, Linda Cho decided not to use her preferred 

poetry anthology for her AP English students because it was “ridiculously expensive.”  

She felt at the time that the cost would have been prohibitive for students and their 

families, and against her better judgment “[she] bought a reasonably priced one and it 

wasn't adequate at all…consequently I'm copying things, passing out a lot of papers.”  As 

much as she would like her students to have a poetry anthology “so they can write in it,” 

she believes the excessive cost would be a deal breaker for some families.   

For John Thomas, who is in his 22nd year as principal of North City Christian, text 

selection must always be accompanied by a cost/benefit analysis: 

You have a time and a day and an age [in which] budget does play a piece of it.  If 

you are going to go to your sophomore class and it’s the year where all of a 

sudden we have got three textbook adoptions that we are coming into, and 

everybody wants the newest, the latest, and greatest, the Education Committee has 

got to make some priorities.  You cannot do that to parents.  You have a whole lot 

of work ahead of you in terms of educating.  If you give the three hundred dollars 

[for the new textbooks], and as a result of these three hundred dollars you 

invested, are you going to be so much better than what you were before? 

Likewise, teacher Sarah Olson from Trinity Christian agrees that the desirability 

and pedagogical fitness of a given text or edition must be balanced against fiscal reality:  



 

It is not realistic to say “I am just going to go out and buy the top of the line 

whatever, whatever is new and beautiful.”  You just are not going to do that in a 

private school, well, any school really. 

The schools studied report a wide variety of funding models for the books in their 

canons.  At Hilltop Christian, student check their books out from the library at the 

beginning of each unit and then return them when they’re done, although honors students 

receive “a certain amount of extra credit if [they] buy [their] own book and [annotate] it.”  

Teacher Veronica Miller, in her second year at Hilltop, notes that while they do have 

classroom sets of a Prentice Hall language arts textbook, they’re not ideal:  

I wish that we just had an anthology and not a textbook, because it would include 

more information, rather than how to teach.  I can figure out how to teach it.  

Don't tell me how to teach it; just give me the literature. 

At Central Christian, on the other hand, books are considered “educational 

supplies” and are factored into the “curricular budget” at the beginning of each school 

year.  The books at Central are paid for by the school itself, and not by the students.  In 

contrast, students at North City Christian buy their own books, although teacher Ryan 

Auslander notes that when selecting literary anthologies, “we might go back a year or 

two in editions, so that [students] can pick it up on eBay or Amazon.” 

In all, three of the schools require students to purchase their own books, two 

purchase the books for students out of the general operating budget, and two purchase 

books for regular track students but require (or strongly encourage) honors and AP 

students to buy their own.  Five of the seven schools report that financial considerations 



 

have impacted text selection, although the exact nature and scope of the impact vary 

greatly from school to school.   

The classics and literary merit. How much emphasis a school places on the 

classics when selecting texts is contingent on multiple factors.  As previously discussed, 

the classics may be promoted in order to introduce foreign students to Western culture.  

Conversely, the classics may be dropped from the canon in order to make room for more 

contemporary literature that directly speaks to a more pluralistic society.  A great deal, 

however, depends on how the schools define the term “classic,” because the definition 

often reveals the pedagogical role that classic texts are expected to play.  The role of the 

classics, in turn, is related to how much emphasis they are given in the text selection 

process.   

Many teachers stress that a text in the pedagogical canon ought to be of literary 

merit.  Though a nebulous phrase, “literary merit” in these cases appears to mean that a 

text has one or more of the following: universal themes, appeal over time, and exemplary 

writing.   

Universal themes. Nineteenth century English author and literary critic Matthew 

Arnold defined culture as being “a pursuit of our total perfection by means of getting to 

know, on all the matters which most concern us, the best which has been thought and said 

in the world” (1869, p. viii).  Many participants in this study directly apply this 

understanding of “culture” to the role of the classics in education.  For example, Susan 

Roth at Whitehall Christian highlights the need to teach the “things that are important.”  

Her colleague, Brian Strom, agrees: 



 

[The texts I teach] are of literary merit, meaning that they’re not just serialized 

tales - you know, Harry Potter sort of thing, as good as Harry Potter is.  They 

reflect the larger issues of social, political, religious, metaphorical, 

allegorical…the books I teach tend to be feasts for the mind… And I think 

ultimately the books that I teach are books that open the kids to the big questions 

in life.    

The conception of a classic as a book that teaches “things that are important” is 

shared by many of the participants in this study.  Cheryl Paulson, also of Whitehall 

Christian, focuses on giving her freshmen an “exposure to classics” because “this idea of 

coming of age is part of the overarching theme for freshmen.  So every text that I choose 

is talking about choices that you make…it is the bigger themes that come through.”  

Linda Cho from Coastal Christian requires her students to write a senior thesis in which 

“they pick a theme and write a paper using four pieces of literature that they've studied in 

high school …so we really rely on some pieces of classical literature and…quality pieces 

that they probably wouldn't pick up on their own.”    

In a similar vein, Veronica Miller from Hilltop Christian selects texts that speak to 

the “thematic foundation for [the] year’s curriculum,” while her colleague, Matthew 

VanderPlog, operates in much the same fashion:  

When I find a theme and then there's a part of literature that seems to lend to that 

theme I feel that's worth adding… I have my students do a paper on civil 

disobedience.  They have read Henry David Thoreau in [Ms. Miller’s] class and 

they've read Huckleberry Finn.  They've done Antigone, now we have to add A 

Man for All Seasons, and whatever -- and Birmingham Jail. 



 

The principal at Hilltop, Timothy Sandstrom, reinforces this idea that one role of 

classic literature in education is to “expose [students] to those things that are essential for 

them to be exposed to.” 

Because this conception of “classic” is centered on the core ideas of a text, the 

longevity, widespread usage, and quality of writing of a given text are downplayed in 

favor of the text’s utility in fostering discussion around a chosen theme or set of themes.  

The themes identified as important vary according to the philosophical assumptions of 

the individual teachers and their respective institutions.  The relationship between literary 

theme and philosophical orientation, and the effect of this relationship of text selection, 

will be explored further later in this chapter.   

 Appeal over time. Teachers also appeal to texts that have maintained appeal over 

time, that have been proven to be of value because of their continued membership in the 

Western canon.  These are, according to Frank Dermody, principal of Coastal Christian, 

the “Harvard canon of classical literature…the great books.”  This sentiment is shared by 

his colleague, Linda Cho, who deliberately selects those books that have “withstood the 

test of time.”  Likewise, Susan Roth from Whitehall Christian values those books that are 

“tried and true [with] themes that don’t get old,” and she echoes the language of Ms. Cho 

when she worries that some teachers are discarding “all the [books] that have stood the 

test of time.”   

This idea that the longevity of a text confers upon it some sort of literary merit is, 

interestingly, uncritically shared by many non-educators, and has a direct influence on the 

text selection processes at many schools.   



 

Peter Fitch, in his 25th year at Central Christian, a rural school of roughly 110 

students, notes that classic texts that have long been established as canonical are not 

vetted for objectionable material with the same scrutiny and rigor that a more 

contemporary text might be: 

[Texts by Shakespeare and Chaucer containing bawdy and explicitly sexual 

material] for some reason [are] just accepted.  They’re old enough …and I think 

there’s an acceptance…I think a 20th century author could take essentially the 

same story and just make it modern and we’d have a lot of trouble with that.  [For 

example], we do A Wife of Bath’s Tale [by Chaucer] and, you know, that story’s 

driven by a rape scene that happens almost right away in the story, [although] it’s 

not as graphically portrayed as what a current story would be.  Still, the line is 

something like “by force he took her maidenhead.” 

Mr. Fitch’s principal agrees that the same board members who would closely and 

vigorously read a potentially controversial text “would not read Shakespeare.”  Well-

established classics, in this case, are accepted uncritically into the pedagogical canon in 

part because they have “stood the test of time.”   

This phenomenon is not unique to Central Christian.  At South Sound Christian, 

the Education Committee, a subset of the school board, has the final say over whether or 

not a book may be formally adopted into the school’s curriculum, and teacher Carol 

Wilson is concerned that classics are uncritically accepted by the board: 

There are people on the committee – how do I want to say this – there are people 

on the committee who have a very narrow view of education…[who] feel only 



 

classics have value…I don’t think [they] really know exactly what we teach.  

[Laughter] Or how closely we really read Shakespeare.   

Ms. Wilson is quick to note that the board often acts upon her recommendation, 

and that the board’s uncritical acceptance of a classic text is due in part to the trust she 

has established with them.  The importance of this trust cannot be overstated and will be 

closely examined later in this chapter.  Still, it is important to note in these cases that 

classic texts, texts that have “withstood the test of time,” are neither treated with the same 

scrutiny nor run through the same vetting process as more contemporary texts.   

Cultural literacy and standard practice. Hirsch, Kett, & Trefil (2002), who are 

among the most well-known and vocal advocates for cultural literacy, defined it thusly: 

Cultural literacy…is meant to be shared by everyone.  It is that shifting body of 

information that our culture has found useful, and therefore worth 

preserving….This shared information is the foundation of our public discourse.  It 

allows us to comprehend our daily newspapers and news reports, to understand 

our peers and leaders, and even to share our jokes.  Cultural literacy is the context 

of what we say and read. It is part of what makes Americans American.  (Hirsch, 

Kett, and Trefil, 2002, p. x) 

With this in mind, South Sound Christian uses classic literature to introduce 

foreign students to Western culture and civilization because “there are so many allusions, 

so many cultural things that [the foreign students] don’t have – pieces that they don’t 

have.”  Indeed, every school participating in this study appealed to the importance of 

cultural literacy as a reason for including classics in the pedagogical canon.  At Hilltop 



 

Christian, teacher Veronica Miller uses classic literature to prepare her students to enter 

into Hirsch et al’s. (2002) “public discourse.” 

 
[College] professors will have expected them to have studied a certain number of 

novels and genres and Greek and Roman mythology, and will have expected them 

to have the foundation in high school of certain criteria, certain things, so that the 

college professor can thus build on what they've learned in high school…[and] 

that very much drives my philosophy of what I'm gonna choose to teach. 

In a similar manner, Simon King, principal at Central Christian, highlights the 

classics’ role in allowing students to understand the world around them: 

Cultural literacy is a big component for us with literature; taking a newspaper that 

has the quote “the unkindest cut” and having students understand what the writer 

of that article means doesn’t happen unless you have cultural literacy and you 

understand what that context is. 

While these three participants emphasize the role of the classics in promoting a 

common understanding or common culture, most participants use the term “cultural 

literacy” to refer to what might be called “standard practice.”  In the words of Hilltop 

Christian’s Matthew VanderPlog, “we tweaked [our canon] a little bit to include more of 

the classics … [because] in the traditional high school models every freshman does 

Romeo and Juliet.”  This rationale for choosing literature is common:  

Veronica Miller, Hilltop Christian: “They should have read The Scarlet Letter: 

both of those students who attended, you know, [the local public] High School, as well as 

[Hilltop Christian], they both studied The Scarlet Letter, they both studied The Crucible.” 



 

Brian Strom, Whitehall Christian: “I mean, Hamlet.  Everybody reads Hamlet.  

We read Shakespeare ‘cause you have to read Shakespeare.” 

Sarah Olson, Trinity Christian: “I am not going to let them get out of here without 

Macbeth.  I mean, you have got to have a piece of Shakespeare in your senior year.” 

Linda Cho, Coastal Christian: “Well, some of things that have been in the 

curriculum are still in the curriculum from way back and I think they're kind of national 

expectations.” 

  Ryan Auslander, North City Christian: “In the early parts of putting curriculum 

together, you start to look at what else is being done.  And you look around and say, 

‘Okay, these are the major texts.  This is what other people do.’” 

Cheryl Paulson, Whitehall Christian: “Every ninth grade curriculum across the 

board does Romeo and Juliet.” 

It is important to note, however, that while acknowledging the importance of 

teaching the “standard” texts, some teachers deliberately push back against this 

expectation.  Sarah Olson from Trinity Christian explains: 

The canon is too broad to say you have got to teach Gatsby because every tenth 

grader learns it or eleventh grader.  I don’t…It is, it is an issue, isn’t it?  …yes, I 

am influenced by [cultural literacy], but no, it is not…I don’t think it’s a hill I 

want to die on.  I don’t think there’s any piece that I would say we are keeping 

just because everybody does.  I don’t think so. 

Matthew VanderPlog from Hilltop Christian feels a similar tension: 



 

In the past the traditional model was to introduce British literature for the seniors.  

I'm not sure what sophomore was about.  That was never explained to me very 

well.  But it was just assumed that the juniors get American literature and that's 

been the way it was throughout my teaching career.  But I felt that trying to cram 

all of the British literature into the senior year is just -- is inoperative.  It doesn't 

leave much room for anything else.  So, you know, I've -- I pushed the British 

back to the sophomores, because I wanted to -- I wanted the seniors to be able to 

gather and build something out of all the materials. 

Ryan Auslander, who also acknowledges the reality of standard practice’s 

influence over text selection, ultimately concludes, “I am probably more interested in 

getting them to think critically about any text, than I am about them having a particular 

list of books that they go off to college with.”  And Cheryl Paulson claims that although 

her freshmen read Romeo and Juliet, the ubiquity of Shakespeare’s tragedy in 9th grade 

curricula all around the country is not the motivation behind her text selection.  Her 

choice is driven instead by “the beauty of the language and the complexity of the 

prose…[and] ultimately, I use it because it is a story of passion.  I mean, seriously.  Ninth 

grade kids, right?” 

Despite the hesitancy of these particular teachers to conform to standard practice 

solely for its own sake, most participants in this study freely admit that the promotion of 

cultural literacy, whether by means of fostering a common understanding or by way of 

providing a common reading experience, leads them to include the classics in their 

pedagogical canons.  Even the teachers who express wariness about blindly teaching texts 



 

simply because they are frequently taught admit the influence of cultural literacy on their 

own canons.   

Expert opinion. Although the predominant language used by teachers to describe 

the classics revolves around universal themes, appeal over time, cultural literacy, and 

standard practice, a few teachers use language that points to a slightly different, although 

related, concept.  Specifically, some teachers appeal to expert opinion.  In short, a text is 

a classic in part because it has been validated not by its long-term appeal, by the 

universality of its themes, by its ability to promote cultural literacy, or by the frequency 

of its appearance on high school curricula, but rather because it has been deemed worthy 

by a specific person or group of people.  Two teachers pointed to their preference for 

award winning books.  In his defense of A Prayer for Owen Meany in his AP English 

literature course, Brian Strom from Whitehall Christian points to the fact that the book 

“addresses our themes” but ultimately concludes that the book’s literary merit is 

confirmed by the fact that “it won the Booker Prize [sic] or, was, you know, esteemed as 

a novel for 20-some years.”  The book’s merit lies in the fact that it has received a 

prestigious award, and Mr. Strom’s penultimate defense of his canon underscores this 

theme: “I love the books I teach.  I think they’re important, and I think they’re...I mean, 

most of them are award winners, so there’s outside confirmation of that, as well.  You 

know, it’s not just my opinion.” 

For Linda Cho at Coastal Christian, “prize-winning pieces of literature also weigh 

heavily” in the text selection process.  Perhaps more important to Ms. Cho, however, is 

aligning her canon with “the College Board and what they value.”  In fact, many teachers 

seek out texts based on College Board recommendations.  Carol Wilson frequently 



 

adjusts her canon, “particularly in the honors strands, because … AP is moving more and 

more into more current texts.”  When Hilltop Christian began an AP program, Mr. 

VanderPlog “kind of tweaked [the canon] a little bit to include more of the classics and 

try to get in as much as possible.”  Although Ms. Wilson and Mr. VanderPlog made 

different canonical decisions (the former to add contemporary texts and the latter to add 

classics), both made their decisions based on the expectations of the College Board.   

The decision to allow the College Board to influence the canon for AP classes is 

fundamentally different than the decision to include texts because they have won awards.  

Although both approaches appeal to an outside body of experts, it is likely that the 

motivations behind them are different.  Selecting texts because they are recommended by 

the College Board is likely based not on the belief that the College Board’s endorsement 

necessarily reflects the intrinsic merit of the text but rather on the assumption that reading 

these texts will prepare students for the AP exam.  This is a logical assumption on the 

teachers’ part, and because an AP course is centered on preparing students for the AP 

exam each May, it is understandable that teachers would look to the College Board to 

guide their text selection.  Justifying or selecting a text because it has won awards seems 

to assume that the awards reflect the text’s merit, however, unless the teacher is creating 

a curriculum for a course on award winning texts of the 20th century, or something 

similar, these two appeals to expert opinion must be viewed as stemming from 

fundamentally different motives.   

In reality, though, no one of these conceptions of literary merit, be it universal 

themes, appeal over time, cultural literacy, standard practice, or expert opinion, is the sole 

influence over the text selection process.  Demographic changes and the availability of 



 

financial resources intersect and intertwine with considerations of literary merit, and as 

the influence of one of these rises, the influence of the others might wane.  More 

importantly, these factors are not static representations of community value or 

philosophical orientation.  Instead, they both reflect and inform the literary values of the 

school community, much like a behavioral loop in which a stimulus elicits a response, 

which in turn becomes a new stimulus eliciting a new response.  But even this model 

does not accurately capture the interaction between these factors.  A linear model of 

stimulus A leading to response A, which becomes stimulus B, leading to response B, and 

so on, fails to describe the complex and interwoven nature of the factors influencing text 

selection and the text selection process itself.  The next two sections attempt to shed light 

on the highly interconnected relationships between philosophy and process, between 

autonomy and trust, among all four of the above, and, finally, among all the factors. 

Theoretical Factors 

Although Chapter two of this study posits a model of text selection driven by both 

theoretical and pragmatic factors, what has become clear is that theoretical factors are 

accompanied by a unique set of pragmatic factors of their own.  For example, curricular 

philosophy’s influence over text selection appears to be less than that of its 

accompanying pragmatic factors: how (and if) the philosophy is codified, how it is 

transmitted and communicated, the official processes and procedures of the school, and 

whether or not participants are even aware of any of the above.  These considerations, in 

turn, cannot be understood without understanding the nature and level of trust that 

teachers, administrators, students, and parents afford each other.  Finally, the nature and 

timing of communication between teachers, parents, and administrators both reflects and 



 

reinforces this trust, and all these factors play a significant role in shaping the text 

selection process and, in the end, the pedagogical canon itself.  The tables in this section 

will be used to graphically represent the interrelation of these factors, and as each 

subsequent factor is discussed, new columns will be added to prexisting columns. 

Philosophy and process. While most of the discussion thus far has focused on 

the pragmatic factors affecting text selection, this section highlights the role of curricular 

philosophy in influencing which books end up in front of students.  Although this study 

does not attempt to brand, categorize, or otherwise evaluate the actual philosophies of the 

participating schools, it does seek to determine to what extent schools actually have 

explicit philosophies regarding literature and Christian education and to what extent 

teachers are aware of and can articulate these philosophies.  Eventually, this study seeks 

to determine the extent of curricular philosophy’s influence over the text selection 

process.  Indeed, three of the original five research questions for this study focus on the 

role of curricular philosophy in the text selection process.  They are: 

(1) To what extent do Christian educators select their pedagogical canons based on 

explicit curricular philosophy? 

(2) To what extent are Christian educators aware of their institution’s curricular 

philosophies regarding literature and reading? 

(3) To what extent do Christian schools have explicit curricular philosophies 

regarding literature and reading? 

What has been discovered, however, is that curricular philosophy, by itself, has little 

influence over text selection at these schools.   



 

 Communicating philosophy. Out of the seven schools participating in this study, 

only three have explicitly written philosophies regarding literature and Christian 

education, while four have implicit philosophies (Table 1). 

Table 1 

Implicit and Explicit Philosophies 

School Philosophy 

  
Implicit 
 

 
Explicit 

 
Whitehall 

 
X 

 

   
North City  X 

 
Central  X 

 
Trinity X 

 
 

Coastal X 
 

 

Hilltop X 
 

 

South Sound  X 
 

 

In these cases, the terms “explicit” and “implicit” are used to mean the following: 

An explicit philosophy is one that has been codified, ratified, and systemized by 

the community.  That is, it has been written down, formally agreed upon, and deliberately 

worked into the text selection process.  Explicit philosophies exist in hard copy form, 

whether as a stand alone document, a preface to a curriculum, a statement on a webpage, 

a section in a curriculum map, or something of a similar nature.   



 

Implicit philosophies, on the other hand, do not exist in written form, although 

this does not mean that they are necessarily any less real or that they have less normative 

power than their explicit counterparts.  The implicit philosophy may or may not be 

generally agreed upon by the community, and its role in guiding the text selection process 

is more difficult to pin down.  Teachers at a school with an implicit philosophy may each 

have their own unique explicit philosophies that guide their individual practices, although 

each may refer to the “common understanding” assumed to be shared by the community.   

Explicit philosophies. Peter Fitch from Central Christain notes that his 

school’s written philosophy was “developed over time” through the work of “good 

people.”  His principal, Simon King, who is in his first year at Central, further explicates 

the nature of this document: 

We have a written document, [a] curricular document for each of the subject 

areas.  Literature gets addressed in that document,  [as does Central Christian’s] 

curricular view and then literature and its role in our curriculum, and specifically 

its role in a Christian school. 

When asked if her school has a written philosophy, Carol Wilson of South Sound 

Christian leans forward and responds eagerly: 

Yes.  Want a copy?  It's fabulous…It has been adopted officially by the 

school…And in answer to just the sort of questions, with the conservative 

Christian school, “why are we letting our children read this and what is the value 

of this” and having to explain the balance there. 



 

Ms. Wilson did provide a written copy of South Sound’s philosophy (Appendix 

H), although she admits that had difficulty locating a copy: “I had to dig this out 

[indicates philosophy statement].  It was nowhere that was really obvious to me.”   

This difficulty locating the school’s written philosophy is compounded at North 

City Christian, where Ryan Auslander is surprised to discover not only the existence of 

such a document but also the fact that he helped write it: 

Mr. Thomas: You worked on it. 

Mr. Auslander: Did I? 

Mr. Thomas: Yeah, the accreditation about “x” amount of years ago that is 

sitting back there. 

Mr. Auslander: The Philosophy Binder? 

Mr. Thomas: Yeah. 

Mr. Auslander: There is a section in Literature in there? 

Mr. Thomas: Yeah, there is a whole section of Literature.  You helped write it. 

Mr. Auslander: Oh, excellent. 

Mr. Thomas: Are you going to bring it back out one of these days? 

Mr. Auslander: Well, I should go back and reread what I have written. 

Despite the lighthearted nature of their banter and the fact that Mr. Auslander 

seems genuinely taken aback both by the existence of the document and his role in its 



 

creation, both Mr. Thomas and Mr. Auslander insist that it does indeed guide practice at 

their school.  This appears to be a contradiction, and although teachers at these three 

schools all claim fealty to their institutions’ curricular philosophies, their difficulty 

locating them or their ignorance of their existence raise important questions about the 

extent of these philosophies’ influence on text selection processes.  These questions are 

compounded by Mr. Thomas and Mr. Auslander’s admissions that while they might 

understand the philosophy, other English faculty members probably understand it “to 

lesser degrees.”  Although the philosophy is explicit, it is not always communicated 

effectively: 

I have never taught with the teacher who is the other half of the English 

[department], and I don’t interact much with the junior high.  But, we do not 

necessarily have department meetings.  So to the extent that the other teacher has 

taught my binders, I suspect that that’s trickling down to her, but we have not had 

a specific conversation about that. 

What is clear is that a written philosophy may serve as a guide to practice at some 

schools, but at others its influence may only be nominal.  In these cases, it is difficult to 

draw a clear connection between the existence of a document and any sort of normative 

role it might play.   

On the other hand, four of the seven schools studied have no written philosophies 

regarding literature and Christian education.  Lindo Cho of Coastal Christian admits that 

she and her colleagues “have way too much that we're carrying around in our brains,” and 

that drafting a written philosophy is on the agenda for her department.  Currently, 



 

however, although they “have talked about [the] need to get some things set down…no, 

[there is no written philosophy].”  Likewise, Susan Olson states, regarding Trinity 

Christian’s philosophy,  

I do not think it is written down anywhere.  When I came here, I had a discussion 

with my principal, the principal who hired me and with the woman who was 

department chair and we talked about those issues, but I do not recall it being 

written somewhere. 

  At other schools, the situation is more complex; Hilltop Christian, for 

example, drafted a written philosophy some time ago, but in the intervening years it has 

been allowed to fall by the wayside: 

We adopted an ad hoc policy about ten years ago, because there [were] some 

questions about one or two of the books.  And so we spent some time putting 

together some materials for that…but we let it drop, because for some years now 

the question's not come up. 

  Although the school had a written policy at one point in time, it has 

disappeared so completely from the tacit or formal operations of the school that Timothy 

Sandstrom, who has been principal at Hilltop for only six months, admits that he’s “come 

across nothing in all his searchings.” 

  The situation is similarly complicated at Whitehall Christian.  The teachers 

there disagree about whether or not the school even has a written philosophy.  Brian 

Strom is “sure there’s one written somewhere…because we have policies written about 

everything.”  His colleague Cheryl Paulson is “sure it is there somewhere,” as well.  



 

Fellow teacher Susan Roth “does not think so,” however, and principal Steven Kermode 

agrees that although there may be a common understanding about the school’s 

philosophy, whatever philosophy exists is “not explicit.”   

Implicit philosophies. The existence of a written philosophy is not the only 

subject about which the staff of Whitehall Christian disagrees.  Although the school has 

no explicit philosophy, many of the faculty and staff believe that there is a shared implicit 

philosophy of the school’s position on literature and Christian education.  Principal 

Steven Kermode points to the Reformed tradition as the source of this common 

understanding:  

[Because] we come out of the Reformed tradition, we can look at all different 

texts and types of texts and literature and look at the worldview within it and be 

free to do that…There’s a de-facto philosophy that we can go into some difficult 

texts…[and] if we see that there’s value in the story that would form a child’s or a 

student’s worldview, we can still teach that.   

Brian Strom agrees that the teachers and faculty at Whitehall have a common 

understanding about literature and Christian education: 

In general, we understand what we call the biblical world and life view, that we’re 

teaching kids to discover and articulate what literature is from the perspective of 

creation, fall, and redemption…we know that, ultimately...our philosophy, or at 

least that which we have spoken, tends to be this: that anything that’s written is 

written from the east side of the garden, and we want to show kids what people 

who are longing for the foundational elements of the garden - relationship and 



 

worship and community - what life was like when the garden of Eden was intact, 

and we were living perfectly with God…so we use literature as kind of a talking 

point or a window into the soul of the fallen mind.  I think that’s as clear as I can 

state it.   

Although Mr. Strom does not explicitly point to Reformed tradition when 

explicating his understanding of the implicit canon, his reference to “creation, fall, and 

redemption” as the proper perspective from which to view literature is a Reformed 

understanding that he acknowledges to be “fairly generic” and able to be “applied fairly 

loosely just about anywhere.”  Mr. Strom’s emphasis on the “spoken” nature of this 

philosophy is noteworthy, however, as is his claim that this perspective is understood “in 

general.”  Because no written document exists, both Mr. Strom and Mr. Kermode rely on 

conversation to ensure a “general” understanding of the school’s philosophy.   

Mr. Strom’s assumption that the English faculty at Whitehall shares this “general” 

understanding is not borne out by the evidence, however.  His colleague Cheryl Paulson, 

when asked if the English department shares an implicit philosophy, begins to reply in 

the affirmative but changes her answer over the course of her response: 

Ms. Paulson: Oh, yeah.  Yeah, I think so…[but] I do not know if I .  .  .  I think 

every time we meet, and we meet fairly frequently, [we always talk about] the 

underlying, especially when you are talking about literature, and what we are 

teaching, and why we are teaching.  We have those conversations all the time 

about .  .  .  [trails off] 

Interviewer: Can you articulate it? 



 

Ms. Paulson: Oh, geez.  Well, I know it is shared.  I do not know about 

departmentally, but…[pause] no I can’t right now.  I will have to think about it. 

Ms. Paulson’s inability to articulate the supposedly common understanding shared 

by herself and her colleagues, even at the most general level, belies the claims made by 

Mr. Kermode and Mr. Strom, who is her department chair.  Her admission that whatever 

implicit philosophy exists may not be shared departmentally further contradicts the 

general understanding posited by her colleagues.   

Ms. Paulson’s response to this question is somewhat ambiguous.  Her colleague 

Susan Roth, on the other hand, has few doubts about the matter: 

Interviewer: as far as you know does [Whitehall Christian] have an explicit 

philosophy regarding literature’s role in Christian Education?   

Ms. Roth: I don’t think so.   

Interviewer:  Is there a de-facto philosophy?   

Ms. Roth: Well, I have one that I think I gained from other people in the 

department but I mean I – like I don’t know, [the other faculty] are newer than I 

am so I don’t know what they would think.  Maybe they feel we do.  But I just 

have been here quite a while and just think …No, I don’t think we have one.   

Although she acknowledges the role that informal conversations have had in 

shaping her own individual philosophy about literature and Christian education, Ms. Roth 

denies that any such common understanding exists between herself and her colleagues.  

Her admission that her colleagues might only “feel” they share an implicit philosophy 



 

suggests that what they might share is merely a perception of a philosophy as opposed to 

the philosophy itself.   

All of the four schools without explicit philosophies reported having implicit 

philosophies instead.  Linda Cho from Coastal Christian claims that she and her 

departmental colleagues share the belief “that we're preparing students for the road,” 

although her further explication of this common belief is vague: 

We are trying to broaden their exposure to different groups of people and 

different ideas and to have the opportunity to work with students on whatever 

literature we select with an opportunity to bounce Christian ideas back and forth 

and that the different themes that are reflected in those pieces of literature and 

then to look at those from a Christian worldview and compare and contrast. 

In a similar manner, Veronica Miller from Hilltop Christian claims an implicit 

philosophy in common with her colleague, who is also her department chair: 

When I interviewed with [Mr. VanderPlog] before I was hired we talked about 

various pieces of literature and why I felt that I needed to teach certain pieces as I 

did, and as I have…And I think that we understand that we teach literature as an 

impetus for our Christ life, and how can we use perhaps some things that are 

secular, but yet still apply it to our lives, as we maneuver as Christians.  So, I 

think [Mr. VanderPlog] and I are very much on the same page, as far as what we 

feel is important for the students to pull from literature. 

Finally, Sarah Olson from Trinity Christian points to an “understanding” derived 

from a “discussion with my principal who hired me…and with the woman who was 



 

department chair.”  Though short, this statement from Ms. Olson highlights one of the 

most important aspects of implicit philosophies.  Because implicit philosophies have not 

been codified, ratified, or systematized, the means of and procedures surrounding their 

transmission vary greatly from those of explicit philosophies.  Specifically, the schools 

with implicit philosophies tend to rely heavily on informal oral tradition both to transmit 

philosophy and to ensure adherence thereto.  Schools with explicit philosophies, on the 

other hand, tend to have institutionalized and formal procedures for accomplishing the 

same ends.  These two approaches – informal oral tradition and formal bureaucratic 

procedures – are highly related to the degree of autonomy individual teachers have in the 

text selection process.  The former approach generally offers the teacher almost complete 

autonomy in selecting texts, while the latter almost always involves a committee.  The 

implicit or explicit philosophies, then, translate to informal or formal communication 

practices.  These, in turn, are associated with either high or low degrees of autonomy.  

And the degree of autonomy possessed by the teacher, it turns out, has a great deal of 

influence on the text selection process and, by extension, on the texts that end up being 

incorporated into the pedagogical canon.  Interestingly enough, practitioners of both 

approaches cite “trust” as the foundation upon which they operate.  An analysis of the 

nature of this trust and its affect on text selection will comprise the final section of this 

chapter.  First, though, it is necessary to unpack the relationships between degree of 

formality, level of autonomy, and text selection procedures.    

Informal Communication. As previously stated, schools with implicit 

philosophies tend to have informal communication practices (Table 2).  Informal 

communication consists of the following: 



 

(1) Unmandated practice – although participants might discuss texts, text selection, 

and curricular philosophy, such conversations are not mandated by the explicit 

procedural policies of the school.   

(2) Unrecorded discourse – the communication surrounding text selection is neither 

officially recorded nor archived.  Although a teacher might propose a text, and the 

rest of the department might deliberate and eventually reject the proposal, no 

official record of the proposal, debate, and rejection exists, written or otherwise.  

Potential records might include official text proposal forms, official written 

responses from administrators, text rationale statements, etc.   

(3) Closed proceedings – outsiders do not have formal access to the text selection 

process.  Although who is and who is not an “outsider” varies from school to 

school, what is common among those schools with informal communication is 

that because decisions are made in passing conversation or as unofficial meetings, 

parents and other stakeholders are unable to bear witness to or participate in any 

part of the proceedings.  Furthermore, because no records of these conversations 

are kept, parents and other stakeholders cannot follow up on or trace the history of 

a text’s selection process. 

There are, of course, degrees of informality, and some schools’ processes meet all 

three of these requirements while others only meet two.  Furthermore, some schools have 

developed parallel informal and formal communication processes in order to handle the 

requirements of different types of texts.  There is variation even within the dichotomous 

divisions of informal and formal communication, and some schools that are nominally on 

opposite sides of the spectrum might, in terms of practice, have a great deal in common.  



 

Table 2 

Informal and Formal Communication Practices 

School Philosophy Communication 

  
Implicit 
 

 
Explicit 

 
Informal 

 
Formal 

 
Whitehall 

 
X* 

   
X 

     
North City  X 

 
 X 

Central  X 
 

 X 

Trinity X 
 

 X  

Coastal X 
 

 X X** 

Hilltop X 
 

 X  

South Sound  X 
 

 X 

* Although Whitehall Christian has no explicit philosophy, their adherence to the Reformed tradition 
functions in the same normative fashion as an explicit philosophy might.   
**Coastal Christian’s formal communications are formal in name only.  In practice, the school operates 
informally. 
 

 

Just because communication is informal, however, does not mean it is 

insubstantial.  For example, when Sarah Olson from Trinity Christian wants to change 

her pedagogical canon and “substitute something else,” she first makes sure the new text 

is mission appropriate and then “run[s] it by the powers that be.”  When asked to define 

this process more clearly, she gives this example: 

I selected lots of poems and lots of books [for a class] and I did give that list to 

my department chair…and she gave me a suggestion for another book that also 

might be good to include, one that she liked.  And she had a question about one of 

the ones that I had chosen and we agreed that it was probably just a little too 



 

graphic…And so we dropped that and added another one.  It was just kind of a 

conversational issue.  She read them.  There was one that she was not familiar 

with, and she read it so that we could discuss it together.   

Ms. Olson also notes that although she is not required to inform her department 

chair about any changes she makes to her pedagogical canon, “it never occurred to me 

not to.”  This is informal communication because it meets all the required criteria.  To 

begin with, although Ms. Olson did bring a written list of proposed texts to her 

department chair, no record exists of either their ongoing and seemingly in-depth 

conversation nor of their eventual decisions.  That is, there is no written record of Ms. 

Olson proposing the text, of the text having been given due process by the “powers that 

be,” nor of the decision to adopt the text because of a given rationale.  Ms. Olson claims 

to have such a rationale for every book she teaches, “but as far as having it written down, 

probably only [for] the [potentially controversial texts].”  Though she has well developed 

internal rationales for each book, written rationales exist only for a few.   

Additionally, nothing in Trinity Christian’s official policies and procedures 

compels Ms. Olson to inform her department chair of any changes she might make to the 

pedagogical canon.  Her claim that it “has never occurred” to her to do otherwise, 

however, is indicative of the relationship Ms. Olson has with her fellow teachers and 

administrators: 

Having worked in a really big [public school] district that had a lot more of those 

kinds of bureaucratic steps to go through, it is kind of nice, in a small place, that 

you run across the hall and chat with the person…I think we started with that 



 

expectation that we are not going to do something that’s borderline without 

getting clearance. 

The nature of this “expectation” is relational, not procedural, a phenomenon that 

will be further examined in section five of this chapter.   

The text selection process at Trinity Christian, then, consists of a series of 

informal steps: Ms. Olson takes a suggestion to her department chair.  They discuss the 

book.  The department chair might then defer to the principal, “and between the two them 

and me,” Ms. Olson claims, “we decide.”  When asked if there is a formal, written record 

of this conversation, Ms. Olson admits, “I don’t think so.” 

It is important to underscore that informal communication should not necessarily 

be equated with insubstantial or infrequent communication.  On the contrary, Ms. Olson 

claims that she and her colleagues “communicate a lot,” and her description of the text 

vetting process suggests repeated conversations over many days or weeks.   

The informal communication processes at Coastal Christian are similar to those of 

Trinity Christian, although Coastal’s process has a significant variation.  Coastal has 

developed two separate processes: an informal process for most books and a recently 

adopted formal process for “controversial” books.  Linda Cho, who is the English 

department chair, notes that the rationales for most of the books she teaches are 

“probably more in [her] mind” than they are in written form.  Such written forms have 

not been necessary in the past, because of the long-term relationships between the staff.  

The principal, Frank Dermody, claims that in order to understand their process it is first 

necessary to know something of the history of the department: 



 

I would say one thing that you should know is probably the last long stable 

principalship here was the administration of [Angela Macdonald] who was a 

member of the English department here and really worked to lay down much of 

what we carry around in our heads.  [Ms. Macdonald] was dynamic in that way, 

served here for 20 years, and since that time [Ms. Cho] has served in the role of 

carrying on that tradition and bringing alongside others.  We have an alum that we 

just recently hired that is carrying on that tradition…but we hired a freshman 

English teacher that had no exposure to [Coastal Christian] and we've been in the 

process now for several years of bringing her into the fold.  And it is more of an 

oral tradition. 

Tradition and philosophy are communicated orally, and the deep and long lasting 

relationships at the school have made codification unnecessary.  This is also true for the 

text selection process.  The process begins with discussion.  If an English teacher wants 

to teach a text, “we would bounce it around within the department and talk about 

it…balance out other considerations…solicit feedback from other people…it would be a 

round table dialogue that would go forward.”  Ultimately, however, “if it’s something 

that would be a classic or something that would fit within the tradition of the school 

program and curriculum, that decision would be made by [Ms. Cho].”  The process 

consists of repeated conversations and give and take between department members.  

Again, as with Trinity Christian, this process is driven by the relationships between the 

participants as opposed to procedural edict, and no record is kept either of the 

deliberations or the rationale for adoption or rejection of a text.  When asked if she has a 



 

rationale for a given text, Ms. Cho replies, “Do you mean is it written down?  No…we 

don’t have it all written down somewhere.” 

This informal process has recently come under fire.  A recent uproar over a 

literary text has caused the faculty and administration at Coastal Christian to rethink their 

laissez faire approach to text selection.  A text being taught at the middle school level 

was found offensive by some students and their parents.  When pressed, the teacher, the 

department chair, the principal, and the board could offer neither a written rationale for 

the text nor documented evidence that it had been vetted and that potential objections had 

been considered.  Such documents did not exist.  The text in question had undergone the 

standard informal process for a text at Coastal Christian: the teacher decided she wanted 

to teach it and brought it to the department chair.  The department chair looked it over, 

“thought it would be fine,” and gave her approval without creating any record of the 

process.  After the objection by the parents, the book was pulled from the curriculum, and 

Coastal Christian reconsidered its procedures: 

[The teacher who taught the controversial text] was a fantastic teacher who chose 

a piece of literature that was going to be a real stretch for [her students].  And she 

had a very clear rationale for it and so on.  [But] it hadn't been communicated at 

the level it should've been in terms of why it was being done. 

The teacher’s rationale was internal, and because it had never been written down, 

and because the informal communication processes of Coastal Christian precluded 

parental involvement in or even awareness of the text selection process, the English 



 

department and principal have recently created a separate formal process for books that 

have the “potential to become an explosive type of scenario.” 

The formal process at Coastal Christian is not as different from the informal 

process as might be expected.  Principal Kermode explains: 

If there's something that could be considered controversial in nature…[Ms. Cho] 

and I sit down and we begin to consider what exactly would be the ...  

educationally, what's the purpose?  Does it meet the mission of the school?  And 

then there's a whole scenario that would go into place where we have to actually 

state that we're changing a book on June 30th of the prior to the [upcoming] 

school year.  So we would send something out to that grade level.    

A “Criteria for selecting literary works” has been drafted, and it outlines both the 

explicit philosophy and formal communication procedures of Coastal Christian 

(Appendix F).  The school has also created a “Parent Request for Reconsideration of a 

Book” form (Appendix E).  Both of these documents are designed to foster more formal 

communication processes between the school and the parent community.  However, the 

creation of these documents raises three important points: 

(1) The formal processes are to be used for only for literature “that may be 

considered ‘mature in theme.’” Which literature falls into this category 

remains at the sole discretion of Ms. Cho and Mr. Dermody.  They are only 

obligated to use these formal communication procedures when they deem 

necessary.   



 

(2) In light of a parent filing a “request for reconsideration,” Coastal Christian 

will “re-evaluate and make a final determination if the criteria established for 

literature selection has been met.”  This process maintains the closed 

proceedings of the informal process; parents are given no access to the 

evaluative process but may only initiate a “re-evaluation” of a text. 

(3) According to Mr. Dermody, “We’ve never actually used [the formal process], 

because we haven’t had a change [in the pedagogical canon] that we would 

consider to be controversial.” 

The recent controversy over a text at Coastal Christian took place, in part, because 

Ms. Cho did not anticipate that the book in question would be controversial:  

I thought that [it] would be a fun book… and to tell you the truth, there were only 

three lines that I thought would be objectionable when I read it, but it turned into 

a huge thing. 

Given Ms. Cho and Mr. Dermody’s recent failure to anticipate which books their 

community might consider controversial, it makes little sense for them to institute formal 

communications that preserve and maintain the very informal structures that contributed 

to this particular conflict in the first place.  Thus, the newly adopted formal 

communication practices at Coastal Christian bear an extremely close resemblance to the 

informal practices they are designed to supplement.   

Unlike Coastal Christian, which has a blend of formal and informal processes, and 

Trinity Christian, where the informal processes are generally agreed upon despite not 



 

being codified, Hilltop Christian has “no process” that the principal, Timothy Sandstrom, 

is aware of: 

The process cannot determine the curriculum, because the teachers may change, 

or the students may change, whatever the case might be…So, I think that I steer 

away from a very specific protocol for determining the text, in that it would be 

something so rigid that we could block ourselves into the freedom that we need 

with the teachers, and with the classrooms, with the students, context is constantly 

changing and we must be adaptable with it. 

The assumption behind Mr. Sandstrom’s statement is that informal 

communication processes allow for greater freedom than formal, “rigid” processes.  This 

is not necessarily the case, however.  Although the informal processes at all three of these 

schools do offer individual teachers a great deal of autonomy in selecting a text, it does 

not follow that formal processes “block” teachers’ freedom.  Just as there is wide variety 

of practice among these three schools, so, too, is there a spectrum of practice in 

communities with formal communications.   

Formal communication. Formal communication consists of the following: 

(1) Mandated practice – interaction regarding text selection is proscribed by 

official school policies.  Teachers, administrators, and other participants are 

expected to communicate in certain ways and at certain times. 

(2) Recorded discourse – a written record is made of each mandated 

communication.  These records are then archived in some systemic fashion.  

These records usually take the form of official documents: text proposal 

forms, written rationales, etc.   



 

(3) Open proceedings – because communication routines are standardized and 

formalized, outsiders will be able to attend meetings where texts are debated 

and canonical decisions are made.  Those meetings that are not open to the 

public will have been recorded, and the records will be available to outsiders. 

Formal communication practices regarding text selection often involve the 

completion of standardized forms and adherence to standardized procedures.  For 

example, at South Sound Christian, Carol Wilson notes that “in terms of process,” she 

and her fellow English teachers faithfully adhere to the official text selection procedures 

as outlined in the Policy for Selecting Literature and Film (Appendix H).  In a manner 

similar to Trinity Christian and the other schools with informal processes, South Sound 

Christian begins the text selection process as a discussion between department members.  

From that point on, however, the processes diverge: 

[The process] begins usually as a teacher reads a book or is aware of a book or 

sees a gap in the curriculum and wants to do that.  We do discuss these things 

departmentally, but it's not up to the ninth grade teacher to tell the eleventh grade 

teacher that you can or can’t teach a book.  So we talk about it together.  If I 

approve of it, then I ask that person to write a proposal and we submit the 

proposal to the principal and then he moves that through the committee - it's 

called the Education Committee, and they are the committee on the Board that 

makes curricular changes or approval. 

According to Ms. Wilson, Education Committee members have “final approval on 

any major curricular additions,” and their recommendation is binding.  Adding a new 



 

literary text to the pedagogical canon is considered a major addition, and so text selection 

falls directly under the purview of the education committee.  Although the board of 

trustees is composed “entirely of parents,” the Education Committee consists of non-

board members, as well, including one or two teacher representatives and some 

administrators.   

The relationship between the Education Committee and the English faculty is 

contentious.  Ms. Wilson is “not crazy about that committee,” because “most of the 

members of that committee aren’t well read enough or educated in literature to be 

qualified to make those choices.”  This lack of faith in the committee’s ability to make 

sound literary judgments translates into a general frustration with the formal text 

selection process: 

 Ms. Wilson: I think it's a little too much control for people who don’t know what 

we do…and I think maybe that the literature is a little overwhelming…and that’s 

frustrating…. 

Interviewer: Is that a weakness?  Is that a personality weakness or is that a 

weakness in your process that allows for that inconsistency? 

Ms. Wilson: Um, I think it's a bureaucratic weakness, a structural weakness.  I 

don’t think it's a – I think our process is good and I think it's clear, but I am not 

sure that some of the people who make decisions would really understand what 

we are talking about in the process…[novels, short stories, and films for class] all 

need to be approved now, which I find really annoying. 



 

As a result of this frustration, Ms. Wilson occasionally takes it upon herself to 

work texts into her canon “under the radar,” meaning that she will occasionally distribute 

a text to students without putting it through the official vetting process: 

When I say “under the radar” – If I think something is beneficial and I can err on 

the side of “we will ask forgiveness instead of permission,” then I’ll do that.  I 

don’t do that on any of the major works, because I feel bound to this [indicates 

philosophy statement] and that’s good…[for instance], I teach a film lit class and 

on clips I don’t even bother to try to get by them.  But if we are dealing with an 

entire work, yes, we do run it past them. 

Although she admits to occasionally working around the system, Ms. Wilson 

reports that she generally has no trouble with the Education Committee approving the 

texts she proposes either for herself or on behalf of her fellow teachers.  For the most 

part, her “perception is that in general, if [she] give[s] them good reasons for wanting to 

do something that they are not inclined to squash it.”  So even though she is sometimes 

frustrated by the formal processes at her school, she mostly adheres to policy because she 

acknowledges that it is “good,” and despite her reservations about the Education 

Committee, she feels that she has “a lot” of control over the text selection process.  This 

feeling of control might be due in part to her role as department chair, a role that gives 

her “more liberty…than the other teachers.” 

Other teachers who work within formal processes also report occasional 

frustration, although not all react by subverting policy.  Ryan Auslander from North City 



 

Christian, for example, seems willing to submit to a process that occasionally denies him 

what he wants: 

I have control [over the text selection process] insofar as I write a good proposal.  

But after that, I don’t know that I have any control…[but] I am satisfied with the 

process.  I think it is okay for people to say “no” to me, and they’re probably right 

to say no to me sometimes.  So I trust that system and I trust the people making 

the decision.  But that doesn’t mean I do not have emotional responses, or I think 

people are small-minded, or worried about public opinion or any of those 

things…[still], there are gatekeepers to the community, and I am a part of the 

conversation that happens there.  

The text approval process at North City Christian is similar to that of South Sound 

Christian.  Texts are proposed by teachers and reviewed by an Education Committee 

consisting of “one board liaison, and then it is parents and former parents, community 

members” and two administrative representatives.  The process at North City is worth 

describing in detail: 

I [Mr. Auslander] would write a proposal.  That proposal would then go to the 

Education Committee.  The Education Committee would read my proposal, and 

then I suspect read the work…that Committee is empowered to make the 

decision.  It is their purview; they’re the ones who studied it, and the Board does 

not have to make any changes to that.  And it becomes an interesting dialogue of 

“how does this help us do better, and what are we doing well that we need to do 

better?” [The written proposal eventually] becomes part of our minutes…the 



 

Education Committee then write[s] an approval or rejection in rationale…Once it 

is approved, then the document stands as is…If there is a rejection, “Then as a 

part of transparency and trust, we have rejected.  Here are the reasons why.” 

Although the respective roles of the teachers and the Education Committee are 

similar at both South Sound and North City Christian, the attitudes of the faculty towards 

the Education Committee are markedly different.  At South Sound, Ms. Wilson 

sometimes works outside of official processes because she does not believe the 

Committee is qualified to do its job and because the system is cumbersome.  At North 

City, on the other hand, Mr. Auslander willingly submits to the dictates of the 

Committee, even when his proposals are rejected.  He cites trust in both the system and in 

the Committee members as the reason for his acquiescence.   

Like both of the previously mentioned schools, Central Christian has a formal 

process for text selection, although it differs slightly from the others.  As a text proposal 

climbs the approval ladder, the level and type of responsibilities of each party changes: 

Mr. King, principal: It all starts with the teacher…they do an initial reading or 

assessment or viewing of whatever materials they’re going to use; then based on 

that curriculum selection they would write how this fits into the curriculum, some 

of the strengths and weaknesses of that material and their recommendation, 

whether they recommend it or not.  That comes to me.  I’m doing the same thing 

that they are in a sense, but I’m not going to spend as much time with each text as 

they will, or with the novel as they will because I’m going to – there’s a trust 

factor here that I’m going to trust my teacher has done due diligence…I’m going 



 

to look that over and on behalf of that teacher I’m either going to accept or not 

their recommendation and take it to our Ed. Committee.  I have not yet had 

anything that I’ve taken to the Ed. Committee and said “As your high school, 

principal, this teacher’s recommended it, I’m taking it to you and backing up that 

recommendation [and they’ve vetoed it].  They’ve never told me no, yet.  They 

did say no to a couple plays this year, but I didn’t recommend them either…The 

Ed. Committee relies on the building principals. 

Interviewer: Does the Ed. Committee read the books? 

Mr. King: The Ed. Committee – I would say they do a similar process to what I 

do, whereas they may not read every book.  We read every play…I would say the 

more questionable the book or the textbook or whatever it was, the more likely it 

would be to be read. 

Interviewer: Certain things like Shakespeare – probably not going to read it. 

Mr. King: No. 

Interviewer: Are there rubber stamp types of books, then? 

Mr. King: Yes, a lot of it is rubber stamp.  I mean a lot of it is “we trust you as the 

teacher to make that [decision].”   

This section of the interview is quoted at length because of how well it illustrates 

the shifting responsibilities at each level of the text selection process.  Mr. King places a 

premium on the teacher’s ability to select a text that is appropriate from a curricular point 

of view as the foundation of the entire process.  A text must also be spiritually and 

socially appropriate, and Mr. King cedes a great deal of authority to the individual 



 

teachers to decide what is and what is not appropriate for their students.  Because of the 

trust he has in his teachers, he “hesitate[s] to say no” to their proposals: 

My default setting, if you will, would be to say yes to the teachers if they’ve done 

their due diligence and written up a good recommendation, even if I maybe don’t 

like the play.  My personal preference doesn’t matter.  My default is to say yes, 

and so I haven’t had to say no too much. 

The trust that Mr. King extends to his teachers mirrors that which is extended to 

him by the Education Committee.  His recommendation of a text carries such weight that 

Mr. King agrees that he has “if not an official veto power, a practical veto.”  The 

Education Committee, which is composed of “one board member, two association 

members appointed by the board president, two teachers appointed by the principals, and 

two parents appointed by the principals,” as well as the principals themselves, places 

such a premium on Mr. King’s recommendations that they sometimes do not read the 

books they are tasked with approving.  Mr. King’s recommendation carries enough 

weight for them to bypass official policy, and Mr. King, in turn, admits that he values his 

teachers’ recommendations so highly that he does not read every proposed book that is 

submitted for his initial approval.  Thus, it is possible, although admittedly unlikely, that 

a book might be proposed by a teacher and make it all the way through the formal 

selection process, having been officially approved and passed along at every step of the 

way, and never have been read by any of the parties involved.   

This unlikely scenario has taken place at Whitehall Christian.  Although 

Whitehall has a formal process much like the other ones previously mentioned, it is, in 



 

many ways, formal in name only, and Steven Kermode, principal, freely admits that the 

power of the official process is primarily nominal: 

Well, [the school board] would be the ultimate authority on it, but they probably 

defer to…the teacher’s rationale.  What did the PPC think?  What does the 

principal think?  Theoretically, they’re the ultimate authority, and they could stop 

it, but most times it’s a rubber stamp, what’s being recommended.    

This “rubber stamp” process, in which higher level administrators place implicit trust 

in the recommendations of those beneath them, eventually culminates in books being 

read only by the teacher: 

I think that there’s a great amount of implicit trust put into the teachers.  We’ve 

hired them.  We’ve screened them.  We think that they’re quality individuals.  We 

trust them, and we’ve put a lot of trust into them.  And, say, they bring a book 

forward.  [So a teacher] brought a book forward and asked the chairman and the 

principal to read it.  Neither one of them did, and the book was still approved.  So 

that tells you there’s a lot of trust for her as a teacher in the whole scheme of 

things.  So I think it’s probably one of the largest factors that influences what is 

the canon, what is being taught.   

The formal policy for text selection and adoption is clear: 

If the teachers want to add a book they would bring it through that council of 

teachers, and there’s six teachers that sit on that council, and typically what the 

teacher would ask is that the chair of the [Programs and Priorities Committee] 

would read the book and the principal would read the book, and then it would be 

discussed if that’s a valid book to be taught in the class, and that’s how, 



 

eventually, over time, a catalog of books would be created…The committee is 

advisory to the principal…it goes from the principal to the Education Committee 

for approval…[and] so the buck ultimately stops with the Education Committee.   

This bypassing of official procedure has occasionally led to trouble.  Some years 

ago, teacher Brian Strom added a book to his AP English book list.  The book proposal 

was submitted through proper channels, although it was never read by the principal or the 

PPC, and was approved based solely on the Mr. Strom’s recommendation.  Mr. Strom, 

however, had not read the book for many years, and when he began teaching it he 

realized that he had misremembered the contents: 

I started to read the first chapter and I’m like, “I can’t have the kids read this.”  So 

I got on the phone and called all the kids and said, “do not read this book.”  I put 

myself, I put the school, and I put the class in jeopardy, just kind of, just not 

by...rather than  being disciplined I just kind of resorted to my, my...my 

memory...so I think it’s important to have checks and balances.  I think you need 

to have that discussion. 

By failing to read the book presented to them, both the principal and the chairman 

of the PPC have failed to follow policy.  This raises an interesting comparison with the 

formal process of South Sound Christian.  Ms. Wilson of South Sound brings texts in 

“under the radar” because of a lack of trust, but the administration at Whitehall 

circumvents official procedure because of trust.  The primacy placed on trust informs 

nearly every aspect of text selection, and schools with implicit philosophies and informal 

process as well as schools with explicit philosophies and formal processes both justify 

their approaches by referencing the trust that the members of the community have for one 



 

another.  As the last section of this chapter will highlight, the level of autonomy teachers 

have in selecting texts is a reflection of different understandings of trust, and it is these 

understandings of trust that are the primary shapers of the text selection process.   

 

Autonomy and trust. The level of autonomy given to teachers can be measured 

one of two ways: official power of approval over a text or practical power of approval 

over a text.  Thus, at a school like Whitehall Christian, the official power to approve a 

text rests with the Education Committee, but, because of Committee’s continued failure 

to follow policy, the practical power lies with the individual teacher.  A teacher at 

Whitehall Christian has a high degree of autonomy, even though that autonomy derives 

from a failure of others to adhere to official protocols.  Conversely, a teacher at North 

City Christian has a low degree of autonomy, because aside from proposing a book in the 

first place, the subsequent approval or rejection of the book is entirely out of his hands.   

A teacher at Central Christian, on the other hand, has a mid degree of autonomy, 

because although the eventual approval rests with the Ed.  Committee, the teacher’s 

recommendation carries a great deal of weight, and thus the two poles of power tend to 

balance each other out.   

Table 3 outlines the levels of autonomy of the teachers at the seven schools in this 

study and depicts the relationship between this autonomy and the presence of implicit or 

explicit philosophies and formal or informal processes.  It also highlights the relationship 

between the schools’ accrediting organization and the aforementioned factors.   

 

 



 

Table 3 

Level of Autonomy and Organizational Affiliation 

School Philosophy Communication Autonomy Affiliation 

  
Implicit 
 

 
Explicit 

 
Informal 

 
Formal 

 
High 

 
Mid 

 
Low 

 

 
Whitehall 

 
X* 

 
 

 
 

 
  X*** 

 
 X*** 

  
  

 
CSI 

         
North City  X 

 
 X   X CSI 

Central  X 
 

 X  X  CSI 

Trinity X 
 

 X  X   ACSI 

Coastal X 
 

   X**  X   ACSI 

Hilltop X 
 

 X  X   ACSI 

South Sound  X 
 

 X  X  ACSI 

* Although Whitehall Christian has no explicit philosophy, their adherence to the Reformed tradition 
functions in the same normative fashion as an explicit philosophy might.   
**Coastal Christian’s formal communications are formal in name only.  In practice, the school operates 
informally. 
*** Although Whitehall Christian has a formal committee process, committee approval is a rubber stamp, 
and in practice there is little oversight over text selection.  Teachers have a great deal of practical 
autonomy, and the process is essentially informal.   
 

Some interesting observations can be made from these data.  In general, the CSI 

schools studied tend to have explicit philosophies and formal processes.  There is some 

variety in the level of autonomy possessed by teachers at CSI schools, but that variety is 

due in part to the fact that practice at Whitehall Christian diverges significantly from 

official policy.   

The ACSI schools show a similar grouping, although with slightly more 

uniformity.  These schools tend to have implicit philosophies and informal processes, and 

their teachers tend to have a high degree of autonomy.   



 

The autonomy granted to teachers is due, in large part, to the amount of trust that 

has been placed in them.  The word “trust,” however, means different things to different 

people, and the participants in this study have cited trust as the basis for wildly divergent 

behavior.  On one hand, schools with informal processes tend to use trust to justify a 

general lack of oversight over the text selection process.  On the other hand, schools with 

formal processes tend to cite trust as the basis for their more rigid control over text 

selection.  In both cases, “trust” refers to the relationships between teachers, 

administrators, and parents.   

Informal processes and trust. Implicit philosophies are transmitted via informal 

processes.  These informal processes, in turn, allow individual teachers a great deal of 

latitude in selecting texts with very little official or procedural oversight.  Because 

teachers are trusted to act in good conscience and to exercise good judgment, and because 

the teachers take this unofficial charge seriously, the system works, for the most part.  

Multiple interviewees from schools with informal processes cite trust as the centerpiece 

of their operations.  Frank Dermody, principal at Coastal Christian, reinforces the 

centrality of trust in the informal text selection process:  

I know [teacher Linda Cho] very well, personally and professionally.  That, I 

think, is the genesis of trust…I have not faced [a situation] where I don't trust a 

department head.  I have department heads that are pillars of this school and that's 

just built over time, and understanding and communication…I like to have staff 

members that are great at what they do, lead in a strong manner and I give them 

everything they need to do it and tell me how it's going. 



 

The informal processes in place at Coastal Christian stem from the long term 

relationships in place at the school.  Mr. Dermody and Ms. Cho have worked closely 

together for over 15 years, and the current process works as well as it does because of 

their long-term relationship.  Mr. Dermody ruefully acknowledges, however, that when 

Ms. Cho retires, the informal process will no longer work: 

The reality is that it will not always be the case [that I have this kind of 

relationship with a teacher], and what to do in those circumstances is the great 

challenge that any leader would have because if that [trust] weren't the case, then I 

think we start going in an entirely different direction.  And leaders tend to take on 

more and more of that slack, which is not… that is not my interest. 

The functionality of the informal process at Coastal Christian is entirely 

contingent on the relationship between the English department head and the principal.  

When the inevitable personnel change takes place, Coastal Christian will not have 

sustainable text selection procedures in place, and Mr. Dermody admits that a change in 

personnel would force the school to move in “an entirely different direction.” 

The trust between teachers and administrators is not the only trust at work at 

Coastal Christian, however.  Mr. Dermody highlights the importance of a trusting 

relationship between the school and the parent community, as well: 

If you have a trust-based relationship with your parent community, who are 

trusting you to educate their loved ones, their children, you are a long way down 

the road and you're in better shape - we tend to have the most conflict with 

families that are parents of freshmen, because they don't know us and they don't 

understand why and how we do things.  By the time they're rolling into their 



 

junior and senior year, we have limited concerns or questions that arise.  A key 

part is trust within the parent community.   

Again, the functionality of this model is based on long-term relationships.  When 

these relationships change, the process will cease to function as effectively, at least for a 

time. 

Also noteworthy, however, is the unidirectional nature of the parent-school 

relationship.  Informal processes preclude parental involvement by their very design, if 

not by intention, and the process at Coastal Christian is no exception.  Mr. Dermody 

admits that “no parent committee” has a hand in the text selection process, and that any 

influence parents may have is solely reactionary.  But, he says, “I tend to be a very 

optimistic person and assume that my parent community's going to support this.”  In 

other words, the assumption is that parents will trust the school, and this trust allows the 

school to forgo formal communication processes.  In a sense, the operating belief is that 

parental trust frees the school from providing transparent oversight over the text selection 

process.   

This belief is echoed at other schools.  At Hilltop Christian, teacher Matthew 

VanderPlog claims that to openly communicate to parents the rationale behind a 

particular text is to invite trouble: “Well, it's a ticklish issue.  Do you want to red flag 

something before they even open the book?” He claims he’s “never felt that [he] needed 

to do anything like [communicate a rationale with parents],” because it all comes back to 

trust.  After all, he claims, “maybe everyone says, ‘oh, no, [VanderPlog] knows what he's 

doing.’” This trust, he claims, even precludes the necessity of establishing set policies for 

handling parental complaints when they arise.  The principal, Timothy Sandstrom, 



 

defends this lack of established procedure because it allows the teacher “to address [the 

parents’] concerns…[in] lots of different contexts.”  Proactively providing parents with 

written rationales for a text is not necessary because of the trust parents have in the 

teachers, and formal processes for handling parental complaints would hamper the 

teachers’ ability to adjust their responses to meet the contextual needs of each situation.   

Again, parental trust frees the school from the need for transparency and proactive 

communication.   

The teachers at Hilltop Christian also have a great deal of autonomy over text 

selection because of the trust their principal has in them.  Mr. Sandstrom notes that “a lot 

of [the text selection process] comes from the foundation [having] trusted teachers -- 

beyond the tools that are in the hands, we want to know whose hands they're in, and that 

will help determine what's permissible, what's allowed.”   

Trust is also a central factor in the informal processes at Trinity Christian.  When 

asked why her administrators give her such autonomy over text selection, Sarah Olson 

replies, “I think it is trust.”  She does not take this autonomy for granted, and part of the 

reason that the informal processes at the school work as well as they do is because  

we really, really care about protecting that trust factor… and so I do not see a lot 

of people going off half-cocked or whatever, [saying] “shoot, I read this neat 

novel this summer and I want to teach it and I do not care what they say.”  I just 

do not see that happening. 

At this school, trust extends to parents, as well.  Although the school has no 

formal processes for communicating the text selection process with parents, Ms. Olson 

takes it upon herself to communicate before problems arise: 



 

We work hard at this school to stay in communication with the parents…we have 

a lot of emailing and just a lot of conversation.  And I think that helps the trust 

factor, both directions.  I do not know all of these parents, but I have had some 

siblings now and so I know quite a few of them and I think there is a pretty 

good…I think it is a pretty healthy trust factor.   

Ms. Olson’s explanation of the freedom afforded to her by parental trust differs 

slightly from that of her counterparts at Hilltop Christian and Coastal Christian.  At both 

of these schools, parental trust allows the school to forgo formal communication, whereas 

Ms. Olson claims that parental trust both necessitates and stems from such 

communication.  So although the informal processes of the school exclude parental 

involvement, Ms. Olson chooses to establish regular, quasi-formal communication on her 

own.   

 Formal processes and trust. North City Christian, Central Christian, Whitehall 

Christian, and South Sound Christian all cite trust as the basis for their formal processes.  

John Thomas, principal of North City Christian, claims that there can be no trust outside 

of formal processes: 

To build that sense of trust that you need between parent and teacher, there needs 

to be a level of respected transparency that says, “This is what I am doing.  This is 

why, the justification for what I am doing and why I am doing it.”  We get away 

with an awful lot of stuff around here…because people trust us.  Because we are 

transparent with them in what we can and can’t do.  And that is where this came 

from.  We have nothing to hide.  “How do you build trust with what is going on in 



 

my classroom?” This [formal process] gives you an insight into what is going on 

in my classroom.  You [the parent] ultimately make the decision about what has 

to happen. 

What Mr. Thomas claims about how a school should respond to parental trust 

stands in stark contrast to the claims made by schools with informal processes.  Whereas 

those schools have used trust to justify a lack of transparency, Mr. Thomas claims that 

that same trust makes transparency necessary.  It’s important, he continues, “not to 

assume trust.  You can’t.  You have to continue to build it, respect it, work with it, 

educate for it.  You never assume trust.  You always build it.”  The formal processes at 

North City Christian, then, are tools used primarily for the establishment and 

maintenance of trust.  The more trust parents place in the school, the more necessary it is 

to nurture that trust with formal processes designed to promote transparency and parental 

involvement.  Again, this stands in stark contrast to the position articulated by teachers 

and principals at schools with informal processes.   

At Central Christian, teacher Peter Fitch, who has been teaching at the school for 

25 years, claims that the committee charged with overseeing text selection and officially 

approving books might not scrutinize the books he proposes as carefully as they 

scrutinize the books of a younger or newer teacher: 

I’ve seen situations where a new teacher comes, particularly one who’s very new 

to the profession in addition to being new to our school, and maybe takes a risk 

with something that’s a little bit out there on the edge, and because they’re not a 

known quantity, it’s not as quickly approved.  A lot more questions get asked.   



 

His longevity at the school affords him a certain amount of leeway.  Even so, he 

notes, the trust that the community has for him does not excuse him from following due 

process.  On the contrary, the community trusts him as it does in part because of the 

formal processes in place: 

In this school, my perception over the years has been that a great deal of trust is 

placed by the community in the teacher…[and] we’re benefiting from some of the 

discussion that took place, maybe about 15 years ago, when creationism and 

evolution was a hot topic…because of what a teacher was doing at one of the 

public schools.  And so it became a hot topic within this school, too…[and so] the 

school did some really good thought with that, wrote some very good statements 

for the library policy and book selection …and I think we’ve benefited because 

such good thinking was done in a very broad sense then, generated by one hot 

topic, but it’s filtered out to other areas, then, too, and I think our constituency 

trusts the selection process, whether it’s a science class or more a literature 

classroom. 

Mr. Fitch’s emphasis on formal processes as generators of trust echoes that of Mr. 

Thomas.  This emphasis is repeated by Simon King, principal at Central Christian.  

Although he gives his teachers a great deal of freedom in text selection, because he trusts 

that they’re “going to make good choices, and they’re going to use these pieces of 

literature to get the desired outcomes and goals and things that we want,” he also claims 

that he has “trust and accountability” with parents because of the formal processes of the 

school.  Trust, he asserts, “doesn’t exist in a vacuum.” 



 

Conclusions 

It is impossible to study the effect of trust on the text selection process without 

also understanding how it interacts with formal and informal processes.  These 

interactions, in turn, cannot be understood outside of the context of teacher autonomy and 

the nature of curricular philosophy at the school in question.  As the demographics at the 

school change, however, those interactions change, and in the end, no one factor can be 

understood in isolation.  Skyttner (2005) claimed that “a system cannot be understood by 

analysis of the parts because of their complex interactions and because purpose or 

meaning can only be immanent in the whole” (p.  57).  This is true of the factors affecting 

text selection at Christian secondary schools.   

Overall, the formal and informal processes that characterize the two approaches to 

text selection represented in this study roughly correspond to theories of open and closed 

systems, respectively (Skyttner, 2005).  An open system: 

- is holistic – constituent parts are understood best by studying the whole; 

- is goal seeking – the interaction of parts results in some final goal; 

- has a transformative process – inputs are transformed to outputs in a cyclical 

fashion; 

- tends toward entropy – a living system, such as has been outlined here, can 

avert entropy by “importing energy from its environment” (Skyttner, 2005);  

- is regulated – feedback is incorporated and necessary changes are made; 

- is hierarchical – systems are composed of smaller systems within larger ones; 

- is differentiated – individuals or groups have specialized roles. 



 

The parallels between open systems and schools with formal processes are overt.  

These schools are holistic in that individual factors governing text selection cannot be 

understood in isolation from other factors.  They are goal seeking in that their systemic 

processes center on aligning with explicit curricular philosophy.  The formal processes of 

the school both allow for and encourage regulation.  When a text is proposed that does 

not align with the curricular goals of the school, the system self-regulates by rejecting the 

teacher’s proposal.  The hierarchical and highly differentiated roles of the teacher, the 

principal, and the Education Committee also contribute to the regulatory ability of the 

open system.   

The similarities between closed systems and schools with informal processes are 

more difficult to recognize, however.  Many theorists claim that living systems cannot 

truly be closed, because closed systems still exchange information (e.g. Bailey, 1994; 

Hassard, 1995).  Nevertheless, the rough correspondence between schools with informal 

processes and closed systems is not altogether unwarranted, because organizations with 

closed systems “are viewed as self-sufficient entities” (Hassard, 1995, p. 31).  And 

although these schools are not closed in the technical sense of the term, they assign a 

much greater degree of autonomy or self-sufficiency to the teacher than do their 

counterpart schools with formal processes.  In a sense, the teacher, not the school, is the 

closed system, although many teachers do seek out feedback and regulate accordingly.  

The processes for managing such regulation are, however, not mandated. 

What is clear is that the factors affecting text selection at these Christian 

secondary schools are complex, interdependent, and difficult to study in isolation.  It is 

also clear, however, that basic organizational patterns and relationships can be identified 



 

and, to a degree, predicted.  As Rapoport (1986) posited, “organization is incorporated 

implicitly or explicitly in all definitions of system” (p. 121).  The systemic relationships 

between philosophy, process, autonomy, and trust, as well as demographics, finances, 

and other pragmatic factors are complicated, but not chaotic, and with time and further 

research, it is possible that a more detailed and measurable account of these relationships 

might be made.  As it stands now, the relative importance or power of philosophy, 

process, or autonomy is difficult to determine.  What can be stated with a degree of 

certainty, however, is that both divergent systems are fueled by trust: the formal process 

creates a sort of feedback loop of trust through open and transparent procedures, while 

the informal process trusts the teacher enough to forgo those same procedures.   Trust 

affects autonomy, which is also affected by process.  But process is driven by trust and 

philosophy, which in turn affect autonomy and trust.  The “integrated system” (Stake, 

2006) is complete.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

CHAPTER FIVE 

Discussion 

Overview 

The Christian secondary schools studied for this study tend to select their texts 

according to two divergent and distinct processes.  The informal process is characterized 

by an implicit philosophy, informal communication, a high degree of autonomy, and a 

high level of trust placed in the teacher by both parents and administrators.  This process 

provides very little official or practical oversight over the text selection process, and 

parents and other non-educators are excluded from text selection by the very design of 

the informal process itself.  The formal process, on the other hand, is characterized by an 

explicit philosophy, formal communication protocols, a lesser degree of autonomy, and a 

high level of trust placed in the process itself by parents, administrators, and parents.   

Any conclusions or theories drawn from in this discussion can be applied to these 

particular schools and to these schools only.  While the observations made from this 

study may certainly inform and generate further research, and while these future studies 

may be conducted in such a way as to warrant inferences to the larger population of 

Christian schools, these conclusions and theories are generated by and about these 

specific schools.   

Organizational Affiliation 

Generally speaking, the schools with ACSI accreditation tend to have informal 

processes, while the CSI schools tend to have formal processes.  The correlation is not 



 

perfect, however, and even within these general divisions there is variety.  Whitehall 

Christian, for example, officially operates via formal processes, but the general apathy 

towards or outright ignorance of official protocol means that, for all practical purposes, 

texts are selected informally.  Likewise, South Sound Christian is an ACSI school that 

operates via formal processes, although the teachers sometimes bypass these processes 

for the sake of expediting the adoption of a text.  Still, the relationship between the type 

of process used and organizational affiliation is clear, and this general correlation lends 

itself to some interesting conclusions.  

Christian Schools International (CSI) is an accrediting agency with a worldview 

“firmly rooted in the Reformed tradition of Christian theology” (Christian Schools 

International, 2011).  All three CSI schools studied explicitly cite the Reformed tradition 

and a Reformed understanding of literature as the basis for their own explicit 

philosophies.  For these schools, CSI affiliation means that they subscribe to a preexisting 

and well-codified philosophy.  They have deliberately aligned themselves with the 

common Reformed heritage.  To be a member of CSI means, in part, that the school gives 

up a degree of philosophical autonomy.  What is most interesting, however, is that many 

of the participants in this study cite the Reformed tradition as giving them greater 

freedom in selecting texts.  Steven Kermode, principal of Whitehall Christian, 

emphasizes this point: 

[Our tradition allows us] to look at all different texts and types of texts and 

literature and look at the worldview within it and be free to do that, because we 

can say “this person has a piece of this that may be right or wrong.  How does that 

compare to our worldview as Christian or Reformed Christians?” And, I 



 

think…that CSI schools have a tendency to be a little more open to different types 

of literature. 

Simon King, principal of Central Christian, agrees: 

[Central Christian has] a very Reformed position; the school’s been that way for a 

long time…we understand lordship, we understand sovereignty, and we 

understand discernment.  We understand making things the way they’re supposed 

to be, that we need to engage in that even if it’s messy at times, and literature can 

be that way.  We deal with things like the language, even in our curriculum, and 

we said that’s okay, we’re going to work through that.  Now that doesn’t mean 

everyone accepts that, but that’s what we say.  That’s what we try to do. 

Interestingly, both principals note that the Reformed influence is waning in their 

communities.  Mr. King, in particular, points to an increasingly diverse body of churches 

represented in the student body as being a source of friction over text selection, because it 

can no longer be assumed that the members of the community come from the Reformed 

tradition or even understand Reformed theology.  Still, the school maintains official and 

practical ties to the Reformed tradition.   

The Reformed tradition serves as a unifying and normative force for these 

schools.  Their willingness to give up a degree of autonomy in order to submit to a formal 

process might be a reflection of their willingness to submit to a particular worldview and 

philosophy.  It is important to note, however, that submission to any well-articulated and 

well-codified tradition might have the same effect.  It is not necessarily submission to the 

Reformed tradition that fosters the development of explicit philosophies and formal 



 

processes, but rather the submission to an outside tradition in and of itself that fosters 

these behaviors.  A school that deliberately aligns itself to an external force might be 

more willing to align itself to internal procedures, as well.  The lesser degree of 

autonomy these teachers have may be a reflection of their submission to a tradition that is 

larger than themselves.  And, as has already been noted, on the whole they find a great 

degree of freedom in submitting to both the Reformed tradition and to their own internal 

processes.   

Schools affiliated with the Association of Christian Schools International (ACSI), 

however, are less likely to claim a unified or normative theological and philosophical 

tradition: 

[ACSI] was founded through a merger of three associations: The National 

Christian School Education Association; The Ohio Association of Christian 

Schools; and the Western Association of Christian Schools.  Soon after the new 

association formed, several other Christian school associations joined ACSI: The 

Southeast Association of Christian Schools; the Association of Teachers of 

Christian Schools (Midwest); the Great Plains Association of Christian Schools; 

and the Texas Association of Christian Schools.  (Association of Christian 

Schools International, 2010) 

ACSI is not a monolithic entity whose member schools share a common 

philosophical heritage.  Instead, it is an association of smaller associations, each of which 

may have its own philosophical orientation.  In short, there is no common or unified 

philosophical foundation shared by ACSI schools.  Because membership in ACSI does 

not presuppose adherence and submission to a particular doctrinal or philosophical 



 

stance, each member school may be afforded a greater degree of autonomy.  That 

organizational autonomy may translate into individual autonomy for teachers and other 

members of the school community.  The lack of explicit, codified philosophies at the 

ACSI schools studied here is consistent with the lack of a central philosophy within the 

ACSI organization.  Furthermore, just as the individual schools are able to have unique 

philosophies and remain members of the larger organization, so, too, are individuals 

within each school community granted the autonomy to form their own philosophical 

orientations.  The micro-informality of each school reflects the macro-informality of the 

organization at large.   

This does not mean, however, that ACSI is without any philosophical or 

theological orientation whatsoever.  The organization has a statement of faith outlining its 

foundational Christian beliefs.  This statement reflects a general Christian faith, however, 

unlike the particular Reformed orientation of CSI.  In a similar manner, teachers at ACSI 

schools report a “general” or “common understanding” their schools’ curricular 

philosophies.  These understandings lack particulars, however, reflecting the autonomy 

both of the school from ACSI and of the individual from the school.   

Whether or not organizational affiliation corresponds with degree of formality in 

the general population cannot be inferred from this data.  At best, all that can be said is 

that the CSI schools in this study tend to have explicit philosophies and formal processes, 

while the ACSI schools tend to have implicit philosophies and informal processes.  Even 

within this generalization, however, there are variations, and no causal link between 

degree of formality and organizational affiliation is suggested or implied.  The exact 

nature of the relationship between affiliation and process has yet to be determined, 



 

however, and although these data suggest that one might inform the other, the systemic 

nature of text selection makes it likely that affiliation and process operate in a sort of 

feedback loop.  How far this theory might extend beyond these particular cases is 

unknown, however, and additional research is needed to verify the extent of this 

relationship.   

Entropy and Instability 

  Informal processes seem inherently unstable, in part because of their dependence 

on continued and unchanging relationships between all parties involved.  General System 

Theory (GST) posits that systems tend towards entropy, unless they are occasionally 

replenished with energy from outside the system (Skyttner, 2005).  Formal processes are 

structurally designed to incorporate outside “energy” in the form of input by and 

participation from non-educators.  Informal processes, on the other hand, are more akin to 

closed systems in that they operate as if they are “self-sufficient entities” (Hassard, 1995, 

p.  31), closed to outside influence.  This is reflected in the primacy they place on 

autonomy.  As the data clearly show, however, this autonomy is only possible because of 

the trust built up over time among teachers, administrators, and parents.  The stability of 

the informal process hinges on the stability of these long-term relationships.  But, 

because systems tend toward entropy, these relationships will eventually change.  Frank 

Dermody, principal of Coastal Christian, admits that when his long-time colleague Linda 

Cho retires, the informal processes in place at his school will no longer function.   

Furthermore, the informal process only works as long as parents do not challenge 

the selection of a text.  The informal processes at Coastal Christian, Hilltop Christian, and 

South Sound Christian have all been challenged in the past, and in each case a formal 



 

process was established in the wake of the challenges.  At Coastal Christian, the formal 

process seems to exist mostly to placate parents, because the administration and faculty 

have “never actually used” the formal process.  It's something the school can point to in 

order to demonstrate its transparency, but it has not yet affected practice.  Likewise, 

Hilltop Christian “adopted an ad hoc policy about ten years ago, because there were some 

questions about one or two of the books…but we let it drop, because for some years now 

the question's not come up.”  South Sound Christian, as well, created their formal process 

in the wake of a parental challenge.  The English department wrote an explicit philosophy 

and initiated a formal text selection process “in answer to the sort of questions ‘why are 

we letting our children read this and what is the value of this.’”  This happened in 2002, 

and so the formal process at South Sound Christian is a fairly recent development in the 

history of the school.   

In the past, Frank Dermody, principal of Coastal Christian, has “assume[d] that 

the parent community’s going to support” the text selections made by teachers.  Clearly, 

however, in light of the recent uproar over a text at his school, this has not always 

happened.  The informal processes used by the schools in this study are unstable for this 

reason, as well: the “assumed” parental trust does not always exist.  Without this trust, the 

informal process does not work.  Three of the four informal schools have experienced 

serious conflict with parents over text selection, and in each of these three cases, the 

schools decided that instituting a formal process would prevent or lessen the impact of 

such conflicts in the future.  Although having a formal process in place does not 

necessarily preclude parental challenge, it does mean that when such challenges arise, set 

policies and procedures are in place to steer the conflict towards resolution.  No such 



 

system exists within informal processes, and Hilltop Christian reports that even though 

parents generally talk to the teacher first when they have a concern, the lack of formal 

process allows for less desirable alternatives: 

We had an issue early in September and I'm glad that they did follow that pattern 

[of contacting the teacher first], because ten years ago when we had this happen it 

was -- there were circulating emails and, you know, no one really went to the 

teacher first.  It was, you know more, going to other parents and then building up 

this resistance movement.   

And again, although a formal process does not prevent parents from “building up 

a resistance movement,” the formal and explicit expectation that members of the school 

community follow a certain set of procedures to address grievances may discourage such 

behavior.  The informal process provides no official alternative, and this leaves parents a 

number of undesirable options for voicing their frustrations.  Because the informal 

process depends on relationships to function, frustrated parents will sometimes reach out 

to those with whom they have close friendships instead of speaking directly with the 

teacher.  Carol Wilson of South Sound Christian says that although her school has a 

formal process for selecting texts, parental challenges are handled informally.  She says 

that a formal process for handling parental complaints “would be nice….  [because] 

usually, they either call the principal or call – Lord help us – the Board or a board 

member who is a friend or the superintendent.  It very rarely comes directly to the 

teacher.” 

This does not mean that schools with formal processes do not experience serious 

conflict with parents regarding texts.  John Thomas from North City Christian recalls 



 

when a challenge to a text “tore this place apart.”  In fact, every school reported having 

experienced parental challenge to one or more texts in their canon.  The primary 

difference between the formal and informal responses to parental challenge is that the 

schools with formal processes use those established policies and procedures to begin 

arbitration and reconciliation, whereas the schools with informal processes are compelled 

to change their processes in order to address parental concerns.   

A more exact correlation between the process type and the frequency and severity 

of parental challenge to texts cannot be determined by these data.  It also remains 

unknown whether these relationships extend beyond these particular schools.  Future 

research should seek to establish more precise correlational data about the relationships 

between these factors. 

Inefficiency and Rigidity 

Although formal processes appear to be more stable than informal processes, they 

are not often closely followed.  In fact, participants from three of the four schools with 

formal policies report violating official text selection procedures on a semi-regular basis.  

Some violations are small.  Carol Wilson from South Sound Christian sometimes chooses 

to bypass the formal proposal process for short film clips and short stories because of the 

time it takes for them to get approved: “I have teachers come to me and say ‘I really want 

to show this, but I don’t want to take the time to get it approved.’ And I will just say, 

‘well, okay just do it.’” The process is inefficient, and strict adherence to the formal 

selection process curtails her ability to react pedagogically to meet the immediate 

demands of her classroom.  Still, she acknowledges, “I don’t do that on any of the major 

works, because I feel bound to this [indicates philosophy statement] and that’s good.” 



 

While Ms. Wilson chafes at the inefficiency of the formal process, other teachers 

and administrators choose not to follow protocol for reasons that are less clear.  At both 

Central Christian and Whitehall Christian, administrators acknowledge that some texts 

are not read by the committees charged with overseeing their adoption.  Instead, the 

teacher’s proposal is accepted on the basis of the trust the principal and the committee 

have placed in him or her.  Classic texts are rarely vetted in the official manner at Central 

Christian, and this may be partly a function of time.  Simon King, principal, admits that 

he’s “not going to spend as much time with each text as [the teacher] will…I can’t read 

every one.  I’m going to look [the proposal] over and on behalf of that teacher I’m either 

going to accept or [reject] their recommendation.”  Mr. King is in charge of curricular 

reform for the entire school, and he is, he implies, too busy to read every text in full 

before forwarding it with his recommendation to the Education Committee, which he 

acknowledges “may not read every book.”   Nevertheless, with certain types of texts, 

such as one-act plays, both he and the committee “will read every one.”  The difference 

in the response to these texts is based both on the amount of time they take to read and on 

the relationship with the specific teacher.  The drama teacher has recently proposed texts 

of dubious suitability, and Mr. King and the board are treating her proposals with greater 

scrutiny than they are proposals by other teachers.   

The teachers and principals at Whitehall Christian also bypass policy fairly 

regularly, although their reasons for doing so are unclear.  Principal Steven Kermode and 

teacher Brian Strom both freely admit that the formal process for approving texts is a 

“rubber stamp process,” that books are often approved based on little more than the 

following exchange: 



 

Principal: Is there anything in this book that’s going to get us in trouble? 

Teacher: No. 

Principal: Ok, then.  Approved.   

The principal then takes his recommendation to approve the text to the Education 

Committee who, in turn, approves the book without reading one word of it, even though 

the official policies of the school say that they are supposed to read each and every 

proposed text.   

This exchange between teacher and principal is hypothetical, although it was 

suggested as a model conversation by Mr. Strom.  After the conclusion of his interview, 

he offered this exchange as an example of the informality at Whitehall and the difference 

between practice and official policy.  And while this exchange is hypothetical, both 

teachers and principal acknowledge that books are sometimes approved based solely on 

the recommendation of the teacher, and that the parties formally charged with reading 

and approving the texts neglect their official duties in this regard.  This was not admitted 

ruefully or apologetically, but rather with a sense of pride.  This seeming pride might be 

based on the trust the principal claims to have in his teachers, as if their relationships are 

so strong that they no longer need to adhere to policy.  It is difficult to say why they so 

blatantly deviate from established protocol.  Neither party mentions frustration with the 

inefficiency of the process, for example.  One possible explanation for the informality of 

their process might be that the principal is in his first year at Whitehall Christian, and it 

might come down to an issue of time.  This, however, is speculative, and the data do not 

support any further conclusions on this topic.   



 

What is clear, though, is that formal processes, while stable, are often bypassed, 

sometimes to the degree that the school operates, in essence, informally.  Although there 

might be multiple explanations for these deviations from established policy and 

procedure, the current data suggest that procedural inefficiency, lack of time, and implicit 

trust might play a role.  Clearly, further research is needed to expand on this theory and to 

determine if this phenomenon extends beyond these particular schools.   

 
Moving Towards the Center 

 What both formal and informal process schools appear to have in common is that 

both tend to move away from the extreme versions of their text selection processes.  

Schools with formal processes tend to bypass or circumvent those processes in order to 

give teachers a greater degree of autonomy, whereas schools with informal processes 

tend to institute more formal procedures in the wake of conflict with parents.  The 

common motivator between these two centrist moves appears to be sustainability.  Rigid 

formal processes do not allow teachers to adapt to the immediate needs of their 

classroom, and administrators and committees simply cannot meet the demands placed on 

them by the formal text selection process.  On the other hand, the extreme autonomy 

characterizing informal processes lacks transparency and lends itself to serious conflict 

with parents regarding text selection.  In both cases, schools find themselves moving 

towards a more central position where informal and formal processes are blended 

together into a more hybrid process.   

  The exact nature of this hybrid process is unclear.  It is difficult to say which 

elements of the formal process would need to be retained in order to maintain stability 

and which elements of the informal process would need to be retained in order to 



 

maintain flexibility.  The equilibrium between these two opposing forces would be 

difficult to maintain and would require a great deal of intentionality.  It is also possible 

that no such hybrid model exists, and that schools instead continually move back and 

forth between degrees of formality and informality depending on the membership of the 

community at any given time.  A longitudinal study establishing the stability of these 

processes over time might begin to answer some of these questions. 

  What can be said with a degree of certainty is that the text selection processes at 

these schools are not perfect, and that the systematic and organizationally consistent 

nature of these imperfections has important implications for school policy: 

(1) Because informal processes are unstable, schools with these processes in place 

should seek to establish some formal processes before the system grinds to a halt 

due to personnel changes or parental challenge; 

(2) Schools with formal processes should find ways to adapt their current policies so 

that official practice becomes less cumbersome, making it easier for teachers to 

adapt their canons to meet changing pedagogical needs. 

  These are general recommendations for these particular schools, and more 

specific courses of action would have to be determined by the members of each school 

community.  Although it appears that text selection processes at the polar ends of the 

spectrum tend to move towards the center, it is still unclear if a hybrid process is 

sustainable or even desirable.  A hybrid process of text selection will certainly have 

unique problems of its own, and if efficiency of process or bureaucratic formality is 

perceived to come at the expense of institutional identity, it is possible that some schools 

will choose to remain with their current processes, despite whatever inadequacies they 



 

might have.  A great deal remains unknown, and further research in this field should 

focus on the following: 

- clearly establishing the correlation between organizational affiliation and 

degree of process formality; 

-  establishing the long-term stability of text selection processes through 

longitudinal studies; 

-  determining whether or not schools with informal or formal processes have 

significantly different experiences with parental challenges to texts as 

measured by the frequency and severity of the challenges; 

- determining which combination of formal and informal elements might create 

the most efficient and flexible hybrid process. 

Predicted Factors 

  No schools report using vendors as part of the text selection process, and no 

schools report using a pre-determined checklist to evaluate a text at any level of 

evaluation, whether by the teacher or by an Education Committee.  Even the schools with 

highly formal processes do not use a checklist as part of the evaluation process.  These 

predicted factors have no influence over text selection at these schools.  This is not 

surprising, however, because they were identified as potential factors in text selection 

from research on school libraries and district-wide textbook adoption procedures.  These 

constructs do not apply directly to the text selection processes of Christian secondary 

schools. 

 



 

Procedural Pragmatic Factors 

  The theoretical construct at the heart of this study posits that two types of factors 

exert their influence over the text selection process: theoretical and pragmatic.  

Theoretical influences might include beliefs about the revelatory nature of literature (i.e., 

Spencer, 2009) or about literature’s ability to promote moral imagination (i.e., Nussbaum, 

1997).  The pragmatic factors influencing the pedagogical canon might be as varied as 

the quality of the evaluation tools used by the selection committee (i.e., Dole and Osborn, 

1989) and the use of vendors to prescribe or recommend texts (i.e., Hoffert, 2007).  Much 

of this theory was adapted from research on school libraries and district wide textbook 

selection, however.  The canon formation processes in secondary schools are seldom 

studied, and the specific processes of Christian secondary schools are studied even less.  

As a result, the conclusions drawn from this research both confirm and refute the 

theoretical/pragmatic paradigm posited at the outset of this study.   

  On the whole, theoretical factors have relatively little influence over text 

selection.  Though claims have been made that the Reformed theological orientation 

allows for CSI to wrestle with more controversial literature than their ACSI counterparts, 

no evidence has been presented to substantiate these claims. Furthermore, the ACSI 

schools have no common philosophy, and yet their text selection processes are strikingly 

similar to each other.  Even in CSI schools, teachers are generally quick to point to the 

Reformed tradition but are surprisingly inarticulate about the nature of that tradition as 

applied to literature.  Although many of the CSI teachers cited “worldview” or “filters” as 

a part of their literary philosophy, many of their philosophical explications end there.  For 

example, when asked about her philosophical orientation, Susan Roth from Whitehall 



 

academy, a CSI school with strong ties to the Reformed tradition, responds, “I use the 

worldview approach.”  This single appeal to “worldview” is the extent of her explanation.  

The shortness and shallowness of this response, though extreme, is representative of 

many of the responses from CSI teachers.  The participants from Central Christian are 

better able to articulate their Reformed philosophy than many other CSI participants, but 

Simon King, principal at Central, notes that he specifically sets out to hire teachers who 

“use the right jargon, but more than that they’re going to know what they’re saying.”  

Central Christian not withstanding, participants from Reformed tradition schools are 

generally unable to clearly or consistently articulate their literary philosophies beyond 

giving generic or jargon-laden responses, although they are able to point to the Reformed 

tradition as the source of their philosophies.   

  Furthermore, the instrumentalist use of literature as a tool for moral development 

is only mentioned in one interview, and even in that case the reference is made in 

passing.  The predominant theoretical factor mentioned in interviews is that of preparing 

students for a pluralistic society, a factor that roughly corresponds to Weary’s (2009) 

assertion that “the act of reading can break down the barriers between the reader and the 

‘other.’” In these cases, however, the selection of literature in order to promote harmony 

with the “other” is born not out of philosophical orientation as much as it is out of 

necessity: the ethnic and racial demographics of these schools are either in a rapid state of 

flux, prompting teachers to use literature to promote harmony and understanding within a 

changing student body, or they are markedly static, seemingly immune to the pluralistic 

changes taking place in the world around them.  In these cases, teachers select texts in 

order to introduce students to the “other” they will not meet in the classroom but will 



 

meet in the world at large.  In both cases, demographics, not philosophy, is the driving 

force behind text selection.   

  This does not mean, of course, that these schools do not believe it is a good thing 

in and of itself to use literature to become acquainted with the “other.”  The reasons given 

for the inclusion of pluralistic literature, however, are overwhelmingly related to 

demographics; it is to this factor that the data point.   

  And yet, although theoretical factors do not have as direct an influence over text 

selection as had previously been supposed, the indirect influence of the theoretical is 

substantial.  What has become clear is that an unforeseen set of pragmatic factors 

accompanies each theoretical factor.  While the nature of a school’s philosophy may not 

bear directly on text selection, the nature of that philosophy’s codification, the formality 

of its communication, and the degree to which people are compelled to adhere to it all 

have tremendous influence over the text selection process.  Instead of asking “what is our 

story,” these ask instead “how do we tell our story?  To whom?  What do we do if 

someone doesn’t know the story?  How do we listen so someone who doesn’t even like 

the story?”  Thus, though related to the abstract, these factors manifest in concrete 

procedures, policies, and protocols, or, possibly, in a lack thereof.   

  This particular type of pragmatic factor will hereafter be referred to as a 

Procedural Pragmatic Factor (PPF), and neither its influence nor its existence are 

discussed in the literature on the development of the pedagogical canon, though they are 

prefigured somewhat by General Systems Theory.  Further work needs to be done in 

aligning the tenets of system theory with PPFs, particularly in comparing their functions 

in the relatively open and closed systems of CSI and ACSI schools, respectively.   



 

Demographic Factors  

  Traditional Pragmatic Factors (TPF), which have been identified by existing 

literature and whose influence over text selection was anticipated, are not without 

considerable influence of their own.  The demographics of the student body, in particular, 

play a considerable role in forming the pedagogical canon.  The distinct influences of 

static and dynamic demographics on the canon have been documented in chapter four of 

this study.  What is unknown, however, is whether or not these phenomena extend to 

other schools in other regions of the country.  With one exception, the schools selected 

for this study are all in the state of Washington, and all seven are located in the Pacific 

Northwest.  The most frequently cited demographic shift these schools are experiencing 

is a large and rapid influx of students from Asia, particularly from South Korea and 

China.  Given the Pacific Northwest’s location on the Pacific Rim and general proximity 

to these countries, the question arises of whether or not this particular demographic shift 

is geographically unique.  Christian Secondary Schools in Midwestern states may not be 

experiencing a similar demographic shift, and it is possible that the shift described by the 

schools in this study is a geographically localized phenomenon.  The influence of racial 

and ethnic demographics on text selection might be unique to these schools in this area, 

and additional research is necessary to determine the extent of this shift beyond these 

schools.   

  It is also possible that the influence of this shift is unique to schools with a 

growing number of Asian students, and that schools with growing numbers of Hispanic 

students, for example, might not need to alter the canon to meet the same needs.  

Teachers have selected texts to introduce their Asian students to Western culture and 



 

Christianity, but it is possible that foreign Hispanic students may need no such 

introduction.  Again, more research is needed to determine the universality of the 

demographic shift described by these schools.   

Financial Factors 

  The availability of financial resources also has an influence over text selection.  

Although the financial models for text selection vary from school to school, one stands 

out in particular, and merits further attention.  Two schools, Hilltop Christian and South 

Sound Christian, have separate funding models for texts in the “honors” and “regular” 

tracks.  At both schools, students in regular track English courses do not pay out of 

pocket for their books; the texts are line items in the schools’ operating budgets and are 

covered by the cost of tuition.  Students in honors track English courses, however, are 

expected to pay for their books in addition to tuition.  The ostensible justification for this 

dual funding structure is the same at both schools: honors students buy their own books 

so that they can notate them.  While this practice has resulted in the honors students being 

equipped with more pedagogically sound books than the regular students, a disturbing 

turn of events in and of itself, this policy has some even more disturbing implications. 

  This is a practice that creates a tiered system within one school.  These tiers are 

not based on academic ability, however, as the “regular track” and “honors track” 

monikers might imply.  Instead, these tiers are financially based.  And though this study 

is not designed to ask or answer questions of financial equity within Christian education, 

the dual funding policy at these schools lends itself to two potential abuses: 

(1) Weaker students are being given pedagogically inferior texts because the school 

buys the cheapest copies available.  Carol Wilson of South Sound Christian 



 

ruefully admits that “everyone would benefit” from the additional information 

contained in the more expensive texts purchased by the honors students, but 

regular students use un-annotated editions instead; 

(2) Poorer students might be unable to take honors courses because of the additional 

cost of the books.   

  Of these two potential abuses, the former has been documented, while the latter 

remains a speculative concern.  Of course, this study did not gather data on the actual cost 

of the books, and the difference in price between the two editions might be negligible.  

Nevertheless, the dual funding policy sets an uncomfortable precedent in tying 

differentiation in the pedagogical canon to the students’ ability to pay for the better book.  

Further research into how pedagogical canons are funded might yield information about 

the extent of this practice or, alternatively, provide models in which the potential abuses 

of the dual funding model have been successfully avoided.   

  On the whole, although financial resources are recognized as having influence 

over text selection, that influence is, in most cases, negligible, and although finances are 

taken into consideration when selecting a text, schools generally report that they are 

rarely the deciding factor.   

Parental Factors 

  On the whole, parents do not have direct influence over the pedagogical canon, 

although their indirect influence is considerable.  Those schools with formal practices 

sometimes have parents as members of the Education Committee or its equivalent, and 

these parents have influence over text selection to the extent that the Education 



 

Committee reads and evaluates the texts.  Generally speaking, though, this is the only 

proactive or evaluative influence that parents have.   

  Parents do have a degree of reactionary influence over the pedagogical canon, but 

only in that they can request a reevaluation of a previously accepted text.  This influence 

does not extend to the text selection process per-se, although some teachers report that 

they keep potential parental challenges in mind when proposing a text.  And while some 

principals surmise that this awareness of the potential for challenge might cause a teacher 

not to select a text she might otherwise choose, the data gathered from teachers do not 

support this conclusion.   

  Parental influence is at its strongest in a strikingly passive way: by placing a high 

degree of trust in the teachers and administration, parents tacitly enable the text selection 

process to function.  This is especially true at schools with informal processes that rely 

heavily on a non-intrusive parent population.  As has been previously noted, informal 

processes cannot function without parental consent, and strong challenges from parents 

can derail the entire process.  It is ironic that parents may exert more influence by 

engaging less.  Of course, some might argue that placing trust in the school is a sign of 

activity, not passivity.  Such an argument is beyond the scope and intent of this study 

however.  What can be said is that the parents in these schools exert the most influence 

by choosing not to exert their influence directly.  This seeming paradox is more apparent 

in the context of the informal process.   

 

 



 

Other Factors  

The following factors are not cited frequently enough by participants to merit 

close study.  However, it is possible that their influence at other schools is considerably 

stronger, and further research should be conducted in the following areas: 

- Teacher preference – two teachers point to the role of teacher preference in 

text selection.  Carol Wilson gives the example of adding a certain text to the 

canon because her colleague “is a Faulkner fan.”  She quickly reaffirms the 

text’s alignment with curricular goals, however. 

- Teacher age – two participants mention the age of the teacher as influencing 

the level of trust placed on him or her, therefore influencing text selection.  

This is a separate construct from longevity of relationship, however.  Sarah 

Olson, who has taught at Trinity Christian for only five years, claims she is 

trusted because she is “old” and “not coming straight out of school with some 

wild idea.”  This trust is based strictly on chronological age and not on the 

number of years of relationship with the community. 

- Hiring practices – two principals refer specifically to recruiting new teachers 

from Reformed tradition universities in order to ensure understanding of and 

adherence to the Reformed approach to literature.  Steven Kermode from 

Whitehall Christian claims that ensuring a Reformed understanding is why he 

“recruit[s] out of the Calvins, the Dordts, the Northwesterns, the Trinitys.”   

Limitations of This Study 

  By coincidence, each teacher who participated in this research is the only person 

who teaches his or her particular courses.  For example, Linda Cho is the only teacher at 



 

Coastal Christian who teachers Senior English.  She teaches all the sections of each of her 

courses, and therefore does not have to negotiate with another teacher about text selection 

for a given course.  This phenomenon is true of every teacher interviewed.  Sharing 

sections of a course with another teacher adds a level of complexity to the text selection 

process not addressed in this study.  The original methodology proposed for this study 

included setting a lower population limit on the schools to be studied.  The goal of this 

minimum population requirement was to limit the study to only those schools whose 

populations were large enough to support multiple teachers for the same course.  

However, in order to recruit sufficient numbers of participants for this study, the original 

parameters had to be adjusted.  Too few schools of the desired size were willing to 

participate in the study, and in the end, schools with smaller populations were accepted 

instead.  Though these schools yielded rich data, the original concern that each teacher 

would teach all the sections of his or her class came to fruition.  The interaction of 

teachers teaching different sections of the same subject very likely influences which texts 

end up in front of students, and this study’s failure to address the topic is due, in part, to 

the limitations of the methodology. 

  Other limitations of this study have been mentioned previously but bear repeating.  

The observations, theories, and conclusions about these schools apply to these particular 

schools only.  No inferences about the factors affecting text selection at other Christian 

schools can be made from these data.  This is not a flaw in the study, but rather a natural 

consequence of the research design.  Qualitative research seeks to tell a particular story, 

not to generalize about other stories.  And while the conclusions of this study might be 



 

useful in informing and guiding further research, no generalization can be made about the 

text selection practices of Christian schools at large. 

  There is also a potential for bias. In the initial email sent to principals (Appendix 

A), I identify myself as a teacher at a CSI school. Although my affiliation with this 

school and the distinctions between CSI and ACSI schools were not discussed in the 

interviews, it is possible that my affiliation with a CSI school introduced an element of 

bias into either the responses to the interview questions or their interpretations.  

  Lastly, the data raise many unanswered questions: Is there an optimal balance 

between formal and informal elements of text selection?  How stable are formal and 

informal processes over time?  Does the observed relationship between organizational 

affiliation and text selection process extend beyond these schools?  Do the frequency and 

severity of parental challenges to texts vary significantly between schools with formal 

and informal processes?  Do demographic shifts affect non-Pacific Rim schools in the 

same way these schools are affected?  It is my hope that future research will begin to 

address these and other questions raised by this study. 

Conclusion 

  Though text selection at these seven schools is driven by a mix of theoretical and 

pragmatic factors, the most influential factors at these schools appear to be the PPFs, 

those pragmatic factors associated with the theoretical.  Furthermore, the formality of a 

school’s text selection process is related to the school’s organizational affiliation, the 

degree of autonomy given to teachers, the level of trust among community members, and 

the degree of codification of the school’s philosophy.  Finally, the theoretical and 



 

pragmatic factors of text selection operate systematically and cannot be studied in 

isolation from one another.   
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Appendix A 

Sample Introductory Email to Principals 

Dear Principal [X], 

My name is Jeremy Delamarter. I'm a doctoral candidate in the School of Education 
at Seattle Pacific University involved in a research project involving Christian high 
schools. 

My research explores how Christian high schools select their literary texts. 
Specifically, I am examining the processes by which texts are selected. Literature at 
Christian schools often gets caught between curricular philosophy and political viability, 
and it's this tension between theory and practice that I'd like to explore. 

This is a subject near and dear to my heart, because I also teach high school English 
at [a Christian high school]. The results of my study are not intended to sit on a shelf, 
gathering academic dust. On the contrary, I hope to identify trends and factors 
influencing text selection that will enable Christian schools to examine their own 
practices. 

To that end, I'm asking for your permission to come to [your school] and study how 
you, as a community, choose the literary texts you teach. I'd like to interview you, your 
literature teachers, and your curriculum director, and I'd like to study any pertinent 
documents you may have concerning text selection. 

I know you and your staff are busy and your time is valuable, and I thank you for 
your consideration. If you're interested in participating, or if you have any further 
questions, simply reply to this email. I've attached a brief overview of my research 
proposal if you'd like more information. 
 
Thanks again for your time - 
 
Jeremy Delamarter 
Doctoral Candidate 
Seattle Pacific University 
School of Education 
3307 3rd Ave West 
Seattle, WA 98119 
(206) 281-2214 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Appendix B 

Proposed Research Overview 

 

 

 

 

The Texts We Teach: 

A Study of Canon Formation Processes at 
Christian Secondary Schools 

 
 
Primary Researcher: Jeremy Delamarter           Dissertation Advisor: Dr. Art Ellis 
 
 
 The literary canon is slippery; critics and academics battle over the inclusion of 
this book or that book, often in the name of representation of this group or that “ism.” 

The cultural forces at work in shaping the canon are seemingly too complex and 
numerous to name. 
 
 This is doubly true for the pedagogical canon. The texts we teach are often 
determined more by budgets than they are by beauty. Parental concerns, dwindling 
resources, aging infrastructure, and a host of other factors may play a larger role in 
determining which books end up in the classroom than the school’s curricular beliefs 

about the role of literature in education.  
 
 Add religion to the mix, and the complexity increases. Although literature has 
long played an important role in Christian education, there is no consensus among 
Christian schools about what that role ought to be. And, even if such a consensus were 
reached, there is no guarantee that current practice aligns with theory, that text selection 
is driven by curricular belief and not by non-curricular forces.  
 
 This study, then, seeks to answer the following questions: 
 

(1) To what extent do Christian educators select their pedagogical canons based on 
explicit curricular philosophy? 

(2) To what extent do non-curricular forces such as parents, budget, churches, 
students, etc. influence canonical formation? 

(3) To what extent are Christian educators aware of their own (or their institution’s) 

curricular philosophies regarding literature and reading? 
(4) To what extent do Christian schools have explicit curricular philosophies regarding 

literature and reading? 



 

(5) To what extent does academic inertia contribute to the pedagogical canon in 
Christian schools? 

 
In order to answer these questions, I will be interviewing principals, literature teachers, 
and curriculum directors from Christian schools that meet the following criteria: 
 

- a minimum enrollment of 100 students in grades 9-12 
- at least two literature teachers for grades 9-12 
- CSI or ACSI membership 

 
In addition to the interviews, I will also be collecting and analyzing documents related to 
text selection, including budget reports, book lists, curricula, statements of philosophy, 
committee meeting minutes, and the like.  
 
This is a qualitative study. My methodology derives from the belief that educational 
practice is driven by the interplay between multiple factors, and a narrative approach to 
information gathering, analysis, and reporting is most likely to accurately reflect this 
reality.  
 
 
Primary Researcher: Jeremy Delamarter 
 
Email: [contact email] 
 
School of Education 
Seattle Pacific University 
3307 3rd Ave. W, Suite 202  
Seattle, WA 98119 
(206) 281-2214  
cell – [cell phone number] 
 
Dissertation Advisor: Dr. Art Ellis 
 
Email: [contact email] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Appendix C 

Interview Questions 

1) Demographic data: 
- Name 
- Where do you teach?   
- Years teaching?  
- Years teaching at this school? 

2)   (icebreaker question) What’s your favorite book to teach? 

 

3)  As far as you know, does your school have an explicit philosophy regarding 
literature’s role in Christian education? If so, what is it? Do the texts you’re 
currently teaching fit that philosophy? 

 
4a) (for literature teachers) Why do you teach the books you currently teach?  
 
4b) (for principals and curriculum directors) Why do your literature teachers 

teach the books they currently teach?  
 
5) How does a book become an official part of your school’s curriculum? 

 
6) How much control do you have over the text selection process? 

 
7) Who pays for the books in your curriculum? (follow up) To what extent does 

the cost of a book influence whether or not you teach it? 
 

8) If a parent were to complain about a text, how would his or her concerns be 
handled? 

 
9) Describe the role of non-educators in the text selection process. 

 
10) Think about the book that’s been in your school’s curriculum for a long time. 

If you were called upon to defend that book’s role in your pedagogical canon, 
what would your defense be? 

 
11) In the last five years, how many books have been added to your pedagogical 

canon? How many have been dropped? (follow up) Why were they added? 
Why were they dropped? 

 
12) In your opinion, to what extent do non-curricular factors influence which 

texts are selected? 
 



 

13)  If you had to create your curriculum from scratch, would you include the 
same texts you teach now?  
 

14)  Is there anything else I haven’t asked about, anything else I need to know  
about how your school selects texts? 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix D

Sample List of Offensive Words and Phrases in To Kill a Mockingbird 
Hilltop Christian

To Kill a mocking bird

5 Attlcus had urged them to accept the state's generosity in allowing them to plead guilty to 
second-degree murder and escape with their lives—in Maycomb County a name synonymous 
with jackass

5 ,were imprudent enough to do it in the presence of three witnesses, and insisted that the 
son-of-a-bitch-had-it-coming-to-him was good enough defense for anybody.

6 ;Mrs. Dubose was plain hell (Scout talking, 1“ grader)

10 ;they attended dances at the county's riverside gambling hell, the Dew-Drop Inn & Fishing 
camp; they experimented with stumphole whiskey.

18 Jem, that damn lady says Atticus's been teachlng me to read and for him to stop it..(Scout,
1“ grade, talking about her teacher)

22 "If I hear another sound from this room 1*11 burn up everybody in it (teacher of the dewey 
decimal yells this to the first grade dass)

28 "Watch your step, Burris, " he sald. "I'd soon's kill you as look at you. Now go home. (first 
grade boy saying it to a first grade boy)

28 Safely out of range, he turned and shouted: "Report and be damned to ye! Ain't no snot- 
nosed slut of a schoolteacher ever born c'n make me do nothin'! (1" grader, Burris Ewell yelling 
this about his teacher)

37 "Don't you believe a word he says, Dill," I said. "Calpurnia says that's niggertalk. (Scout, 1“ 
grade)

41 I was not so sure, but Jem told me I was being a girl, that giris always imaglned things. that's 
why other people hated them so, and if I started behaving like one I could just go off and find 
someone to play with.

66 "Jem, I ain’t ever heard of a nigger snowman, I said

69 "Scout, he's stuck..." breathed Jem. "Oh God.." Mr. Avery was wedged tightly

74 He had announced in the schoolyard the day beforc that Scout Finch's daddy defended 
niggers. (Cecil, Is" grader)

75 "Do you defend niggers, Attlcus? I asked him that evening. "Of course I do. Don't say 
nlgger, Scout. That's common



Appendix E

Request for Reconsideration Form - Coastal Christian

' -- -----------------------------------------------------

PARENT REQUEST FOR RECONSIDERATION OF A BOOK

Author _____________________________________________

Title__________________________________________________________________________

( ) Hardcover ( ) Papcrback

Publisher (if known)______________

Request initialed by____________________________________________________________

Telephone Address

City Zip Code

Complaint Represents ( ) himself

( ) (namc organization)_________________________________________________________

( ) (identify other group)________________________________________________________

I To what in the book do you objecf’ (Please be specific; cite pages, quotes, etc )_____

2 . What do you feel might be the result of reading this book?

3 , For what age group would you rccommcnd this book? '~t

4 1s there anything good about this book?________________________________________

5 Did you read the entirc book?What parts?

6 Are you aware of the judgment of this book by literary critici?



1 What do you believe is thc thcmc of this book?

8 What would you likc your school to do about this book?

do not assign or recommcnd it to my child

 withdraw it from all students as wcll as my child.

scnd it back to tbe English Book Sdcction Committee for reevaluation

9 In its place, what book of cqual literary quality would you recommend that would 

convey as vaJuable a picture and perspective of our dvilization?



Appendix F

Criteria for Selecting Literary Works - Coastal Christian

Criteria for selecting literary works

Selection

Uterature selection begins with a teacher recommendation to the English Department. The 
foilowing criteria will be considered for the adoption of literature:

1. The literature develops and challenges reading comprehension skills and Hterary 
analysis skllls induding vocabulary, plot, theme, literary devices, etc.

2. It is at the appropriate reading level.

3. The literature has a "high standing” among literary critics.

4. The literature is relevant.

5. The literature challenges the reader's understanding of life.

6. The literature has the capadty to inform moral development.

7. Tbe literature validates the need for the presence of God in our lives.

8. The literature evokes critical thought and discussion.

Initial Review

Following approval from the Engllsh Department, literature recommendations will be reviewed 
by the adrrunistration of the respective buildings for final approval The criteria for approving 
literatureisa guide to provide students with leaming opportunities that prepare them well for 
the next level in their education and ultimately for life.^^Hrecogmzes thatthere may be 

differing opinions regarding the content of literature, tnerelore, we have reviewed and updated 
our process as it relates to this topic.

Notification of Literature Selected

If literature is adopted that may be considered “mature m theme”, parents will be Informed of 
the content of the Itterature as well as the instructional objectives prior to the time that the 
book is introduced to the dass. Parents will be notified of the literature selection for the 
upcoming year prior to June 30.



Parent Feedbadc

Included with the notificatioo of literature selection will be a "Request for reconsideration of a 
book” form. This form is designed to provide a platform for parents to give constructive 
feedback on literature selection that can be reviewed by the respectlve teacher, English 
Department, and schooi administration. Through input from parents, King's will re-evaluate 
and make a final determination if thecrtteria established for literature selection has been met.

Alternative Assignments

A parent may request a meeting with the teacher and the school administrator to discuss an 
altemative assignment to literature that they may find inapproprlate. A different option will be 
provided by the respective teacher upon the approval for an alternative assignment granted by 
the building administrator.



Appendix G

Sample Letter from Parents - Hilltop Christian

School
Attn: '-’'■■■■K

Mr.^^E^
Mr

November 9.1999

Dear Sirs,

It is our desire to share wrth you how the Holy Spmt has been leading us in regard to the requlred 
readmg of the book The Good Earth’ for the 9* grade dass

We were first made aware of this book when our son MM informed us of his objections to some of 
the content in chapters 19 - 26 ■■took time to acquamt himself with the story line of the book. and 
then read all the chapters from 19 - 26, As a result of hts reading. we are compeiled to appeai the 
decision to require our son to read what we consrder to be inappropriate, sexually suggestive material

We have endeavored to train our chHdren to flee immorality, as I Corinthians 6:18-20 demands, We 
have been careful to monitor visuai forms of media. as well as the music that we allow into our home 
Now. withtn this book, our son is dragged into activeiy participating in an immoral story line. By reading 
rt. his mental process, the active imagination, now involves the emotionai curiosity of the physical act 
which is described <n the plot. If we are told to flee immorality, how can we still live in it? The Apostle 
Paul says, "May rt never bel*

If a Chnstian school, based on discipleship, acbvely condones and requires its student's to partidpate in 
what the Bibie condemns as sin, thus causing them to stumble, what then of Matthew 18, of "stumbfing 
□Jocks, and mllstones*? Above and beyond this individual book, we have a larger concem as to the 
selection criteria of the English dept, and the prevailmg attitude condonmg the valsdtty of such matenal 
asbeingboth appropriate and acceptable. If this level of immorality is within the standards of what 
■■■■believes to be of benefit to our students, one must ask, what else in the realm of immorality 
is acceptable? If this book is the standard r '■■■■• commitment to teach our studenrs of God's 
plan for moral and sexual purity, then these standards need to be questioned in light of God's Word 
We are responsible as stewards of God’s resources to raise the standard as high as the Word of God 
itseff. Clearty, th>s book gives way for anyone to be seduced Into imrnoralrty in his/her heart. Our Lord 
Jesus made it abundantiy cfear in Matthew 5:27-28 that even to look or think (lust) in an immoral way. 
has commrtted sin in their heart. Let's not forget the strong waming given by our Lord in Matthew 18 to 
anyone who causes a younger believer to stumbte.

We implore you to ask yourselves, is this book worth the offenses it has caused not onty In our home 
but in the homes of other students iniBBHBclass? Has^BBHB*standard of morality become so 
complacent and compromised that we need to now ask, what other areas shouid we be concemed 
about? As parents, we need to be abie to trust that God's Word, at a Chnstian school, is the standard 
by which alt th>ngs are measurod Ploase justify the value of this book in light of 1 Corinthians 6:18-20. 
We would also request written documentation of the English Dept. criterion for sefection of readtng 
matenal. In light of our desire to 'put no unclean thing before our eyes*. we ask thatflBVbe grven an 
allemative assignment to compteting this book. and not be held accountabte for the book’s content or 
tests given on its behalf

Thank You,



Appendix H

Policy for Selecting Literature and Film - South Sound Christian

High School

Policies for Selecting Literature

Philosophical Guidelincs

As an academic arm of School, tcachers of literaturc are bound by the philosophy
set forth by thc school board in thc Parcnt/Studcnl Handbook. This phitosophy gcncrally demands that studcnts 
are taughl from u God-centercd vicwpoint which is dependent on a Btbhcatphilosophy toprotnde general background 
trufh and the principles for tnterpreting facts* The phitosuphy also demunds a commitmcnt !o rxccflcnce in instruction.

Tcachers arc aJso bound by thc detailed goals wct (orlh by thc tchool board. Several of these acadcmic gpals apply 
directly to the selection of litcrature within the curriculum:

I. Teachem of litcniture are requirrd to promotc hterary excettence, lo hclp thc atudents gain a thorough 
knoudedge in reading. and lo foster an appreaahon of litrralurc- In order to fulfill thcse 
requirrments, literary cboiccs must be of recognized literary merit. Students cannot gain an 
’exccUcnt’ cducation in Litcraturc without reading and interpreting literature of univeraal vaJue.

2. Tcachcrs of iilerature are also required to tcnch logical rcasoning and cntical thinking skiUs and 
mcouragc thr adoption of Fhblical principles as a basis for vaiue judgmenls. They, howrvcr, must 
avnid thc promotion of anti-intellcctualism: telling studcnts what to think ruther thwn tcnching thcm 
to think critically for tbcmselvex in a Godly w«y. UterHtunc students must develop thc personal 
skills of disceming literary mcrit and intcrpreting an aulhor’s mcssage. They muxt leam to compare 
literary thcmcs. phitosophies, und values with Biblical principles.

3. Literuture, probubly more than any othcr subjcct, reflects man. Man, by nature, omits God; and, 
oftcntimcs, quaiity literaturc wiU reflcci this omissiun. Teaching litcrature is, therefore, a wondcrful 
opportunity to show vividly what happens whcn man fails to relate himself and his knowledge to God. 
Teachers can use thcsc opportunitics to tetich a God-centered view of human rxistmoc and to rclale 
events to God's planfor rnart and the world. Students must undcrstand that evcn thc omission of 
God reveals the truth of God. They must lcam that dcpravity. hopelessncss, and sorrow come to the 
man that denies Qod.

Departmental Guidclincs

Using the gcncral philosophical guidelincs, thc following specificx arc eslablished for choosing agc-appropriatc 
literaturc for the junior high and high school curriculum:

1. The curriculum musl includc works of recognizcd literary merit. Studcnts cannot be prepared for 
academic succcss in collcgc without familiarity with great pieces of htcraturc.

2. Literalurc will br chosen on the busix nf thcmcs that promotc Christ-likc valucs. This docs not mcan 
that thc literaturc is neccssarily Christian or that all clements of the work will mcct eslablished 
’Chnstian slandards.” !t does mean that thcsc litcrary works will bc taught in such a way as to 
challenge the students to intcrpret critically both the value and thc phdosophy of the hterature.

3. Tenchera of liteniturc will wiH promotc critical thinking by cncouraging individual analysas, 
cvaluation, and synthesis.

4. Rccognizing that Christians “are no< of the world, bul ure in the world,* teucherx of litcraturc must 
train students lo dcal xucccssfully with ’godlcssncss.’ Literature providcs thc opportunity for thc 
studcnts lo encounter ungodly eJementx within thc protccted environmcnts of homc and school. 
Whcn cncountering ungpdly cicmcnts. teachcrs not only will acknowledge them but aiso will present 
Biblical prindplcs for rcsponding to them.

5. Moderalion and balancr will guide the literaturr selection. Workx thnt are void of philosophical value 
or works whcre thc valuc is hiddcn bcneath a wastcland of offcnsivc dements (i.c. protanity, sex, 
gpdless phitoxophies) will be avmded. Howevcr, litcrature will not bc discardcd soldy on thc basis of 
the prescnce of offcnsive clcments: a smafl pcrccntagc of chosen literature will contam these 
elements. Teachera will maintain a standard of modcration which will allow students to receive an 
cxcellcni, age-appropriate literary education from a Chrisuan perspectivc.

6. Training will be givcn to students about thc rcsponsiblc use of spoken languagc bascd on Scriplure 
(Exodus 20:7; Matthcw 5:37, Matthcw 12:36-37, and Ephcsians 4:29).

7. All wwks of iitcraturc choscn outside o( thc establishcd curriculum (inciuding recommendcd rcading 
lixts) must br upproved by the department head.
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Principlex for Selection

When scJccting major litcrary worka, filmx, or xupplemcntal handouts, threc gencrul crmsiderations shall bc applicd 
in thc selcction of any work: its appropriatcness. its potcntiaJ, and ils merit. Thesc critcria apply to the evaluation 
of both style and oontent,

1. Thc wwk should be appropriate to:

a. The general mission, purposc, and goals of |HmHlH^HHkand to thc gcneral 
objectivcs o( the curriculum as outlinod in the dcpartment scope and sequcncc.

b. Thc specific objeclives of the oourse as outlined in thc courae curriculum guidc.

c. Thc intelkctual, emocionnl, nnd spirituaJ lcvcls of thc rcader.

2. The work should havc thc potcntlal to:

a. Engagc and cxcrcisc the rcader's power of imagination.

b. Provide the rcader with a xignificant, cducationa) cxpcricnce.

c. Lcad thc reader to □ greatcr understanding of culture and its accompnnying worldvicws.

d. Lcad the rcadcr to a grcater undcrstanding of thc truths of God.

e. Provide thc reader with a xignificant occasion for cxercising and reinforcing thcir 
Chrislian faith and commitment. The study and teaching of the wrk should chMHengr 
thc rcader to rvalign his assumptions and thoughts wilh thc mind of Christ.

f. Sharpcn the rcader’s scnsitivity and mcrcase his concem and compassion for mankind’s 
sociaJ, moraJ, and spintual predicamcnt and nccds.

g. Challenge the readcr to think critkalJy about the issucs prcacntcd.

3. Merit is dctermincd by thc following charactcrislics:

a. The work should havc tcchnical excellencc and literary quality. It is assumed that thc 
secondary xch<x>l curriculum wil) acquaint a student with works which arc rccognizrd 
classics. Jt is also assumcd that the curriculum will aoquaint students with 
contemporary works which are haring a significani impact on the popular culturc.

b. Thc teaching of thc wx>rk -- including class discussions, assignmentx, or aclivities ■ ■ 
should achieve a positive moral impact and rcflect an honesl, penctrating, and valid 
perccption of human life. The literary work may dcpict human smfulncxx, but it must 
do xo in a context which is sensitive to BibiicuJ morality and suitable to thc agc of the 
reader. Thcre should bc no encouragement of sinful actions and idcas; instead, sin 
xhould bc shown as destructive and, thcrcfore, somcthing to be rejcctcd.

c. The mornl and social significancc o( the work as u wholr must decidcdly exceed in valuc 
the possible oflcnsivcncss of any of itx parts. It is more important to look at the overall 
thcme and impact. For cxample, profanity and vulgarity do not dixqualify a book; 
howcvcr, when thcsc occur, they should not be shown as admirablc or aceeptable 
qualiliex, but nithcr as rcalistic charactcristica of sinfUI pcople.

Procedure for Sclection

]. Mnterials which nccd approval include:

A. all major litcrary works.

B. all films betng viewed in any course.

C. nny xupplemental handouts which contain graphic dexcriplions of violcncc, scxually 
suggcstivc contcnt, profanity, or cultumDy sensitivc issucs.

2. fnr appmval:

A. Tcachcrs within the departmcnt examine the objectivex, content, and skills devclopcd within 
cwh coursc, discussing studcnt nccds and suggesting changcs.



Pollr^ for Scln liriK Ulmtlure & I'llnt Pop- J

Anv proposed curriculum changes are submitted by the department head tn the prindpal. 
Author and/or copyright datc (if applicablc), course title, gradc lcvel, and rationalc/approach 
(if desired) should bc included

2. The principal will then submit the changcs to thc Education Committee for apprnvitl. Once

Revised 10/00 M

approved by the Education Committee. a work nr anthoiogy becomes part of thc curriculum of 
School.



 

Appendix I 

Request for Review of Book – Central Christian 

FORM III-3: REQUEST FOR REVIEW OF BOOK OR OTHER CURRICULUM MATERIAL / 
STRATEGY 
 

Request initiated by (or group contact person):    
Address:   
City/State/Zip: __________________________________________  
Telephone:   
 

If a group request, what group of teachers, parents, or church is submitting this 
request for review? 

 

Title of Book or Curriculum Material under review:   

 

 

Author, Publisher, or other identification:   

 

 

How is this book or curriculum material used in [name of school]?  

 

 

1. Did you read the entire book/material? ______  What parts, if not all?  

 

 

2. To what in the book do you object? Why do you object? (Please be specific, give 
page references) 

 

 

3. For what age group would you recommend this book or material, if at all? 



 

 

 

4. How might the teacher's use of this material minimize its negative effect and lead 
the student to greater Christian maturity? 

 

 

5. What do you recommend that the school do with this book/curriculum material? 

 

 

Signature:   

 

 (Answer these questions on a separate sheet if more space is desired.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Appendix J 

Topic Coding Matrix 

 

Demographics Theoretical Factors Pragmatic Factors 
 

- School 
 

- Affiliation 
• CSI 
• ACSI 

 
- Years teaching 

 
- Subjects taught 

 
- Philosophy 

• explicit 
• implicit 

 
- Communication 

• formal 
• informal 

 
- Relationships 

• longevity 
• trust 

 

 
- Demographics 

• static 
• dynamic 

 
- Finances 

• out of pocket 
• line item 
• dual model 

 
- Classics 

• universal themes 
• appeal over time 
• cultural literacy 
• standard practice 
• expert opinion 
 
 

 
 


