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Abstract

Teaching Literature (in the Age of Generative Machines):
An Exploration of the Not-So-New Relationalities of Readers and Literary Texts in Schools

Eric David Abrams

ChatGPT and generative Al technologies have infiltrated our learning spaces, and, as a
result, schools may be changed forever. While some educators may seek to ban the use of
chatbots, motivated by a fear of the rampant plagiarism the technology might invite, I, however,
write this dissertation with the intent of finding uses for Al as a participant in the teaching and
learning of literature in the secondary and post-secondary English classroom. In this
dissertation, | examine a series of problems, issues, and ideas raised by Al, situated in specific
relationalities among readers and literary texts (students, teachers, and myself functioning as my
main sites of inquiry) by engaging in literature-based experiments. Through reflecting on my
experiences and experimenting alongside teachers, students, and Al, | have found that the
problems and opportunities introduced by Al are not-so-new: they’re a re-presentation of the
familiar, repackaged and amplified. Though this dissertation has not lent itself to the discovery
of a singular conclusion, | have found, rather, grounds for further experimentation and
provocation. As | conclude this dissertation, | attempt to identify some ways that teachers of
English can utilize Al not as a tool for providing knowledge and information for students, but to

rather utilize it as a thought-provoking companion for the teaching of literature.
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Preface

A few semesters ago, | sat down for a meeting with my then-academic-advisor Dr.
Yolanda-Sealey Ruiz. | was attempting to find my way towards this dissertation but finding,
actually, more detours and digressions than any actual progress. So | asked for some of her time
to talk things over. When we met, I told her that I was feeling frustrated because I hadn’t found
my focus yet: the problem/idea/theory | could spend my dissertation discussing, and, likely, the
rest of my career exploring. | was so eager to find myself as a researcher and discover what,
exactly, it is I have to say about the teaching of English, yet [ hadn’t been able to do either.

In response, she told me the following: “Eric, your dissertation is not the end of your
work; it’s the beginning of it.”

Yolanda tends to say with her chest even the things that come from her heart; her gentle
wisdoms can carry layers of power. So, when she shared her advice with me, | picked up on the
message beneath, what she was actually telling me: “Eric, stop worrying. Figure out what
you 're doing here and now, so that you can graduate, then, the real work will begin.”

What a terrifying and inspiring thought.

So here | am, after earning an MA, spending 5 years in a PhD program, and having
gained almost 9 years of teaching experience, about to take my first step.

How many more beginnings must | have after this one, | wonder?

| left that conversation having received a gift; a new way of looking at my progress.
Everything became new and exciting. I’m in the morning of my work where everything is wet
with dew; all golden and green. I’'m working not from a fruit but rather with a seed.

You may wonder, reader, as you’re considering my current position as a writer, teacher,

and researcher, what the point of reading this dissertation even is. What kind of nourishment can



you even get from a seed, anyway? Why bother to read the work of someone who’s just starting
out—who hasn’t really done anything yet? Someone who doesn’t have any of the answers you
may be seeking?

These are great questions, and I unfortunately don’t have a great answer. I think there’s
value in my work, but I can’t really guarantee that, can I? What I lack is experience. I have been
an academic for only a few years. Consider, also, that | have been a teacher for only about 9
years. When you think about the heft of the several decades of work in classrooms that some
scholars have offered in their service of students, my 9 years is barely even a measurable unit of
time; just a few moments, really.

What I can assure you is that, in this short time, I’ve experienced a lot. That’s what I
think I have to offer, and that’s where I think I can provide some value. I have things to say
about my experiences: what went wrong (lots went wrong) and what went right (a few things
here and there). Through this dissertation, I’'m trying to use my experiences, the good and the
bad, to inform some of my barely-there glints of wisdom so that they might catch a strand of
light or two and shimmer just the tiniest bit.

My 9 years of experience as a teacher of English have been difficult years. During this
time, my teaching has ranged from often-times terrible to sometimes pretty okay.

My point, here, is that ’'m no master teacher, and I would hate for you to assume that I’'m
a master of anything at all, or that I have any answers. On occasion, when | read books by
teacher-researchers, | imagine them as wielding tremendous power in classrooms; that they’re
able to simultaneously educate, inspire, and engage every single child in whatever classroom
they step into. That they have unbreakable hearts and an infinite supply of passion. That they

sleep full nights every night. That they never develop that annoying eye-twitch that | get in my



left eye every school year right around the middle of March. That they never pick their cuticles
bloody. That they can do all of the things that we—the everyday, mere mortal teachers—can’t.

I remember encountering this feeling explicitly when | read Teach Like a Champion
(Lemov, 2015)—not by choice but by assignment during a hectic and exhausting summer
training with the NYC Teaching Fellows. It’s not the book’s fault, but it was positioned by my
trainers that summer like a bible: a guide for being good. It was meant to shape us then-fledgling
and terrified teachers into teacher-champions who teach like champions. How, in fact, might a
champion teach? I am still unsure, but I do know that much of my cohort’s time with the book
was spent studying its lessons on managing behaviors of both students and teachers through
inculcation—as if habit-forming could be the answer to the near-unanswerable problem of how
to understand what makes effective teaching effective. Despite that book’s and my trainers’ best
efforts, | did, however, not teach like a champion in my first few years—or maybe ever—as a
classroom teacher.

I want you to know that I am still, in fact, not a champion teacher. | once had a 9th grade
student tell me she thought I gave up on her class because they, as a group, were too
“difficult”—unruly, loud, a tiny bit disrespectful—as students. And she was right: | did give up
on them. They were too difficult for me, and, rather than rise to the challenge, I shrunk. I didn’t
come to realize that she was right until it was too late. Another time a student invited me to her
dance recital, and | wound up not attending because | was just too tired. The next day in class, I
immediately saw the disappointment on her face, and she froze me out for the rest of that school
year. It felt like I broke her heart, and our relationship was never the same after that. I’ve let

down, disappointed, and pissed off countless others, I’m sure.



| still drive my partner Leslie crazy when | bring too much of my work home too often.
I’ve spent so many late nights illuminating our bedroom with the white-blue glow of a laptop
screen as she lies next to me, trying to sleep.

I’m not a champion-teacher, and that’s okay. I am an educator who has had a challenging
and complicated collection of experiences. You’re probably a way better teacher than I am.

Maybe I’'m being too hard on myself. What kind of teacher am I actually, I wonder?
Good, bad, or average? Effective or ineffective? Such descriptors don’t mean much when it
comes to teaching; effective looks different in different contexts and doesn’t really serve to
measure much. That word is especially heavy for teachers in NYC public schools, as variations
of effective dominate our ratings system. Though I’m not entirely sure if I’'m any good, what I
do know is that I try.

I don’t think that teaching is in my blood; nor is it in my bones. There are times when I
have loved it and times when | have really, really hated it. | have spent so much time and
intellectual energy attempting to strike a healthy balance with this career, but I fear it’s
impossible.

| do, however, at my core, feel that teaching—especially the teaching of English—is a
higher calling: one of the most sacred, wonderful things that a person can do with their life.
Even the doing of it poorly—Dbut with a good-natured and genuine effort—is better than the
doing of most other things.

Back in my last career, what feels like a lifetime ago, | had a boss—a fiercely competent
worker and respected person in her field—tell me, as we sat in her roomy office which had a
view of middle-Manhattan, that public service is a higher calling. However, we were not public

servants; we worked in the Government Affairs department of a large corporation. It was our job



to protect the political and financial security of the billionaire who owned the company we
worked for. This job was not a higher calling; it was not a worthy cause to devote my time to.
Teaching, however, is.

Leaving that job was what led me to my current career-path as an educator, which had
always been a plan B-or-C, and, even, at times, felt like an inevitability.

| admire teachers; | love teachers. | have been influenced profoundly by teachers of
English throughout my life; they have inspired and sustained me. Some of my most valued
memories as a child and an adolescent have been rooted in my experiencing of literature in a
classroom. And all I want to do is to contribute, in some way, to making this impossible job—
which only somehow gets even more impossible—even the smallest bit easier. At the very least,
I’d like to leave you with just a few interesting thoughts about students, teaching, and literature
to walk around with.

| also want you to know that | am not the sort of teacher/scholar who has a lot of
convictions. Far from a fundamentalist, | would be happy to be proven wrong, to be moved in
different directions, or to be swayed on any given number of my assumptions. But there’s one
thing that I just won’t be budged on: I believe there’s no more worthy focus of English
instruction than literature. It should be our primary goal as educators and our primary concern as
researchers. There is nothing more important for teachers of English than the reading literature
alongside young people. On that I am wholly unwilling to hear otherwise. Even in the face of
any data or argument; any theory or threat.

It’s literature that has called me to this profession and it’s literature that has kept me in it

for the short period of time that I’ve been able to withstand and tolerate its innumerable



challenges. | want to make this clear to you now, because literature is the foundation of all of
my explorations in this dissertation; it all starts with that love and has grown outward from there.
| also want to take some time to talk to you about me and my Institution.

Higher Education can be a wonderful thing. It can give a person so much: agency,
flexibility, joy, freedom, kinship, the gift of doubt.

At the same time, | also believe that not all types of higher education are equal. Some are
simply more precious than others. Some can be harmful.

The type of education I’ve received at Teachers College, Columbia University has been
equally liberating and dangerous. It’s been liberating because it has challenged me and allowed
me to unbridle my creativity and intellectual habits of mind in ways that | never really
considered to be possible. To be able to feel comfortable inside of and even contribute to a body
of knowledge has been an incredible joy; I’ve loved, at times, the learning, laboring, and
teaching that I’ve done at TC. I’ve had lots of fun and I’ve met a few great people whose
support I cherish genuinely.

Although I engage, at times enthusiastically, in academics, I can’t claim to be a member
of the Academy. I’m not sure that the academy is interested in claiming me, either. And I’'m
fine with that; in fact, I think it’s a strength. Academics is not, to me, as it can be for others, a
birthright: coincidentally, it’s shoes that run in my family. I come from two generations of
Abrams who have worked in women’s footwear. My Dad’s parents and my own parents had
both owned and ran shoe stores in New York City.

| share this small scrap of family history to say that | have no allegiances, no background.
I can’t tell you how freeing it is to realize you can actually say “no”” when someone asks you if

you read [this book], are familiar with [this author]; to liberate yourself from the confines of such



overcompensatory and inauthentic behaviors. For a year or so, | narrowed my eyes, nodded my
head, and played along when someone asked me about an author I’d never heard of. Now, [ own
and appreciate my blind-spots because, at the end of the day, | am new to this. I’m learning. I
am a student first. For ever and ever.

As I’ve said, my time at TC has been generally fun and enriching, but it’s also been
accompanied with temptation: the seduction of expertise. I’ve found that the real danger of the
academy, outside of the stereotypical snobbery and self-importance that you see here and there
(these things are small annoyances; easy to ignore, and, as I’ve found, not all that common in
schools of Education—teachers tend to be much more genuine: compassionate and kind), is that
it tricks you into thinking that you actually know something.

Even more-so dangerous, it might lead you to believe that you might have answers: that
you know more than someone else might. God forbid you think, even for a second, that you, a
member of the academy, know more about teaching than any teacher out there working in the
field. Dr. Rich Milner told me and my fellow classmates, in the autumn semester of 2020 during
a class session of a doctoral seminar with Dr. Yolanda Sealey-Ruiz, that he knows he’s not better
than anyone else; this, he told us, was a lesson that his mother continually reminded him of. I’ve
tried to keep that in my heart.

The only thing that makes me different from other teachers is that I’ve done some
reading—perhaps even too much—and am able to contextualize my knowledge and experience
in the broader systems of educational philosophy. But many teachers, deep in their guts, already
carry with them vast geographies of unnamed and uncharted assumptions and epistemologies,

which they enact in perhaps every lesson they teach. But the fact that | can point to the names of



theories and explain the institutional legacies of a few of those theories makes me knowledgeable
and will make me eventually worthy of honorifics and publications.

That doesn’t make me any better than anyone else. It maybe makes me a loser who has
spent almost a quarter of a million dollars on an education. But that’s fine. I’'m okay with that,
too.

Despite all of these self-described deficiencies as a teacher and a scholar, I hope that you
can use some of the language I’m offering, some of the excerpts of text that I'm sharing, and
some of the stories that I’ve gathered in order to help you see some things out about teaching
literature. Because teaching literature is what has likely brought you to this profession, to this
dissertation: to this shared moment between us.

You may wonder about the possibilities for aligning teacher, text, and student in a way
that enables students to think, talk, and write with agency, creativity, and joy. Asdo l. Asdo all
of us. That’s because teaching literature in a way that gives students some freedom, | believe, is
one of the hardest things for a teacher of English to do. And to do so in such a way that doesn’t
cause students to feel, in their bodies, actual pain when they’re asked to read, talk about, or think
about literature, is even harder. I’d like to make it not-so hard in whatever way | can.

The title of this dissertation is Teaching Literature (in the Age of Generative Machines):
an Exploration of the Not-So-New Relationalities of Readers and Literary Texts in Schools, and |
hope that this title makes my intentions and values clear. While the ways that readers (students,
teachers, and myself) and literature (the texts we teach in classrooms) become entangled and
relate to one another will be the main focus of this dissertation, I’ve also allowed in an interloper;

another voice to intrude—as an unexpected houseguest intrudes on an otherwise quiet dinner-



time—on my own. This is a voice that is bound to generate an array of responses and opinions,
so let me rip that Band-Aid off right now and tell you what it is: ChatGPT.

There was a point, about a year ago, when | thought I really knew what | was doing in
this dissertation. But, then, Al came into my life and I haven’t been able to really look back. It
may be reactionary; | may look back in a few years and regret the decision, as technologies, like
tsunamis can cause disruption at a continental scale at first, but the ocean tends to settle back
down, as it always does. The same can happen with Al; it might calm to a quiet lull or disappear
entirely after this initial burst of activity. Does the shore even bother to remember the waves that
batter it?

I cannot see the future, but what I can know, for sure, is that I can’t ignore this impulse: I
feel such a strong need to submit to my interests and curiosities and, then, to see what happens.
That’s all research is, anyway, isn’t it?

While ChatGPT currently holds a great deal of my curiosity, I also have some formal
experience working with it inside and outside of the classroom.

Last year, my colleagues Claudia, Judith, Audra, and I put together what turned out to be
a last-minute proposal to a conference for teachers of English in which we elected to tackle, head
on, ChatGPT (which was still a new-born in the broader cultural consciousness) to see what
meaning we could make from it as a collective of teacher/scholars. The proposal we eventually
submitted was “Who's Afraid of ChatGPT? Humanizing Practices That Beat the Bot,” and that
proposal wound up being accepted. Writing up proposals, I’ve found, is fun: you could use it as
a container of all your biggest wishes and desires for a topic. The problem, though, with having
a proposal accepted is that you have to then, actually, do what you’ve proposed. Not always

such an easy or straightforward task.



Though the task of making sense of a brand-new technology for a group of English
educators was not easy, I’'m incredibly proud of what we put together. My role in the
presentation was to bridge the concept of Al to the teaching of literature, and to propose to the
teachers in attendance some classroom activities that might help students and teachers
understand the functionalities of Al chatbots.

We wound up presenting to a packed house: some audience members had to sit on the
floor! One of my professors, who has had a remarkable career with a variety of successes,
shared with me afterward, “I don’t think I’ve ever presented to a room that full.” And the
response we got from our guests was profound. There was a palpable energy in that room:
curiosity, eagerness, excitement. It was such a wonderful experience, and I’1l always be proud of
what my co-presenters and | accomplished that day.

There were also far-reaching effects of that experience. It revealed to me a clear and
maybe even obvious truth: teachers want to know what to do with/about Al. 1 also learned
through this experience that | have a voice and perspective on this issue that some people seem
to want to hear.

With this dissertation, | answer a call to action: to explore and describe, to the best of my
abilities, the not-so-new relationalities among readers and texts in this new cultural/technological

moment we find ourselves in: the age of generative machines?.

1 take inspiration for this phrase from Ray Kurzweil, who named two of his books after different epochs which
technological advances in robotics would pull us into: The Age of Intelligent Machines and The Age of Spiritual
Machines. | think that our current socio-technological moment is a liminal space between the intelligent and the
spiritual; we might, even, have one foot in each age. I’'m describing our current moment as the age of generative
machines, in which the word generative alludes to the category of Al that ChatGPT and its kind belong to. More
than an idea to borrow for the title of this work, I’ve found such inspiration in Kurzweil’s ability to weave science,
fiction, science-fiction, theory, and speculation throughout his writing, so I’ve decided to pay homage to his work in
my title.
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A Note on Structure and Sites of Inquiry

As I’ve been crafting this dissertation, I’ve noticed that my work lacks linearity, and
that’s no surprise.

I did not walk into my doctoral program with a map; | had no idea where my interests and
curiosities would lead me. In fact, in my statement of purpose for my Teachers College
application which I wrote back in 2019, | pitched myself as a teacher/scholar who was interested
in the way that students’ experience of anxiety can function as an obstacle in the ELA classroom
and get in the way of the learning of literature; | wanted to explore ways of overcoming that.
This particular interest did not last very long.

As | entered TC, | explored a series of sites of curiosity, and they were all over the map.
They included the teaching of poetry, the understanding of how knowledge works with regards
to literature, the effects of standardization, how to encourage students to freely interact with
poetry, and dozens of others which, for some fleeting moments, | thought I knew, for sure, that’s
what my career’s core pursuit would be.

These interests were often inspired by theorists and authors | was exposed to in my
coursework; | always tried my best to allow these authors into my heart so that | can see what
happens. Even now, a few are whispering in my ear. Despite the learning, thinking, and reading
I’ve done, I still don’t know, for sure, where I’'m heading. But, rather than continuing to panic in
an effort to give a name to my work, I’m happy, now, to receive a series of passing interests and
allow them to exert themselves on all of my understandings, ideas, and goals. One thing that
I’ve noticed, though—as I’ve already said in this introduction—is that literature has and will

always be a unifying thread within my tangled, sloppy weave of ideas.
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I have chosen to allow myself to figure out what this dissertation is as I’'m writing it. A
risk—I know—especially when so much of the process required of proper academic work needs
to be done before the writing happens; applications need to be submitted, paperwork needs to be
completed, proposals need to be approved. All this, before | can actually write.

I simply can’t find a way to make this work for me, so I’'m trying to reject this model.
It’s not for me. I tell my students all the time in my English Composition course that writing
doesn’t happen after you know what you’re going to say, it’s rather a meaning-making process
where you figure things out in real-time. To play with a proverb: I am practicing what |
[pr]/[t]each.

As a mirror of my 5 years in my doctoral program, I am still allowing myself to learn,
grow, and figure things out. Even right now. I’ve just crossed 50,000 words and over 170 pages
in the document I’m writing this in at this very moment in time?, and | am—still—figuring out
what it is that I’'m saying.

I have understandings coalescing around the central focus of this dissertation, the reading
and teaching of literature, from a series of directions, and I’ve allowed those understandings to
be influenced by new technological advancements in artificial intelligence. As a result, a
sequence of chapters isn’t quite doing the service that I’d like it to do. My way of working is

more spatial.

2 1t’s 12:40 pm on Saturday, February 3, 2024, as my dog DJ sleeps—she’s positioned herself just so on her bed, so
that a few slivers of sunshine run over her back—and as Leslie sits next to me on our couch; she’s absently scrolling
on her phone. In this moment, she’s attempting to process and understand a loss in her family which has just
happened earlier this morning. I could comfort her right now, but I’m not. I’m instead writing a version of this lived
moment which will live on, in some way, with this dissertation. We’re occupying distant constellations of being,
lightyears apart, yet we’re both trying to just figure out something that’s complicated and difficult. I take comfort in
that.
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While, of course, I’'m numbering my chapters and aligning them sequentially, I want you
to imagine my sleuthing, my data, my explorations, and my inquiry spatially, so that your
reading experience can best reflect what’s been going on in my head. As I picture this
dissertation, | do not see a straight line of written work, but, rather, a network of related ideas,
traveling back and forth between one another in a circuit.

Whereas the dissertation, as | have come to know it as an academic construct, heavy with
structure and linearity—much like we, as teachers of English, have come to know the five-

paragraph essay as such a controlling structure—might be organized accordingly:

Chapter 1 Chapter 2 Chapter 3 Chapter 4 Chapter 5
Introduction Review of literature Methods / Data & Discussion Conclusion
Methodology

My work, | fear, cannot.

While I’m unable to take comfort in the sense of linearity that can offer so much safety
and perhaps even confidence to a writer, | can, however, utilize a different conceptual frame. |
can turn to technology (as | am doing in this dissertation) for a spatial understanding of what |
feel I might already know: I can use it as a productive lens in order to try to make what’s familiar
a bit more foreign.

In my journeys of academic exploration that I’ve taken over the last few months, I’ve
found myself reading in genres and fields that are completely out of my comfort zone. For
example: a textbook focused on machine learning. Through this reading, I’ve found that some
computer scientists use space in both literal and metaphorical ways to transmit meaning. Look,

for example, at the following diagram:
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(Goodfellow et al., 2016, p. 353)
It’s chaos! Yet what seems chaotic is typically never actually so: they are structured
entanglements, with orders, motivations, logics, patterns, and movements at play. It appears to
be an absolute mess, yet we can follow each path of movement, and fully comprehend its web.
Somehow, | see myself and my work in these staticky paths of motion, in this tangled weave of
relations. (As I’ve said before, this is a dissertation about relationalities).

This particular diagram models a “convolutional network™ of artificial neurons, and it,
coincidentally, is a great way to describe the convolutional manner in which I’ve arrived at and
remain within my current site of study. This model provides me with a spatial plane in which |
believe | can situate certain discourses and discussions, in addition to allowing me to delineate
relationships and vectors of travel among the different paths of inquiry I’m moving through.

What I’ve produced below is the “convolutional network™ of this dissertation. At the top
of the network, I’ve organized the three sites of inquiry I have chosen for this dissertation
linearly, while attempting to show the data-source which will guide the inquiry I am doing in
each chapter. In the bottom row lies the relational sequence of three sites of study:
Teaching/Reading literature, Knowledge/Knowing, and Artificial Intelligence. These represent
the motivating foundation of ideas, theories, and concepts that feed my project.

The way I’m envisioning this dissertation is outlined in the figure below:
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Me, Chapter 4: Teachers, Chapter 5: Students, Chapter 6:

Literature, & Artificial

the Al

Deeply Literature, & Literature, & Cybernetic

Poetries

Learning Interpretation

Knowledge

Reading
Intelligence
Literature

What I find useful in this model is that it stresses and delineates the conceptual centers of this
dissertation, while showing me the ways that my inquiry and my theoretical interests are all
aligned.

As demonstrated in the top of this figure, this dissertation will focus on three main sites
of inquiry, each in relationality with literature: me, teachers, and students.

The me, | feel, is self-explanatory: it’s my effort to use my own experience as a teacher
and reader of literature as a site of inquiry in order to discover some ideas or theories about the
functionalities of Al as a reader of literature.

For my next space of data collection, | am turning to teachers—specifically to doctoral
students at a school of education, who have experience both as an instructor for MA students and
as a teacher of middle/secondary students in an ELA setting—so that | can, then, attempt to
notice the types of interactions that occur among teachers, literature, and generative Al in a
book-club-inspired reading environment.

Finally, I will look at the ways that a group of students in a post-secondary literature-

focused English Composition course interact with Al while analyzing a work of poetry, in order
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to find ways of encouraging the use of generative Al as a tool to support the teaching and
learning of literature in classrooms.

Each of these sites of inquiry will serve as grounds to situate my understanding of a
problem, issue, or idea related to the teaching of literature that is being brought into focus by the
presence of Al. They are a series of spaces where | am grounding my experiments in order to
attempt to see how the Al might come to affect the teaching of literature in secondary and post-
secondary English classrooms.

A Guide to this Dissertation

In my attempt to describe myself (my perspectives and experiences as a teacher and
researcher) and my research interests (the relationalities with literature and new Al
technologies), perhaps there’s something missing: something to align everything I’ve discussed
thus far and to forecast to you, reader, where I’'m heading. Something essential to any research
project, yet something I’ve only been able to articulate as I’'m in the final stages of writing this
dissertation: A research question. It may change again in the days to come?, but I’m satisfied
with this question, here and now:

How might interactions with generative Al come to affect the teaching and learning of
literature in secondary and post-secondary English classes?
I will examine this question through a series of relationalities: me with literature, teachers of

English with literature, and students with literature.

3 True to the spirit of my work; this is one of the last things I’ve written; not because I haven’t known what the
unifying question to guide my inquiry would be, but because it’s taken a lot of thought, reflection, and effort to find
a way articulating this question in such a way that feels right. Even now, I’m not so sure about it. But, here, I’1l
take some advice that I’ve given my student-writers: you never really finish a writing project; you just decide to
walk away from it when you re ready.
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I should also be clear that | am using relationality and not relationship with purpose. For
reasons that | attempt to explain in chapters 1 and 2, when an individual genuinely experiences a
work of literature, the text and the reader become relational, entangled with one another. The
reader and the text are not two separate objects interacting with one another but rather, can form
a rhizomatic relationality: two subjects becoming entangled as they—to use a term from Barad
(2007)— “intra-act” (p. 33). Therefore, I’m not interested in looking at any of my areas of
inquiry in relation to literature but I’m aiming to look at them relationally with literature.

Before | begin my explorations and experiments, | will first take an opportunity to
introduce you to my chapters, so that you can understand, in broad terms, what I’ll be discussing
and attempting to discover:

e Chapter 1: Please Write a Section Title Suggests that Knowledge about Literature

Might Become Problematic for Teachers of English

| begin this chapter by sharing a story of a teaching experience that | had recently,
and | explore ways that this story links to an entire network of interconnected
problems that concern the teaching of literature. Additionally, | describe my
personal teaching philosophies with regards to literature.

e Chapter 2: Can You Write me a Section Title that Suggests a Historical Review of

the Various Practices for Teaching Literature in Secondary School?

| explore the ways that literature can function in classrooms and survey some of
the governing theories that have controlled the ways that literature historically has
been taught. I, then, bridge this exploration to a discussion of how literature tends

to exist in schools of education: how literature may be used instructionally in MA
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programs in the teaching of English, and the habits of reading that emerge among
pre-service English teachers.

e Chapter 3: I Came up with the Phrase The Age of Generative Machines, Can You
Write Me a Section Title that Uses It in a Clever Way and also Mentions the
Teaching of Literature?

| introduce the intruder, Al, and | attempt to take up the work of explaining—
from my own perspective as an English teacher—what chatbots like ChatGPT can
be capable of doing. Furthermore, I explore the various principles (technological,
linguistic, theoretical, pedagogical) that underpin the functionalities of generative
Al chatbots.

e Chapter 4: | Want to Title a Chapter Deeply Learning: Me & the Generative
Machine. Can You Provide Some Suggestions for Making It Sound Better?

I begin discussing my first of three experiments. Using myself and my
experiences as a reader and teacher of literature as a lens, | engage in narrative-
style inquiry to explore the interconnected problems that may come into focus
when Al enters the literature classroom. I, then, attempt to describe Al’s
capabilities as a reader of literature in order to potentially connect it to teaching
methods in literature instruction.

e Chapter 5: Is Artificial Interpretation: Teachers’ Encounters with the Generative

Machine an Effective Chapter Title for a Dissertation?
I move on to teachers-and-literature as a site of inquiry to explore different Al-
related problems regarding the teaching of literature. Here, I wonder how Al

might come to affect teacher-text relationalities. As my second experiment, |
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conduct a series of one-on-one interviews in a book-club-like environment, where
I read and discuss a work of literature with 6 teachers of English—each of whom
has worked at the secondary/middle level as a classroom teacher, in addition to
teaching preservice teachers. I, then, include Al in the conversation as an
interpreting participant, in order to attempt to notice the issues or concepts that
may arise.

e Chapter 6: Write Me a Chapter Title that Starts with the Words Cybernetic

Poetries

An account of my third site of inquiry, in which | turn to students in a literature-
focused Freshman English composition class in a public university in New York
in order to understand how Al and literature can commingle in a classroom. This
experiment responds to a problem I’ve noticed in the AI’s writing of poetry, and it
represents my effort of devising a way to position Al as a thought-partner to
students in a lesson that is centered in the analysis of a poetic text.

e Chapter 7: Please Suggest a Title of My Dissertation Conclusion
A concluding chapter in which I attempt to survey my new understandings in
order to arrive at a series of provocations for future experiments with literature
and Al. | will attempt to thread together my series of frayed and barely-holding-
together ideas regarding problems, issues, or ideas that arise in the teaching of
literature when Al intrudes on the relationalities between readers and literary
texts. In this conclusion, I will attempt to make some recommendations of how Al
can function as a thought provider/partner/provoker in literature-focused English

classrooms.
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As a final note, | want to explain my chapter titles, which, I admit, may seem a bit silly.

The titles are meant to read like a ChatGPT query, and, in footnotes, I provide the bot’s
response: some decent ideas came about and others were, | feel, quite obviously bad. | decided
to use this naming convention for my chapters as a means of demonstrating a core idea, which |
will reiterate throughout this dissertation: the value of ChatGPT does not lie in the answers it
provides but rather in the user. | do not believe that we should be positioning ChatGPT and
other generative Als as thought-providers but as thought-partners in journeys of inquiry and
learning. Rather than focusing on the dangers or benefits that new technologies bring, I believe
that we should be searching for ways to emphasize what’s human: the teachers and students and
they literature that they read.

Al can never generate anything as brilliant or useful as students or teachers can,
especially with regards to the learning of literature, and, sometimes, buried deep within the
prompting, can lie fascinating kernels of ideas: new concepts, awarenesses, and brilliant flashes
of creativity. Through my titles, | am trying to reverse the user-to-bot paradigm so that the input
is privileged over the output. To shift the direction of our focus so that we never lose sight of
what really matters: it’s us.

While I am interested in Al and technology, it’ll never be what this work is really about.
At the heart of everything, it’s—just like my title suggests—about literature and teaching; about
the ways that teachers and students can become entangled within the threads of increasingly
complicated cultural moments; about how histories and futures of education might wind up re-
presenting to us those not-so-new problems that we’re already well acquainted with but might
seem so much more threatening and impossible to handle. But, much like the perceived chaos of

the convolutional model I drew up a few pages ago, there’s order to be found: a way of
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disentangling. If we just tug on a few threads, the whole thing might come unraveled, revealing
lines, paths, connections, and relationalities to explore. Let’s find those loose threads together.
I hope that I can offer you some useful ideas in this dissertation, and | thank you for

making some time to spend with me and my writing.
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Chapter 1
Please Write a Section Title Suggests that Knowledge about Literature Might

Become Problematic for Teachers of English*

A few semesters ago, during the Spring of 2023, | was teaching a seminar for MA
students in an English Education MA program at Teachers College. This was a group of
students who were nearing the end of their journey to become certified classroom teachers, and
the course was focused on my students’ second and final phase of their student teaching
requirement for graduation.

It was expected that, in this phase of their student teaching, they take a more active role
in the classroom of their host teacher and begin to assume full responsibility for at least two
sections of an English class. The two classes would be theirs: they’re meant to handle all of the
planning, managing, teaching, assessing, and all of those thousand other named and unnamed
teacher duties.

This is a big deal in the scope of their short teacher-lives, because it’s simultaneously the
least support and the most responsibility they’ve ever had. They discovered a lot about
themselves through their experience: being immersed in the actual doing of teaching, and not just
theorizing it or learning about it. My purpose that semester, as their instructor, was to help them
critically reflect on and make meaning from the various things they’re seeing and doing in their
classrooms: their interactions with students; their lesson plans; their experiences with other

adults in their school buildings; their successes and failures.

4 "The Double-Edged Sword of Literary Knowledge: Navigating the Challenges for English Teachers” (OpenAl,
2024)
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Back in September of that semester, as we met in our regular Zoom-space (this was an
online course), | opened up class with a discussion: The first day of their new teaching
placements was approaching that week, and | invited my students to share what was on their
minds as that big day drew near. The day they’d finally come face-to-face with their new
students.

During that discussion, one of my students, Jesse, shared something that | found
fascinating, and, to this day, I still have splinters under my skin from trying to grapple with the
prickly and complicated concern that she raised. What she said that day revealed to me a
potential network of problems that may exist in schools of education, which, then, ignited new
curiosities and led me to the genesis of this dissertation.

She started a bit tentatively. Then, gathering a bit of courage, opened up to our group.
She’s being placed in an AP Literature classroom, she shared, which was fine with her, but she
let us know that her cooperating teacher was about to start a unit on Macbeth.

Then, she expressed a concern:

“They’re AP Literature students. What if they know more than [ do"?

As soon as Jesse asked this, I noticed my other students lending a few knowing nods in
their tiny Zoom squares. That told me something important: they’re probably all worried, to
some extent, about the same thing. Although they’re not all in AP Literature classes nor are they
all about to teach Machbeth, there was a deep and fundamental recognition in what Jesse shared
that washed over the rest of the class.

Silence then filled our Zoom space: that crackly and whirring digital silence, which tends

to be so much more painful to sit with than actual silence.
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In that moment, I tried to pry a bit, asking my other students, “so what do you think about
what Jesse just shared with us?”

There was no response.

| could tell that they were waiting for me to say something.

My teacher-instinct, which was loudly sounding alarms in that moment, forced me to
practice a bit of self-restraint, because I couldn’t just tell them how to feel or what to think. So I
tried to nudge Jesse for more information.

| asked her, as a way of responding-but-without-responding—in that kind of coy and
teacherly tone that my partner Leslie has threatened to break up with me for using during an
argument or two—*“Why do you think that’s something to be concerned about"?

She told me that she felt that she needed to know the book in order to teach it. After a bit
more questioning, she shared that she wanted to know the text—its plot, its symbols, its
meaning—so that she could teach it. She was worried that her students might wind up knowing
these things a bit better than she would. And that idea caused her a great bit of fear.

I couldn’t quite find the right words to say.

What | really wanted to tell Jesse was, Of course they 're going to know more than you!
That’s the most exciting, wonderful thing about being an English teacher! That’s what you hope
for! That’s what you dream about! But I didn’t want to rob my students of the weighty
significance that comes with the arrival at that eventual realization on one’s own.

It was one of those teachable moments you hear so much about—and | hate that phrase
because I’ve yet to see a moment that was totally un-teachable—but I found myself unsure of

how to properly navigate it. All I knew is that my instincts were telling me to keep quiet. My
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advice, right then and there, would do nothing to satisfy my students. Telling them to take
comfort from something that seems so discomforting: What good would that do?

| believe they needed to somehow discover this on their own: a truth about teaching
literature that took me, admittedly, years to figure out. That the learning of literature does not
come from what the teacher knows but rather from the knowledge that is constructed within the
classroom, as a site of collaborative learning. It’s the literature that should teach the students,
not the teacher. When students read a text, explore its nuances, proposition the text, their
classmates, their teacher with thoughts and theories to uncover depth within a text, that’s actual
learning. Not the repetition of what a teacher already knows; that’s just parroting.

But, I wondered, how might they go about discovering this on their own? If it took me
years of trial and error, what hope would they have to figure this out just in a few months of
student teaching?

1.1 Negotiating between Freedom and Control in the Literature Classroom

Weeks later, on the evening of our fifth session, Jesse expressed another concern: that she
had finished teaching her Macbeth unit and was now being met with another set of problems.

She had to start worrying about teaching another book.

Looking back, I think I was also in a constant state of anxiety over what | was teaching or
going to teach next when | was taking my first steps into my teacher-life—and even a few years
after—but there’s no way I would have been so forthcoming about it. | have so much admiration
for the vulnerability and bravery-through-frankness that Jesse showed us all in those moments.

As Jesse continued to share her feelings, she pulled out a copy of Song of Solomon and
put it into frame on her Zoom square, thumbing through it demonstratively so we could all see

how intimidating and thick it is.
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“This is what we’re about to start reading,” she told our class, waving the text around her
screen.

It was one of those too-old books that smells like dust, with wisp-thin pages that look and
feel gritty, like old burlap, and sound, when you turn the pages, like stepping in gravel; the kind
of books you only find on classroom bookshelves.

And then she told us the following, panicked:

“I only have two weeks to understand this book enough to teach it.”

Here was that same concern she expressed weeks ago, last time with Macbeth and this
time Song of Solomon, surfacing once again in our Zoom-room.

After she finished sharing, I started to wonder: at what point does a teacher understand
any literary text—much less Song of Solomon, a book so labyrinthine that you could spend a
lifetime lost in it—enough to teach it? | would suppose that it ranges somewhere between not at
all and almost completely. But I believe that the best teaching and learning happens somewhere
around kind of, because a teacher should have questions about the literature they’re teaching!
They should point to some words, lines, or pages, even, and say, excitedly, “I’m not sure what
this means! Let’s figure it out!” I believe it’s such negative spaces that teachers of English
should be convinced to embrace and explore.

This concept, to my students and to some teachers of English, might seem scary, because
it puts a teacher in the vulnerable position of having to say “I don’t know.” But those words—I
don’t know—can be incredibly powerful for teachers to say and students to hear.

When an English teacher admits a gap in knowledge to a student, I believe that there’s an
implicit invitation to that student to then fill that gap. That absence of knowledge can disrupt the

balance of intellectual authority in a classroom: It’s not the teacher who holds the knowledge, not
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even the text that contains knowledge. It’s the students. It can communicate, radically,
powerfully, “tell me what you think, because that’s what really matters.”

So, in that moment, after hearing Jesse’s perfectly reasonable concern, I let out a slight
sigh through a knowing smirk, as if to announce that I’m about to say something that may make
me sound like a jerk.

And then I said, “this might make me sound like a jerk but...”

I continued, “have you thought about not reading the book"?

She tilted her head a bit, gesturing an invitation to explain further.

“I want to challenge you,” I told her, “to not read that book.”

“Try staying a couple of chapters ahead of the class,” I suggested, “and try to have a
sense of the full arc of the plot, but interesting things can happen when you’re reading something
alongside students for the first time.”

She responded with a sort of ok thanks, but no thanks, because her time is not the time to
be pedagogically daring. She has to deal with an entire system of supervisors and assessors: an
observing teacher to evaluate and engage in a feedback cycle with, a cooperating teacher with an
administration of their own, and me, too, somewhere in the mix. There are so many layers of
accountability that a student teachers need to be aware of and contend with.

The student teaching experience, as | can tell from observing and interacting with my
students that semester, is one that’s dominated by unresolved tensions. They are pulled,
constantly, in different directions, and, in the middle of all of that pushing and pulling, they have
to figure out how to survive. It’s no wonder that they feel the need to at least appear

knowledgeable about the literature they’re teaching.
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Considering my own early teaching experiences—while also acknowledging my
experiences as a mentor of student teachers, an instructor in an MA program, and a working
teacher in the field for almost a decade—I’ve noticed a harmful and restrictive series of tensions
which are inflicted on the emerging teacher. There is a Bakhtinian (1988) tension: a frictive one,
simultaneously centrifugal (the school, with the chaos of the realities of everyday teaching,
spinning outward to disjoin and decouple) and centripetal (the academy, with its unifying mass
of theories and pedagogies, tugging on everything and pulling inward). This tension manifests as
an inward/outward oppositional force with one end pulling on the other, created by “processes of
centralization and decentralization, of unification and disunification” (p. 102).

Yet, to Bakhtin, these tensions don’t exist to overpower one another and, eventually
defeat the other—because, on their own, neither “can never be a fundamental form of
discourse”—but, rather, these tensions exist to create order and “stratification” (pp. 119, 39). |
did not notice such a balance in my students’ experiences. The tensions they face are far more
disruptive.

While | feel the entirety of the student teaching experience is subjected to a variety of
uneven tensions, I want to focus specifically on tensions affecting the teaching of literature, as it
was the core of Jesse’s profound concern. The teaching of literature is subjected to unifying,
centripetal forces: pedagogies which emphasize a singular interpretation of a literary text. And
also opposing centrifugal forces: pedagogies which allow for any reasonable interpretation.
These two forces, I believe, don’t quite strike a stratifying tension but, rather, are always at
uneven odds. And it’s the centripetal forces which tend to dominate.

Take Jesse’s concern as an example: embedded within her comments is a desire to wrest

into order the (centrifugal, spinning outward) chaos of the learning experience; to take what a
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literary text might mean, a multiplicity, and wrest those meanings into a (centripetal, pulling
inward) unity via the authority of the teacher. But the problem is that this sort of teaching, if it
becomes the only way that literature is taught, will not result in a balance but rather in control of
thought, of experience, of reading, and of learning. It’s that control that’s at the core of the
problem I’m exploring.

Not only does this horizontal tension exist, but there’s also a vertical, gravitational one:
there’s the weight of standardization, observation, and evaluation, applying pressure on the
teacher from above. These forces don’t coordinate to achieve balance but rather, it seems,
conspire to crush and to break the emerging teacher of literature apart.

With all that pressure it’s understandable that, at the end of the day, a student teacher
would feel the need to fill themself with what they think is the right type of knowledge so that
they can seem knowledgeable to students. Because knowledge is at least one thing that might
seem as though it’s in their control. Vinz (1995) found that emerging teachers may experience
“constant pressure to negotiate between their beliefs about teaching and constraints imposed
upon them” (p. 169). With “self-doubt and fear”—which may cause a teacher to “want to be the
bearer of knowledge, to let [students] know that [teachers] have answers”—Dbeing a common
motivating factor influencing the decisions of emerging teachers, it’s no wonder that control may
win out over freedom, especially early on in one’s teaching life (pp. 165-166).

This all produces a clear sense, I believe, of the source of Jesse’s concern—her desire to
fill herself up with knowledge in order to teach literature. It’s due to all of these unresolved and

competing tensions, which may, at times, cause the emerging teacher to resort to what’s safe.
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And there’s safety in the familiar: a performance® of teaching which relies on the teacher filling
the student with pre-determined knowledge.

What I’m finding is that there’s an implied binary proposition being offered to the student
teacher when embarking on the undertaking of teaching literature: either exert [the illusion of]
control by gaining authority over literary text, or abandon [what scraps of] control [might exist]
by teaching in a way that guides, models, and supports students in earning their own
interpretation of a text. Of course some student teachers would choose the former over the latter!
Why add more tension to all of these threads, each on the verge of snapping?

Understandably, we left that semester not quite finding a resolution.

Jesse went on to find success in her student teaching placement—her students loved her
and her cooperating teacher loved her as well—and, of course, she earned an A from me. But,
despite this success, | have to wonder what she really learned that semester about the teaching of
literature; whether she was able to free herself from that binding need for control which can
constrict the instruction of literature.

Personally, I don’t think I helped Jesse to understand the teaching of literature in any
measurable or meaningful way. While I do hope she’s doing fine—tucked away in some corner
of some school building doing the inspiring and wonderful work that | know she’s capable of;
and I’m sure there are students out there in her building chattering in the halls about how Ms.

Jesse is so cool, so interesting—I do, also, have regrets over my inability to support her.

5 Having just spent time with a close friend who has a daughter, Anna, who just turned 3 and only started school a
few months ago, I saw her “playing” teacher by wagging her finger around and screaming—»but playfully so—at her
playmates to “be quiet” and “be a good listener.” That is what the performance of teacher is to her, and maybe, in
some regards, that what teacher is to us all: Not someone who enables learning but rather someone who exerts
authority and control by slinging commands at students. It seems that the linkage between control and the
performed activity of teaching has a fundamental interconnectedness which is shown to us, as students, early and
frequently.
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There are so many unwieldy complexities involved in the teaching of literature: the way
that answers and preconceived knowledge can sometimes interfere with good teaching; the way
that good teaching, in itself, is a moving target and depends on so many factors; the long and
difficult journey that one sometimes has to take in order to discover that, when your teaching
provides students with the conditions to read and think on their own, wonderful things tend to
happen; the way that the relinquishing of control can perhaps be the most powerful thing a
teacher of literature can do.

It was far beyond my ability to facilitate these awarenesses. How could any school of
education begin to accomplish these things? How might we begin to ease and perhaps even
balance these pervasive and harmful tensions?

| believe it needs to start with the acceptance, from students, from faculty, from
cooperating teachers, and every corner of the learning experience of the emerging teacher, that
embracing interpretive freedom—and rejecting control—should be our goal as English
educators.

You, reader, might be wondering, why freedom?

Because freedom, as a concept, as a goal, as a pedagogy, as a guiding principle, I believe,
is the only way to provide students with opportunities for actual learning and not just the rote
repetition of concepts which can, so often, trick an observer into believing that learning is
happening.

Christopher Emdin in Rachetdemic (2021)—a radical, powerful text that explores a way
of participating in academia that exists outside of the white gaze—sumes this idea up well.
Before I share Emdin’s writing, I want to be clear: though my work does not directly engage

with conversations of race and equity, | am deeply sensitive to the fact that race, privilege, and
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wealth are all profoundly significant in either contributing to or providing obstacles for the
success of a student in school. As a former classroom teacher who worked exclusively in urban
Title I schools and has taught students with high needs and low resources, | do find that students
who live in poverty are regularly robbed of pedagogical freedom while the most wealthy students
sit at conference tables and chat casually about literature with their teachers-as-colleagues®.

Race and power dynamics are always present in any discussion of education—especially ones
that focus on the teaching and reading of literature—and | would never be so naive to ignore it in
my own.

In Rachetdemic, Emdin offers, “the largest difference between schools that create whole
human beings and those that do damage to young people is freedom” (p. 123). And what he
means by this, | believe, is that teachers should be attuned to their own sense of freedom (in
teaching, in developing curriculum, in interacting with students in their classrooms) so that
students can be enabled to discover their own sense of freedom (in learning). As English
teachers, we don’t connect students to their freedom by telling them what texts mean, but, rather,
we accomplish this by helping construct meaning with creativity and autonomy.

Freedom, likewise, is a thread woven throughout much of the work of Maxine Greene;

it’s present in so much of her influential theorizing. In exploring the ways that a teacher might

6 Last semester in my freshman English composition course, | had a student who attended, for about 2 years, one
such ultra-privileged school. She described a classmate, her ex-boyfriend, by saying, “he’s a [last name],” which
she said with a bit of a warm disdain. There’s a category of the wealthy, it seems, that don’t just have last names
but, rather, are their last names. This was a person whose family had a private helicopter. My student told me she
had several classmates who fit into a similar stature. That’s the type of school this was.

During one of my informal chats with my student, | asked her what her English classes were like at this
school, and she replied by asking me, “oh, do you know the harkness method?” (I italicized Harkness to reflect the
slight wavering in her voice, as it seemed that she was a bit unsure if that’s what it was actually called; but she was
correct). This suggests that not only do privileged students receive privileged teaching but they also have
pedagogies with names that they can recall on the spot. That’s a level of ownership over learning that virtually none
of my high school students were ever able to claim.
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become inadvertently complicit limiting the freedom of students, Greene offers in Landscapes of

Learning (2018),

teachers find it unimaginably difficult to cope with the demands of children in these days.
They may become drifters as a result, or authoritarians. If they undergo a purely technical
training or a simplified “competency-based” approach, they are likely to see themselves
as mere transmission belts—or clerks. The question of the freedom of those they try to
teach, the question of their students’ endangered selves; these recede before a tide of
demands for “basics,” “discipline,” and preparation for the “world of work.” Teachers
(artlessly, wearily) become accomplices in mystification. They have neither the time, nor
energy, nor inclination to urge their students to critical reflection; they, themselves, have
suppressed the questions and avoided backward looks (p. 50)

Combined with Emdin, we can see that it’s not only the structural confines of the types of
teaching that is often privileged via curriculum demands and scripted lessons that, for teachers,
restricts the freedom of the self and the student, but it’s also the demands that come from the
increasingly laborious and perhaps even suffocating conditions that arise from the students
themselves. Who, after all, could blame a teacher for exerting control while they’re gasping for
breath?
Similarly, bell hooks harmonizes with Greene’s and Emdin’s (2021) appeals for freedom.
In Teaching to Transgress (1994), she offers,
the classroom should be a space where we’re all in power in different ways. That means
we pro-fessors should be empowered by our interactions with students. In my books I try
to show how much my work is influenced by what students say in the classroom, what
they do, what they express to me. Along with them I grow intellectually, developing
sharper understandings of how to share knowledge and what to do in my participatory
role with students. This is one of the primary differences between education as a practice
of freedom and the con-servative banking system which encourages professors to believe
deep down in the core of their being that they have nothing to learn from their students
(p. 152)
bell hooks provides, here, an interesting and sustaining tautology: a closed circuit of power and

freedom, which, then, generates more power and freedom. Within this relational paradigm,

freedom is the motor which drives us forward as educators. If we allow our students to be free,
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teachers can, as educators, then become empowered by the work of their students. Thereby
teachers can break the constraints described by Emdin (2021) and Greene (2018), and enable a
different way of looking, behaving, and teaching literature.

Embracing Possibility: What is Freedom?

In this section, I’ve explored a problem that I’ve noticed among some future teachers of
English: they worry about teaching literature, and, as a result, feel driven to become
knowledgeable about a work of literature in order to teach it.

Knowledge, however, can be a dangerous thing for a teacher, and might invite the sort of
teaching that controls and limits the freedom of the student, resulting in the type of learning
which concerns only the transmission of knowledge and not the construction of new knowledge.
Student teachers, though, are not to blame for this behavior, they are caught in a tense and
dangerous weave of competing forces which do not seek balance but rather dominance. Through
this tension, they may resort to deeply entrenching themselves in narrow pedagogies, which
privilege the transmission of information over the co-construction of knowledge. This form of
teaching, I have found, might wind up harming both teachers and students, because we’re
ultimately being bound by the same chains. What constricts the student also constricts the
teacher. Conversely, what frees the student frees the teacher.

What, then, exactly is freedom within the context of the teaching of literature?

Freedom, | believe, can mean a lot of things inside and outside of the classroom, but I
want to position it in a very particular way in this dissertation. What | mean when | say freedom
is an ability to see a literary text as a site of possibility, where the student is enabled to notice
things—elements, features, details, meanings—with their own intellectual authority and interact

with a text as a site of rhizomatic possibility. To enter into relationality with text; not just to read
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its words but to become entangled with it. Through committing to such philosophies of teaching
we can reposition what we’re counting as knowledge about literature in a school of education;
we can privilege knowledge that is constructed in the classroom rather than what’s brought in by
the teacher. As a result, | feel that we can start to relieve some of those binding tensions which
constrict the teacher and the student and, rather, embrace freedom

1.2 Exploring the Rhizomatic: Teaching Literature in the Grass

At the end of the last section, | planted a seed. Those who have read a bit of
poststructural theory may have noticed that seed—the word rhizomatic—and thought, perhaps
even despairingly, “okay here we go.” Undaunted, yes, I am going to take us, you and me,
reader, on a brief tour of poststructural theory in order to more deeply situate the concepts about
the teaching of literature that | have been discussing thus far.

Poststructuralist theorists Deleuze & Guattari (2005), in exploring their various
perceptions of knowledge, culture, and history, use plant-life as a metaphor for conveying their
theories. 1 am guilty of utterly and completely oversimplifying their theories, | know—as it is an
exceedingly complicated and even imprecise metaphor—but please continue to bear with me. In
the pages that follow, | will attempt to explain how and why we should treat literary knowledge
as a rhizome and not as a tree-root in our classrooms, so that teachers can reject the temptation of
control and enable freedom in sites of literary learning.

The authors offer that a “rhizomatic realm of possibility” leads us to seeing “the
potentialization of the possible,” whereas the “arborescent [realm of] possibility,” results in “a
closure, an impotence” (p. 190). If we can learn to think like a rhizome, the authors suggest, we

can begin to view the world in terms of what’s possible, but, if we continue to think
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arborescently, we narrow our understandings. Essentially: your brain should work more like a
potato and less like a tree.

Simple, right?

The rhizomatic and the arborescent—pillars in their theory of how knowledge is
produced, carried, and shared, and a means of understanding how that knowledge can be
systematized—are concepts around which I still have thoughts coalescing and will for some
time, because I’ve found that A Thousand Plateaus (2005) is not so much a book that you read
but one that you hold by the shoulders and try to wrestle to the mat. As far as | can tell, the
authors associate the “binary logic of dichotomy” with trees: their branches, trunks, and roots (p.
5). To the authors, binary logics seem to dominate the organizations of life—various
philosophical light-switches: on or off. Life or death, for example, or black/white, true/false,
right/wrong, man/woman, oppressed/oppressor, pass/fail, and, critically, | know/I do not know:
the very dichotomy which Jesse and my other students seemed to be entangled in when thinking
about the teaching of literature. However, you may look at a tree out your window and the way
their branches seem so chaotic (consider, especially, the baobab, whose branches are a tangled
mess, or the quaking aspen, whose trees are legion: thousands of sprouts of a singular organism)
with shoots and twigs reaching out in any/all directions, and you may notice that the tree is not a
mere light switch. It’s, rather, incredibly complex.

As organisms, trees may not seem to embody the binary, but, trees, remember, have a
trunk. And the conceptual tree, as an idea, has “centers of significance and subjectification” out
from which the branches grow (p. 13). So, the problem with the tree is not the branching
binaries but, rather, the unifying trunk. Because if an idea is rooted in a singularity, “one can

never get beyond the One-Two” (p. 16). Whereas the tree-root has linearity and unity, the
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rhizome has “no points or positions” and “can be connected to anything other” (p. 8, 7).
Rhizomes, in contrast to trees, are defined by openness, illinearity, and connectivity.

When wondering about this theory, a reasonable person may raise the following
questions: “Hey, Gilles & Félix, isn’t this idea, itself—the rhizomatic and the arborescent—a
binary? And how, exactly, might entrenching ourselves in yet another binary help us to see
beyond them?”

| think the answer to this question might be found in the idea that these two concepts
don’t exactly constitute a binary but rather a complex relationality. The authors offer an
explanation of the ways that arborescent and the rhizomatic intersect and overlap, while also
polarizing one another, early on in A Thousand Plateaus: “many people have a tree growing in
their heads, but the brain itself is much more a grass than a tree” (p. 15). There’s a system of
coexistence set up here between the arborescent (linear, patterned, branching into binaries) and
the rhizomatic (an illinear system of connections with no source and no destination). While
rhizomes and trees are, in many ways, at odds and even antithetic, they can coexist; forming
more of a spectrum than a binary. And, it’s the thinking about that spectrum—the brain, itself a
grass, with woody trees growing next to it in the head-space—that has helped me to position and
align my guiding principles as an English educator and teacher of literature.

As I’ve already suggested, this metaphor could be seen as a bit imprecise, but I think
that’s just what makes it so provocative. It’s not very neat; it’s elastic, porous, and complicated.
The type of spectrum created by the arborescent and the rhizomatic, as I’m perceiving it, is an
entangled spiral, where two separate nodes—one representing the arborescent and the other
representing the rhizomatic— swirl around one another and blend into one: the spiral becoming a

rhizome with itself, where the two lines become relational and indistinguishable. And such a
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spiral, you may find interesting, is the very shape of the Milky Way galaxy. The metaphor—at
least as I’m envisioning it—may not just be botanical, but also astronomical.
Here is my effort at crudely drawing with my laptop’s trackpad the shape I’'m describing

in the paragraph above:

In this drawing, each pole can be assigned to either rhizome or tree-root: They spin around one
another to eventually become conjoined and entangled in the middle; so much so that they
seemingly become the one another. It’s not quite a masterpiece, I know, but | believe it gets the
job done.

While I’m claiming that the coexistence of the rhizomatic and the arborescent produces a
spectrum, it’s even a bit more complicated than that. The authors offer: “there exist tree or root
structures in rhizomes; conversely, a tree branch or root division may begin to burgeon into a
rhizome... a new rhizome may form in the heart of a tree, the hollow of a root, the crook of a
branch” (p. 16). The rhizomatic and the arborescent produce an eddying, swirling spectrum that
sprouts new nodes from inside of itself, with neither beginning nor an end. Essentially: it’s a
rhizome.

What’s key, I feel, is that, in this non-spectral spectrum, the authors are not suggesting an

abandoning of the arborescent in favor of the rhizomatic; there’s a suggestion that the things that
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limit us, cognitively, imaginationally, can provide helpful frames through which to form new
understandings.

You can lean up against a tree, pick at its bark, or shake its branches perhaps to loosen
some fruit or leaves, but you can’t quite integrate with its size or scale; you’re only interacting
with its parts. But, when you sit in the grass, you can become absorbed within its barely-
perceptible expansiveness: you start to notice the tiny bugs whose noticings yield even tinier
bugs, and then you count their legs. You see that those legs are no thicker than a hair as you
look at your hands and arms and begin to see yourself covered in wispy bugs’ legs. You are the
grass and the grass is you. You notice the weeds, dirt, and shit, the food that food’s food, and the
way that everything is in constant motion.

Trees are a monolith. But the grass, however, is a multiplicity, and, to Deleuze &
Guattari, “multiplicities are rhizomatic... [and] there are no points or positions in a rthizome,
such as those found in a structure, tree, or root. There are only lines” (p. 8).

| have many trees growing in my head that | sit beneath, watching branches wave in the
wind, but I’ll also, from time to time, lie down in my brain’s dewy, wet grass. Neither the grass
nor the tree is wholly distinct. They are entangled and relational.

As the authors have suggested, we can learn from binaries without divorcing ourselves
from them completely; it’s through structures that we free ourselves from structures. The same
rules can apply to pedagogies, especially those that regard the teaching of literature.

So, in looking at the teaching of literature, there are pedagogies that are arborescent and
some that are more rhizomatic, and these, too, create a spectrum on which we can begin to

understand and see new possibilities.
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It’s through monolithic forms of knowledge that I feel my student teachers were
attempting to conceptualize their understanding of teaching literature. If we make Macbeth into
a tree through teaching, then it contains knowledge. A teacher could tell students that Lady
Macbeth is a tyrant; that Macbeth is a victim of ambition; that Macduff is a hero. And so on.
Then, once students have those understandings, they can be tested on those very understandings;
thus, the illusion of learning can continue.

These interpretive propositions of Macbeth are branching binaries—forms of teaching
that emphasize the arborescent—which become easy to recognize as a reader and to teach to a
student. But, rather, if we position Macbeth as rhizomatic through teaching, then readers-as-
rhizomes can develop a relationality with the text. Through entangling reader and text, acts of
new knowledge-construction can take place: a pedagogy of privileging student freedom over
teacher-centered control.

What more is a literary text than a conduit of possibility: a paintbrush, charged and heavy
with language, waiting to drag its color across a canvas? (A few drops might fall on the floor,
might get flung on a painter’s hand, might get sucked in by a thirsty white canvas, might mix
with other colors to create a new shade, might become a reddish-yellow apple, might become,
from an apple, a glowing sunset). Paint turns plasticky when it’s left on bristles to dry; it clumps
and hardens, becomes unusable. As does language, as does literature.

If we are to keep literary texts rich with color, we must learn to use them in certain ways.
A literary text, on its own, is not rhizomatic, but, rather, it transforms into a rhizome once it’s
used in a certain way. So it’s pedagogy, that can shape a text; that can make it either tree-root or

rhizome.
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| believe that emerging teachers should be able to understand the tensions between
arborescent pedagogies and rhizomatic ones, between control and freedom, so that they can
arrive at a more nuanced understanding of what it means to teach literature.

The student teachers | have worked with, though, have seemed unable to negotiate this
rather complex continuum and, as a result, wind up finding safety in arborescent teaching, which
positions knowledge as branching binaries. There are, however, open, grassy fields of learning
just waiting to be explored.

In the sections that follow in this dissertation, | will survey theories of teaching literature
in order to understand the extent to which it gestures towards the rhizomatic, to do the work of
weaving together the ideas I’ve described so far: of learning, of literature, of teaching, of
freedom, and of the rhizomatic.

1.3 Finding a Theoretical Stance to Situate a Pedagogy

The teaching of literature, as I’ve said before, is incredibly complicated, especially when
it’s done in such a way that it allows young people freedom and agency in their experiencing of a
literary text. That’s because embracing this teacher-student-text dynamic involves the radical
relocating of the ways that we’re used to triangulating relationships between reader and text,
teacher and student. We’re removing the axes of gravity almost completely, so how do we resist
worrying that things will spin out of control: off into the cold forever and those vast
constellations of nothing?

When we teach literature in such a way that privileges a singular interpretation of a
literary text—a teacher’s, a student’s, an author’s, a curriculum’s—over any student’s individual
experience of a text, we’re creating a power dynamic in a classroom, in which there is a better

than or degree of correctness with regards to the meaning of a work of literature. It’s a
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problematic intellectual hegemony, because literary texts, themselves, offer no such hierarchies
of what’s right; no (reasonable) interpretation should supplant or subordinate another.
According to Blau (2003, p. 199) “all genuinely earned readings are equally valuable,” and this
stance creates a pedagogy of possibility—free from our habits of subordinating a student’s
reading for a teacher’s—so long as students’ interpretations are, in fact, responsibly earned.

The specific sort of freedom I’m referencing here is the student’s freedom to notice.
Anyone can notice something in a literary text—structure, language, punctuation, word use;
things in the text; things in the reader; things in the society that produced the text; critical or
aesthetic features; the way it sounds; the way it looks—Dbut, so often, students don’t feel
empowered to notice. | have seen, time and time again, students shut down completely when |
ask them what they think about a text, when simply pointing to something they’re seeing would
be more than enough. Why, | wonder, does this wind up happening?

I believe it’s because students are not free.

Despite this theorizing I’'m doing, maybe you’re thinking that the teaching of literature
should be controlled by hierarchies, or influenced by arborescent knoweldges. You may believe
that there is, inherently, a more correct interpretation of, say, Macbeth or Song of Solomon and
that teachers should familiarize themselves, intimately, with such accurate interpretations in
order to teach. You might also believe that teachers, after all, are the ones with training,
expertise, academic sophistication, maturity. And you might wonder, shouldn’t they be the ones
in control of the ways that students approach and interact with literature?

I’m working hard, here, to resist such viewpoints—though they can be valid—Dbecause
this sort of classroom dynamic that grants teachers too much control over students’ learning

leads to a restriction on students’ freedom. As part of that resistance, I’m going to engage in the
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weaving of some theory to determine what happens when knowledge about literary text is
located with the teacher and not produced by students. Afterward, | will look at pedagogies that
emphasize student freedom. Then, through engaging with these theories of teaching literature, |
will seek to find a pedagogical stance on which to situate a site of inquiry.
What Happens When We Restrict Freedom: A Power Takeover

Teacher-centered instruction, as a pedagogy for any content-area, was described by
Dewey (1938) as “dogmatic” form of education by which teachers control knowledge and teach
in order to instill attitudes of “docility, receptivity, and obedience” in young people; so, as a
result, some students “learn. Others [get] on as best they could” (pp. 22, 18, 28, 45). Teaching
that is focused on the repetition of facts does not result in learning. Vygotsky (2012) supports
this as well. He offers,

direct teaching of concepts is impossible and fruitless. A teacher who tries to do this

usually accomplishes nothing but empty verbalism, a parrotlike repetition of words by the

child, simulating a knowledge of the corresponding concepts but actually covering up a

vacuum (p. 159)
If we want students to actually learn, according to what Dewey and Vygotsky are offering,
teachers must reject theories and philosophies of learning which are rooted in the repetition of
what the teacher knows. Rather, learning should be designed in such a way—as I’ve
communicated, | believe, at length thus far—that enables and supports student freedom.

Furthermore, when intellectual authority is located solely within the teacher, that teacher
is engaging in a “power takeover,” which wrests into a unity the complex multiplicities of
meaning that a literary text can offer (Deleuze & Guattari, 2005, p. 8). With regards to
literature, power dynamics—specifically, here, ones of rightness, wrongness, and the authority of

textual interpretation—can furthermore “bend” texts at the “seam” and have the effects of

“contorting both space and time” (Thomas, 2019, p. 18). When a multiplicity of ideas is reduced

43



to a singular thread, that thread can be controlled: the teacher can guide where and how it travels,
what it wraps around, knots, and binds. Here, | believe, is a clear-cut problem associated with
such arborescent, dogmatic teaching approaches. Not only are we controlling meaning but
we’re, by extension, controlling the young person’s perceived reality.

Furthermore, the teaching of literature that aligns to Freire’s (2000) “banking model,”
where “the teacher’s task is... to “fill” the students,” by depositing knowledge into their minds,”
can have the effect of “[regulating] the way the world "enters into" the students (p. 72, 76).
Consider, also, that Deleuze & Guattari (2005) call the “book,” literary or otherwise, “the image
of the world” (p. 6). What emerges, then, is a complicated tautology, an enclosed circle where
the student is caught in the middle. Because if we accept that the text is the world and the world
is the text we can see that, when a teacher controls the text, they control the world. There are
perhaps not just perceptual changes but material ones.

These pedagogical assumptions demonstrate that teacher-centered literary pedagogies can
control the way the student both perceives and interacts with their world. These can be deep and
harmful colonizing effects. So here’s what we might be doing to students when we’re limiting
their interactions with texts: we’re limiting everything.

This puts the teacher in a delicate and perhaps even terrifying position. In hindsight, it’s
S0 obvious to me that Jesse and her cohort had such pressing concerns over the teaching of
literature. It’s an incredibly complicated situation to navigate. But, | believe, there are ways of
resisting the temptation of controlling pedagogies.

One such way is in the breaking down of walls; a removal of pedagogical narrowness

which can, then, invite possibility back into the learning space.
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1.4 Rhizomatic Possibility: Experiencing Literature

I’ve been using the word “experience” almost exclusively when I’m referring to the ways
of reading that | feel should be happening in classrooms, and | want to take a moment to
elaborate a bit more on what | mean.

Because the word “experience” is a pedagogically heavy one. It’s one of those words
that can simultaneously mean everything and nothing. So I’ll try to be precise.

I think that a literature experience in a classroom should focus on the following key goal:
to put students in contact with the fact that they are human.

You may be thinking that this definition is even less specific than just throwing around
the word “experience,” so let me drill it down a bit more.

When a student is in a school—sometimes just by simply inhabiting that space—they’re
being subjected to a near-constant denial of the recognition by others that they are human. And |
think that literature is the best-equipped pedagogical tool to resist this; to put forth the efforts for
a human(ing)’ of the student.

Students are made to feel as though they are dehumanized by schools in so many ways.
They have to ask for everything; they’re allowed to demand nothing.

Have you ever had to tell a student that they cannot be excused for a bathroom break?
Have you ever told a student with a headache that they cannot put their head down? Have you

ever had to threaten a student struggling academically with failure? These are all acts of

" I'm not using “humanize” here because I feel that word suggests a transformation from the in/non human to the
human. Students are not inhuman and they do not need to be made more human, especially not by their teachers.
They have, despite the systems that seek and attempt to make them otherwise, tons and tons of vibrant humanity.
What I’m arguing, rather, is that they be given opportunities to feel themselves, in classrooms, as human beings with
agency and intelligence.

The literary experience in schools should be made to facilitate the acknowledgement of that already-
existing connection. That’s why I’'m articulating it as human(ing) and not a humanizing.
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attempted dehumanization, and—believe me—it’s not your fault if you had to do one or all of
these things.

A 6th grader wet himself on the first day of school because of me; | was told at the start
of my career to show toughness and that I should say “no” to students when they ask me for
things. ‘“No” should be like a reflex, I was told, in order to maintain authority and control.

So I said “no” and he reached a point where he could hold it in no longer. As a result, he
urinated in his pants in the gym during the next period, and I doubt I'll ever forgive myself for
that.

Teachers are also constantly made to feel dehumanized in schools by enforcing rules we
don’t agree with and by enacting agendas that we hate; we’re all wrapped up in the same
violence that that we’re inflicting on each other.

It’s not just the policies but it’s also the pedagogies. Take the English classroom for
example. Independent reading is rarely ever so; it’s typically measured and controlled. Free
writing 1s a similar misnomer; how can something be free if it’s prompted, timed, and assessed?

Worst of all, telling students what texts mean is an act of attempted dehumanization. It
communicates to them, | believe, that they should not build a habit of searching inward for
answers but rather being given them from an external source. Directing them towards specific
things to extract from a work of literature takes away their right to learn and agency as a learner.
| have made all these mistakes so, so many times, and | will likely continue to make them again
in the future.

| have impinged on the would-be sacred right of young people to think and learn with
autonomy. | have done things that have distanced countless students from their humanity

countless times.
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| believe that these dehumanizing elements are the things that we should be actively
trying to resist and overcome through our instruction, and, as | have said before, | believe that
there’s no better tool than literature for an enactment of the human(ing) of the student. Because
literature—as a point of confluence between language and art and also as a core element of a
core class—holds the pedagogical potential for freedom.

Literature is able to fulfill this unique goal because it carries with it the opportunity by
which students can assert their own theories, thoughts, interpretations and ideas and also be right;
any given student in any given moment can be just as right or even more right than their teachers
are. That’s what makes it such an appropriate site of human(ing): its near-endless opportunity for
potential validation.

The problematic nature of my student-teaching class’ concerns becomes clearer through
this lens. If teaching happens from an arborescent stance which emphasizes preconceived ideas
about text, then, students become amputated of these appendages; their trees pruned of
possibility.

As teachers of English, our use of literature should be made to counteract the efforts of
dehumanizing that school wants to do; it should be a site of pedagogical un-distancing.
Literature in classrooms, | feel, should be used to put a student in contact with their humanness
by brushing up against some part of living. To do this, teachers should be devoting their efforts
to helping students to recognize their own agency as learners: creating conditions where
structures of literature-based authority for rightness or wrongness is completely flat, and each
member of a classroom community feels equally empowered. With these conditions in place,
students can engage with literature on their own terms, and, thus, have freedom to notice

whatever they are truly drawn to in a work of literature. Through that noticing, interpretations,
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analysis, responses, or other deeper, text-based forms of thinking may later surface through
reading, writing, creating, discussing with peers, or other classroom activities.

While we may not be able to do anything about hall policies or the strict systems which
rob students of autonomy, we can perhaps make our curriculum more human and center
literature in our efforts to human our students.

That’s what I mean when I say “experience.”

Human(ing) the Literature Classroom

A human(ing) classroom experience with literature, I feel, may be the key, but it’s not
necessarily the whole event. After experience can come interpretation, reflection, creation: other
pedagogical moves that can make the literature-experience more concrete and measurable. But
you can’t just human a young person; you can’t prompt, force, or control their sense of
humanity. You can however use literature to set boundaries and conditions for human(ing) and
give them the freedom to connect with themselves as being of the world and not just in the
world.

Considering all of this, you might be wondering what human(ing) looks like in the
English classroom, and | think I have two examples of literature experiences that might help to
situate my exploration in something concrete.

Two years ago, | read All Boys Aren’t Blue by George M. Johnson with a group of high
school seniors in my co-taught general-education/special-education ELA class.

It’s a deeply personal book that’s brimming with feeling. One day after reading a section
independently, a girl in my class closed the book, placed it gently on her desk, exhaled deeply
and said, softly, to herself “that’s a good book.” 1’d consider that a moment of human(ing) not

because it was an enjoyable experience but because her emotional reaction happened fully on her
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own. She didn’t say what she said to anyone in particular; she didn’t even say it with the intent
that | would have heard her. She felt the weight of the book in her body and had to exhale it out.
If she similarly had said “I hate this book™ in a silent mutter and after a heavy exhale, | would
have considered it the same sort of human(ing), because it would, too, be a genuine moment of
agency.

Last year I read “Spider the Artist” by Nnedi Okorafor with a different group of ICT ELA
seniors and had an argument with a student because I suggested to him that the story’s
protagonist had sex with and was impregnated by a robot. He got mad and dug deeply into the
text to prove me wrong, pointing at lines and words to show what he felt actually happened. He
didn’t change my mind and neither did I his, and I think, on some level he’s still mad about it
months later. Another sort of human(ing) happened here. Not because he felt the emotional
resonance of the story ringing in him but because he expressed an interpretation that he had
arrived at independently, and, as a result, he felt the need to challenge mine.

The constants in the examples | think are twofold: feeling and agency.

There are different theoretical premises used to describe what I’m explaining here, but I
think that the concept of human(ing) articulates something unique.

Some might call this an aesthetic experience, but I would challenge that connection
simply because I don’t think that the classroom is the best space for such experiences. We can
try. We can maybe even come close: we can hang out in the parking lot of aesthetics, but I think
it’s just too hard to enter its premises. And it’s especially difficult when you have to drag 30+
students through the door with you.

We are teachers and we can only do so much; it’s too heavy of a lift to boost all of our

students into profound reading experiences, especially when they’re in a school (a place most of
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them don’t like), in a classroom (with other people they might not like), and doing work (reading
a book that they probably don’t like).

Louise Rosenblatt and Maxine Greene are perhaps the go-to theorists to consult for
clarity on aesthetics and literature and how those two things both diverge and intersect; how the
classroom might become a way of embracing the aesthetic so that students can engage in the
meaningful co-construction of literary learning.

Rosenblatt (1933) offers that, while the spectrum on which we can theoretically site a
reading experience is polar—efferent (a term used to describe readings that exist for the
extracting of information from a text; think about the way you “read” an instruction manual®) on
one end, and aesthetic (it’s a bit more complicated; a felt experience resulting in the union of
reader and text which can require a heightened emotional sensitivity from the reader—think
about the way you might read a painting that you think is beautiful) on the other end—most of
the reading we do “falls in the middle” (p. 33). However, when “traditional,” teaching and
testing acts as motivation for reading, we wind up creating the environment for experiencing
literature, paradoxically, a “nonliterary” reading experience (pp 12-13). Essentially, literature is
self-defeated when it is taught in such a way that it is positioned as efferent.

Additionally, Maxine Greene (2001) offers that an aesthetic experience should exist only
“for the reader,” and when that experience is used for other purposes—a question on a multiple-

choice exam, for example—then that reading becomes something else. It can no longer be

8 I've been recently struck with a curiosity regarding methods for demonstrating what, exactly, it means to read
efferently or aesthetically to students so that they can develop some sort of concrete grasp over the idea that there’s
not just one way to read something. During a recent lesson, | attempted to demonstrate what efferent reading
looks/feels like, so | tasked students with following directions to make an origami frog. As they made their folds, |
asked them to try to track their thought processes as they read: what their tolerances for re-reading were, how they
knew that they comprehended a step, what they felt as they were reading. It was a step in the right direction for
helping them to arrive at some sort of personal identification of what it means/how it feels to read efferently, yet |
feel this experiment still needs a bit more work.
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considered aesthetic, regardless of the emotional significance or profundity that the reader
encountered (p. 63). Thus an aesthetic experience, by definition, can’t be tested or standardized.

If we combine these ideas—Rosenblatt saying that much of the school system is designed
for efferent readings and Greene suggesting that you shouldn’t have to use our aesthetic
experiences—I think we can start to see how complicated the idea of an aesthetic literary
transaction can be in schools. Classrooms, due to the ways we tend to turn literature into
sequences of questions and answers—Booth (1988) offers, that teaching tends to reduce texts to
“a thoroughly distanced puzzle or enigma” (p. 142)—become ineffective sites for constructing
the conditions for aesthetic reading. I don’t want the languaging I’m doing to re-enforce the
problems that already exist: near-aesthetic or non-efferent would do little to accurately describe
the pedagogical basis for literary interactions that I’m attempting to articulate. So, I ask, why are
we even trying to muck around in an aesthetic-efferent spectrum when only one of its ends is
actually in reach?

In many regards, it’s the intent of school to distance the student from the text, whereas an
aesthetic experience, rather, requires a reader to curl up inside of a work of literature. When
you’re reading a text aesthetically, you are so attuned to that text that you wind up inhabiting that
text’s negative spaces from within; it’s a simultaneous cohabitation. It’s an entanglement. The
text is inside of you and you are inside of it (Eco, 1979, p. 49, 214). And you can’t, [ believe,
regularly facilitate such experiences successfully for all students in a given classroom. They do
happen from time to time, and I have, I’m sure, caused my students to aesthetically experience a
text or two, | believe that school does not provide proper conditions for complete and pure

aesthetic reading experiences.
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While I do not believe that the aesthetic literature experience in school can really be a
fully realized one, there are moments where we can come close. What we can do, however, is to
help students at least acknowledge their humanity in a classroom: to unobscure it and attempt to
put it into a clear view.

As aresult | believe that we should attune ourselves differently to the possibilities of
reading that can happen in a classroom and readjust our goals slightly. We should not be
reaching out to experiences that are purely aesthetic but rather attempting to approach the
human. With this shift, we can even start to think with a little more pedagogical broadness
because aesthetic appreciation can lead to humaning but not all humaning has to be aesthetic.

I would argue that my first example, the student reading A/l Boys Aren’t Blue had an
aesthetic experience, but, I wonder, what did that actually mean for her learning and my
teaching? Yes, it was a beautiful moment, but, if | were to ask her to explain or describe her
experience, that could make all of her pleasure melt away if | asked the wrong type of question
or approached her in the wrong way. I didn’t acknowledge her then because I wanted her to
have that moment all to herself; intervening could have stolen some of her joy. Why should
anyone have to explain their pleasure? Things that feel good should be allowed to feel good!

If | were to view my second example—the one about the robot sex—through
Rosenblatt’s framework, I’d probably be led to the conclusion that it fell on the efferent side,
because he was using the text to extract information so that he can interpret a singular moment.
Though | would argue that he was aesthetically attuned to the text in an incredibly meaningful
way; he was so actively engaged with himself and his own intellect! And he was actively

practicing the very skills that | was there to teach him. What more can we ask for?

52



Although the word “experience” can suggest and mean a lot of different things in the
classroom, | believe that, if we narrow our goals a bit to involve the acknowledgement of a
student’s human-ness through the enacting of feeling and agency, we can start to better align our
practices.

1.5 It All Starts with Literature

I hope that, in this chapter, I’ve been able to accomplish a few things: to story my way
through the genesis of this project; to discuss a problem I’ve noticed in the teaching of English;
and to engage in a bit of theorizing in order to explain my own personal philosophies and values
with regards to the teaching of literature. 1’d like to pause, here, for a moment to thank you for
staying with me throughout these first steps of our journeying together.

You might have some questions after having worked your way through this rather dense
and lengthy chapter. You might be wondering: where is Al1? Where is ChatGPT? What
happened to the generative machines?

There’s a simple answer to this question: I originally wrote this much of this chapter
before ChatGPT had been released; in fact | taught that course with Jesse as my student just as
this new crop of generative Als were starting to surface. As I’ve said before, the Al is an
intruder on this dissertation, and it has yet to make its presence known. Don’t worry: you’ll
know when it gets here.

It was important for me to write my way through the ideas that I’ve laid out in this
chapter, and for me to do so before introducing Al into my work, because, as I’ve said before, it
all needs to start with literature.

Additionally, this chapter is not only an important foundation for the rest of this

dissertation to be built upon, but it’s also here for you to return to as you work your way through
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my experiments. It’s an anchor to keep us from drifting too far off course. While we can let the
waves push us out and the tides can pull us back in, we’ll always remain centered in the teaching
and learning of literature. I’ll try not to forget that as we continue to move further outwards—
into the interconnected concepts and problems and concepts that involve the teaching of

literature and generative Al technologies—and I hope that you won’t either.

54



Chapter 2

Can You Write me a Section Title that Suggests a Historical Review of the

Various Practices for Teaching Literature in Secondary School?°

While I’ve made an effort to continually emphasize that literature will be the focus of my
inquiry in this dissertation, I don’t, however, believe I’ve adequately explained why literature
deserves such a focus. | have said it before: a love of literature is what draws many of us to this
profession, and it is, in many cases, what sustains us. But is that feeling truly enough to ground
an entire dissertation? Perhaps it can be, but | feel compelled to be a bit more thorough. Thus, |
feel my discussion is still a bit unfinished.

During last chapter’s exploration of post-structural theory, where | attempted to describe
what that theory means for the teaching and learning of literature, there’s a point that I
mentioned but haven’t quite expanded on.

| suggested in the last chapter that, when the teaching of literature is done in such a way
that it allows for the co-construction of knowledge, the student might take steps toward
becoming a rhizome with the work of literature rather than simply being a reader of that work of
literature. This relationality can result in profound and transformative learning experiences for
both teachers and students, where concepts of the aesthetic that I’ve discussed and human(ing)
that I’ve proposed are enacted. This, I believe, should be the real why of literary instruction;
because there are unique and perhaps even special things that happen when a student is able to

interact with a work of literature in such a way.

9 From Chalk to Chatbots: A Historical Overview of Literature Teaching Practices in Secondary Education
(OpenAl, 2024). Credit where it’s due: Chalk to Chatbots is a really cute turn of phrase
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To further explain what it is that I’'m attempting to explore, I turn to Wayne Booth
(1988), who, in The Company We Keep: An Ethics of Fiction, articulates the some of the effects
that literature can have on readers.

Put simply: Literature changes us. And it does so in material, tangible ways. This, in
direct and uncomplicated terms, is why the teaching of literature is so vital to a student’s learning
experience: its power to provoke real change.

On the most basic level, when we read, as Booth suggests, the “thoughts" of a text
become our own thoughts (p. 141). If | were forced to describe the act of reading without the
use of any form of the word read, that’s probably what I’d say: thinking the thoughts of a text.
This may seem obvious, because, after all, reading is thinking and thinking is reading, but, | want
to complicate this relationship a bit by suggesting that, in a theoretical sense, reading is not only
thinking but also an entanglement. It’s a relationality; a cohabitation. When we read literature,
we’re spending time not just in our own heads but in the thoughts of a character, an author, a
narrator, a world. After that time is over, the text leaves behind a residue. We, in a sense,
become a rhizome with the writing as we intra-act with it and experience it.

When an individual reads literature, they are simultaneously residing in their own, actual
world and the text’s own, referential world—both are worlds and both are texts, in their own
ways—thus creating a “transworld” existence, a state of being which is shifting, growing, and
changing, as reading takes place (Eco, 1979, p. 222).

Not only does the reading of literature imprint on our thoughts, but it tattoos our very
lives. Booth offers that we are transformed by reading, and that the reading act “thus becomes a
substitute for—or, better, a replacement of, and consequently a radical criticism of—that unlived

life” (p. 339).
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There are versions of ourselves, having read books and having not read them, in both our
minds and our bodies. | would be a different person if I had not read Ulysses in a Modernism
course as an undergrad at SUNY Stony Brook; that novel made me more curious, humble, more
in awe of things I couldn’t or didn’t understand. Furthermore, I’d be an even more different
person had I actually read Finnegans Wake—a book that makes you work to figure out what it
means and allows you to luxuriate in that meaning-making when you crack its code—and not
given up on it within the first dozen pages. If | finished that book, | would have perhaps become
more insufferable, bratty, and erudite; maybe pursuing an English Literature PhD rather than an
English Education PhD. I’m glad I’ve committed to the latter.

Like me, Booth was changed by spending time with Ulysses. In reflecting on the
experience of reading the thoughts of one of the novel’s protagonists, Stephen, Booth offers that,
when we read a philosophical character, we are “moved” toward emulation; toward a desire to
become philosophical ourselves (p. 274). In a dialogical sense, we become the work of
literature, as the voice of the text nudges us towards a sort of unconscious symmetry—even in
dissymmetry, we become symmetrical through cohabitation, as our voice becomes the text’s and
the text’s voice becomes ours. During the time we spend reading, the hybrid voice of reader-
and-text is then, itself, folded into the complex—in that it is both ever-present and ever-
expanding—negotiation of voices that reside within the reader (Hermans & Hermans-Konopka,
2010 p. 121).

What, | wonder, are the works of literature that changed you, reader?

What Booth presents in his theorizing about literature, though, is a decidedly non-
pedagogical lens: his theory deals with the reading of literature and not the teaching of literature.

If there are teaching and learning conditions which enable this manner of reading literature, one
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might assume that the English classroom would be dedicated, in all possible regards, to creating
and supporting these conditions. Yet they’re not. Many English classrooms seem dedicated, as a
result of deep and near-inescapable legacies of learning, to pedagogies which not only resist
these reading conditions, but, rather create a learning environment that’s as oppositional.

Just look at Jesse and her cohort of emerging teachers in that MA class | taught: their
concerns and perspectives with regards to literature were evident of a reading dynamic in which
the teacher is made to control and command meaning; how can students truly experience
literature if this is the case?

There are powerful legacies of learning which inform the teaching of literature. Our
pasts as learners tend to influence our futures as teachers, and, I suspect that it’s not Jesse’s
training in her MA program nor her experiences as a student teacher that positioned her ideas of
teachers, text, and student, but, rather her own past experiences. Because, | suspect, just like
you, just like me, she learned about the meaning of literary texts in English classrooms, rather
than being provided with the grounds for discovering meaning herself.

2.1 An Exploration of Teaching Stances: Formalism and Transactional Theory

Within the teaching of literature in secondary classrooms as a site of study, there are two
controlling theories which have seemingly dominated pedagogy and practice for over a
generation: formalism and transactional theory (Hynds & Appleman, 1997, p. 276). Other
theories have been woven in and out as some pedagogies have become popularized and
unpopularized, trendy and untrendy, but it seems that we’ve been stuck with what feels like a

one-or-the-other proposition as a way of facilitating students’ reading experiences.
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These two stances, though not quite oppositional, generate tensions, and those tensions
have yet to resolve despite about 100 years of classroom presence. And teachers are caught in
the middle.

On one hand, formalism: which, when materializing in classrooms as a pedagogy, tends
to centralize and objectify what’s known about a text. On the other, transactional theory: which
emphasizes the union of text and reader, resulting in a fundamental subjectification of meaning.
I don’t think that either is—or can be—the pedagogical answer for what to do with literature and
students because they each can have a unique effect of narrowing instructional possibilities for
the student and the teacher. Each can, however, be useful tools for instruction. But allowing
either to become grounds for a core pedagogy or sole approach, I think, can become problematic.
Formalism & the Pedagogies It Invites

The New Critics—a cohort of scholars and critics who are largely considered responsible
for formalism as a popular critical approach to literature (Wilhelm, 1997, p.13)—theorized the
text and only the text as the central and essential location of meaning (Scholes, 2001, pp. 20-21).
Through this theoretic frame, knowledges about the meaning of literary texts can become objects
to be collected. This situates the knowledge on the arborescent side of the poststructural
spectrum | described earlier: a frame that turns literary texts into trees. Branching binaries of
right and wrong. Such a reading stance, | feel, prevents the reader from entering into a
relationality with text.

This approach came into focus when Jesse voiced her concern back in the Spring of
2023; her desire to know Macbeth and Song of Solomon before teaching them demonstrated a
certain way of conceiving how a literary text means. That meaning could be delineated and

collected, then, re-collected and transmitted to students in a lesson. Upon reflection, the
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theoretical stance evident in her questions and concerns aligns with the pedagogies that
formalism can invite: ones where the teacher might be the sole bearer and distributor of meaning.
Where, I wonder, was Jesse’s—and my other MA students’—point of intersection with these
pedagogies? Was it during their own ELA classes when they were in secondary schools? Isitin
their methods classes in their MA program? Is it in the schools that they’re working as student
teachers? It could be any/all of these angles, but, what | do know is that the formalist approach
to reading and the pedagogies it influences persist in English classrooms.

When describing the formalist theoretical approach to text, Applebee (1974) offers that,
“how a poem means, rather than what a poem means, became the first question to be answered”
(p.162). So it’s the reader’s job, as a primary function of the interpretive process, to notice and
accept the signifiers of meaning embedded in a literary text. Then a reader may go about the
process of de-abstraction to extract significance from the text. This, on its own, is, of course, a
legitimate and non-objectionable way of interacting with literature. But, when formalism
manifests as a pedagogy—when it is the teacher doing the work of interpreting for students—
then it becomes apparent how problems can emerge. This way of reading, as a pedagogy, exerts
interpretive control and restricts student freedom.

I want to be clear that I am not engaging in the type of discussion where I plan on
assessing or criticizing the formalist theories as a critical approach to literature. | am, however,
interested in understanding what’s going on in classrooms: the pedagogies that formalism
influences and the way that those pedagogies might invite the sort of teaching that restricts
students’ freedom when interacting with literary texts.

Through the formalist frame, the meaning-making process is often guided by an accepted

and common language, focused on “ways of talking about technique,” and that’s how we’ve
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wound up with such a long legacy of talking, in lessons, about the same tools of literary crafting,
over and over for generations (Scholes, 2001, p. 24). Throughout the years, this theoretical
premise has existed in schools as “close reading,” a pedagogical move that involves looking
closely at a text in order to reveal its inner-workings of language so that a reader may discover
meaning. This process relies on a reader to attend to text in a way that is near-meticulous: a
close and careful reading that focuses on granular details in text in order to tug on thematic
threads to arrive at meaning. Through the several hundreds of students I’ve taught in my
lifetime, I doubt I’d really describe any one student’s reading processes—due to no fault of their
own—as being near-meticulous. This takes experience and skill; two things which students tend
to not have.

| feel that formalist teaching practices can carry the assumption that knowledge, when it
comes to literature, can be objective (Bleich, 2019, p. 158). It’s not a stance I particularly agree
with, but it is a stance, and it’s one that I believe a lot of English teachers gain comfort from: it
puts them in a position where they can wield some sort of intellectual authority in the classroom.

When a teacher thinks they know that, for example, when Macbeth hallucinates the
dagger in Macbeth, the dagger is a metaphor for his guilt, then that scene becomes, in some
ways, much easier to teach. You can develop an end-point and craft a lesson'® that guides

students there. But this example also demonstrates the problems implicit in the formalist

0710 conceptualize how this might function in the classroom, consider the following as a rough sketch of a lesson.
A teacher might start with an orienting task or “Do Now” that focuses on the topic of guilt: perhaps a quotation, an
excerpt from a poem, or an invitation to reflect on personal experience. Then a mini-lesson / modeling portion of
the lesson to focus on metaphor—to explain what it is and prime the students in their reading to search for metaphor
in the text. Then, a reading task in which students either annotate or answer guiding questions which will lead them
to identifying the dagger as a textual object of significance. Then, perhaps some discussion and a closing task in
which students “analyze” the significance of the dagger, which they can either get right or wrong. This lesson
would likely take place within a broader unit, titled either guilt or ambition and likely have essential questions which
concern those two topics, which would also likely influence students’ interpretations and experiences of the text.

I’'m not exactly just riffing here; I’'m explaining, almost verbatim, a lesson I’ve taught in the past.
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approach: it allows an educator to remove the presence of possibility from a reading experience.
If the dagger is guilt, it cannot, then, become other things: perhaps a warning, an allusion, an
apparition, a foreshadowing, a manifestation of eroding sanity. As a result, the text becomes a
proposition and its meaning becomes an authoritative discourse, functioning in the classroom as
a “compact and indivisible mass” (Bakhtin, 1988, p. 343); an object that students either get or
don’t get.

It’s not the fault of this critical approach that the teaching of texts like Macheth can
become so narrow and predictable, but it’s the theory that has provided the premise for allowing
such teaching acts to happen again and again.

Considering all of this, I just don’t think I’m arriving at as simple a conclusion as
formalism is bad. But, rather, I think formalism can be a useful reading approach, as, | believe,
certain texts dictate their means of interaction with readers, and some texts want to be treated
with such a lens. But, when looking at classrooms, I’ve seen this theory enacted in such a way
that it functions as a mere tool for checking understanding or comprehension when a student
reads a text: to see if they are getting their interpretation right or wrong. And that, | feel, is a
fundamentally problematic teaching approach; an arborescent way of looking at literature, such
that it narrows possibility and stifles freedom.

I want to once again pause to reiterate: I don’t think that theories have any inherent
qualities of good/bad, moral/amoral, and I don’t want to do the work of positioning any theory as
something other than the condition of being an utterance within a specific discourse. It’s what
teachers wind up doing—either knowingly or unknowingly—with those theories that drive such

designations.

62



Transactional Theory & the Pedagogies It Invites

In Literature as Exploration, Louise Rosenblatt (1933) perhaps sought to become a
counter-rotational force to unspin the tightly wound—Iike brass spun around the steel core of a
guitar string—formalist theories of New Criticism that tend to encircle literature in classrooms.

Some might argue that her theory—transactional theory as it’s known academically and
“reception theory” or “reader response” as it materializes as a pedagogy and a practice in
classrooms—rejects the tools and language of formalism and is in direct opposition to the New
Critics. Though Rejan (2017, p. 13) explores the “interconnectedness” of New Criticism and
Rosenblatt, we see Rosenblatt (1933), herself, calling the formalist approach, which focuses,
rather, on “knowledge of literary form,” “empty” (p. 51). She suggests that a more genuine
theory of reading will, rather, privilege a reader’s “humanity” (p. 51).

In her writing, she locates, on theoretical ground, a different set of assumptions regarding
reader and text. Whereas formalism suggests that the text is charged with specific meaning and
it’s the reader’s job to receive that meaning, Rosenblatt’s theory offers that textual meaning is a
social product that is created as a byproduct of a reading act.

The text, on its own, is nothing but “inkspots on paper” (p. 24). And, through the act of
reading, which Rosenblatt offers as a “transaction” where there exists a “give-and-take” with the
text, the text becomes animate: alive and charged with a unique significance (p. 26). What
emerges from this way of looking are, | feel, pedagogical possibilities that formalism cannot
accommodate.

Intrinsic / extrinsic textual knowledge—which includes “facts about the social, economic,
and intellectual history of the age in which literary works were written; facts about the responses

of contemporary readers; facts about the author and his life; facts about the literary traditions he
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inherited; facts, even, about the form, structure, and method of the work”—to Rosenblatt, is
“expendable,” and can be “irrelevant and distracting” (p. 33). Rather than residing solely in the
text, knowledge, to Rosenblatt, resides in the transaction that occurs between reader and literary
text during a reading act. This presents a much more rhizomatic approach to text than is afforded
by the theoretical proposition of formalism.

The reader, containing multiplicities—bringing “personality traits, memories of past
events, present needs and preoccupations, a particular mood of the moment, and a particular
physical condition”—and the text, bringing its own sense of “infinite diversity” combine to
create a form of textual knowledge, referred to by Rosenblatt as socially constructed “insights”
(p. 35-36). This theory presents clear grounds for what I described earlier through Booth’s
writing: a union of reader and text, in which both become relational. Through this stance,
students are able to become entangled with text, giving meaning to it as it gives meaning to
them.

This view, as a pedagogy, contains a radical heterogeneity that can seem unwieldy and
even scary for teachers, because the reader’s experience of a text, and not the text itself, is what
constitutes knowledge. Consider this: when you have 30+ students in a classroom??, with each
reader uniquely experiencing the text, thereby creating the text “anew,” you have a frenzy of

possibilities to reckon with (p. 90).

11 A response-based classroom would undertake a radically different approach to literary analysis when compared to
the Macbeth example | outlined earlier. A teacher might isolate an excerpt of text and direct students to read and
engage in reflective journaling to facilitate the meaning-making process; asking the student to demonstrate, through
writing, how they felt, what they connected to, and what thoughts or questions they had about the text (Probst, 2004,
p. 123). This could be followed by a period of small-group discussion in which students identify commonalities in
their responses to further discuss what they’re noticing. The dagger may come up; it may not come up. And that
would be fine. Small groups would get to decide what is important and meaningful about the text and would then
journal and reflect on their experience to end the lesson and self-assess their progress The teacher may choose to
model or directly instruct the journaling portion of the lesson or the discussion portion, outlining skills and systems
of proper and productive discourse.
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Much of Rosenblatt’s theoretical framework of learning literature perhaps relies on the
outspokenness and reflectiveness of students, so that “concentric circles of interest” can arise
organically, but the cultivation of this sort of classroom environment takes time, skill, and effort
from the teacher (p. 94): and these tend to be things that the emerging teacher can have an
unfortunate deficit of. So, while transactional theory solves many of the problematic
assumptions of the formalist approach, it can also raise many of its own pedagogical problems.

Considering the formalist and the transactional approaches hand-in-hand raises many
questions, including the following: Does the fact that Rosenblatt’s theory imagines the reader-
text relationship differently suggest an oppositional relationship to formalism? Is this an
either/or proposition? Some educators might believe that “yes” this is a binary and you must
abandon one for the other, as they might generate too much friction, but I think that we can try to
see things a little differently.

With transactional theory, we have an approach that is complex and imaginative in the
way it positions reader and text, just as formalism does. These two theories share the same
questions—they both attempt to understand how different types of readings are produced by both
text and reader—but travel different routes in trying to understand an answer. I don’t believe
that makes them purely oppositional.

When we look to 1A Richards (1956)—a scholar frequently associated with The New
Critics—however, we don’t necessarily see a flat-out rejection of the types of assumptions that
Rosenblatt was carrying, nor do we conversely see Rosenblatt condemning Richards’ practices.
What we see, rather, when looking at the theorists themselves, is less of a binary and more of a

coexistence, rich with tension.
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Rosenblatt, even says, herself, that her relationship to Richards and the New Critics was
not one fully of opposition but rather of more of a generative friction that helped her to propel
her ideas and theories. In the afterward of Literature as Exploration, she discusses her
“differences” with Richards and his ilk, offering that they “simply acted as stimulants to further
thought and writing and served as the basis for a continuing and sometimes effective criticism of
dominant practices” (p. 290). This does not sound like a full-throated rejection to me but, rather,
more of an intriguing dialogue between the theorists.

Rejan (2017), in exploring the relationship between Rosenblatt and the New Critics offers
that “Rosenblatt and the New Ceritics... might be viewed as pioneers of parallel” (p 11). He also
notes that, while “Rosenblatt (1981) embraces readings that display sensitivity to the formal
features of a text; she rejects formalist analyses that devolve into a lifeless labeling of literary
element” (p 22). So maybe the differences don’t lie firmly in the pedagogies produced by the
theories (formalism and transactional theory), because there can, and perhaps should, be overlap
in the interpretive practices that fall under each category. But the theories themselves rest on
different epistemological grounds concerning textual object/subject-ivity and the location of
meaning; the fact that they’re not room-mates doesn’t mean, however, that they can’t be
neighbors.

Besides sharing a philosophical effort to address a common problem, transactional theory
and formalism also share the fact that they both become something different when imagined as a

classroom practice'?. Whereas formalism, when manifesting in classrooms, can make texts too

12 part of the problem, I have found, is that theories of learning are often kept like a secret by teachers. Afterall,
how many of the countless thousands of students who have sat in a literature-based English class would have ever
heard the name Louise Rosenblatt? | have not had a brushing up against her actual work until my PhD program,
although I had been in dozens of literature classes at a variety of different levels, from secondary to my MA
program. Why are we so unwilling to pull back the curtains to reveal the theoretical machinations behind our
pedagogy? In a recent lesson | have done with students in my literature-focused English composition 11 course, |
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narrow, transactional theory may make readings too broad by shifting focus too far from the text
and root readings too deeply in the reader.

The problem of “close reading” is contained within a multi-generational legacy that has
impacted countless classrooms. Rosenblatt (1933) characterizes the practice as “treat[ing] the
poem—or any literary work—as if it existed as an object, like a machine, whose parts can be
analyzed without reference either to the maker or to the observer (or reader)” (p 204). Our texts
are not machines and students in English classrooms are not mechanics! Yet the practice of
close reading persists in our instruction and our assessments.

In an attempt to wrest into control that frenzy of possibilities that results in the impossibly
broad spectrum of reading experiences that students can produce in classrooms, I’ve seen
transactional theory, as a pedagogy, reduced to a bland line of questioning that frames reading
with a “text-to-self” connection. And Appleman (2015) sees this as well. She suggests, “all

reader responses, regardless of how they may vary from student to student and reader to reader,

have attempted to lay bare the theoretical motivation behind different methods of teaching reading and demonstrate
to students what formalism is, what reception theory is, and what it means to read texts through these lenses. To
demonstrate this, | utilized an artwork, Walking Man by Alberto Giacometti. | first ask students to write a bit in
response to the artwork after projecting it onto the class’ screen, followed by a brief discussion of what students may
be noticing. Then, | show students a Formalist perspective of the piece:

Giacometti creates a solitary male figure of whom we can make out nothing but the most elementary forms.

He has one leg forward as if walking, and he keeps his arms close to his body. The body is also heavily

inclined forward, provoking a certain instability that gives the impression the figure is moving through

space. Movement, always present in one way or another in Giacometti’s work, is achieved in this case by
the arrangement of the thin legs of the figure, whose heels seem to be lifting off the ground as the walk gets
under way. Like the legs, the arms are too long and exaggeratedly thin. No signs of muscles are to be seen
anywhere on the body. The skin is rough and coarse as though full of scars, transmitting an inherent
sensation of intense frailty. (Guggenheim Bilbao Museum)
This description and analysis of the artwork conforms to the Formalist theoretical framework, it focuses on form and
meaning, positioning knowledge about the piece as, in some regards, objective.

In order to demonstrate a transactional interpretive frame, | utilized a [gorgeous] poem by Ilya Kaminsky
entitled “A Walking Man,” which he wrote in response to the sculpture. I invite you to read it at the following link:
https://www.nga.gov/stories/ilya-kaminsky-alberto-giacometti.html. This poem is, of course, deeply personal and
treats the meaning of the statue as subjective (the desire to be dead next to an artwork and greeting it with one’s
dying words, is of course, a profound expression of meaning).

After reviewing both responses to the text, I ask students which makes the most sense to them, which aligns
to their own personal views on art and literature, and to reflect on their preferences.
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are really variations on a single theoretical theme: Personal experiences provide the lens that
colors the reading of the text” (p. 26). It’s a mere coloring-in of text rather than the construction
of any firm understanding. So we can see, here, how a transactional reading stance can have
limiting effects on a young person’s reading just like a formalist reading stance can.

I’m focusing almost exclusively on theories and theorists from about 100 years ago
because those are mostly the ones that remain relevant in classrooms. Formalism just can’t seem
to loosen its grasp. Scholes (2001) shares, in a tone that seems even a bit despairing, “many
people have thought that fundamentalist ways of thinking and reading would gradually lose their
power as the world became progressively enlightened... But [ want to remind you that it has not
happened (p. 217). The immobile nature of English instruction is evident in our standards: Just
look at how the Common Core has re-manifested as “zombie new criticism,” a hungry horde of
barely-mobile corpse-pedagogies roaming our classrooms, and terrifying our students with sheets
of leather skin dripping from their bones (Bancroft & Rabinowitz, 2014, p. 36).

What I’ve learned from this discussion is that reading in a classroom is never just
reading. Through pedagogical moves and teaching practice, a student’s experience of a literary
text can change drastically. Teaching matters, framing matters, positioning, questioning,
discussing, and writing all matter profoundly and can have transformative effects on the ways
that a student might interact with a work of literature. Therefore we need to be delicate in the
ways that we, as teachers, approach and teach literature.

In the formalist critical tradition, knowledge about text resides in the text itself. So it
stands to reason that, if a teacher were to know a text well enough—just so that they understand
its plot, its characters, its metaphor, its symbols—that they could teach it well enough. If we are

to hold literature as paramount among our instructional responsibilities as teachers of English,
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yes, the why is very important to determine and explore, but how should take precedence. A
teacher’s decision to enact a certain theory in a certain way over the course of a certain lesson
could absolutely have the effect of either supporting or destroying a student’s ability to have a
true learning experience.

This discussion I’ve just engaged in, I feel, describes and explains the perception of
teaching and learning literature that Jesse’s comment over a year ago was symptomatic of. She
and her peers were deeply entrenched in the pedagogical legacy of formalist critical practices,
manifested in classrooms. It’s yet another tension to be added to the multiplicity of lopsided
tensions that Jesse and her classmates were caught up in and unable to disentangle themselves
from. And I stress, yet again, that it’s not her fault or the fault of anyone in particular. It’s
deeply ingrained dominant legacies of teaching and learning that instruct us how to behave
around and interact with literature.

Yet the intellectual and pedagogical hegemony of new criticism, as evident in Jesse and
perhaps you and even me, clearly survives. So I’m left in a state of wondering how to push back
against it. But before | can go about laying out my goals in this dissertation and what | hope to
discover and how | hope to go about the work of discovering it, | feel a pivotal question needs to
be answered first. One that may help me reveal the nature of emerging teachers’ attitudes
towards literary texts. That critical question is as follows: how and what are teachers of English
reading? My pursuit of an answer to this question might provide some additional context to my
understanding of Jesse’s perceptions of teaching literature.

2.2 Teachers-As-Readers: What’s Happening in Schools of Education?
Thus far, I’ve explained a problem that I’ve noticed with students in an MA program in

teacher education, and attempted to explore a network of connected ideas, histories, theories, and
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pedagogies. But | don't quite feel that | am any closer to understanding the root of the problem:
yes, there are theoretical and epistemological issues to take up, but I don’t think I can quite grasp
the set of conditions and experiences—which may have started from the day they set foot in a
classroom, not as teachers-in-training but as students—that caused Jesse and her classmates to
feel the way they did about teaching literature.

So that I can move forward in this dissertation, | want to explore and explain the sorts of
experiences the students in English Education programs are having with literature as they engage
in their studies throughout their journeys toward becoming teachers of English.

It’s a complicated issue, not one that can simply be boiled down to a declaration that they
don’t read enough or should be reading more. Rather, | feel that an exploration of this
question—of the habits and tendencies of students in an English Education program with regards
to their reading of literature—can lead to a better understanding of the challenges and tensions
that I’ve noticed from my former MA students. Arriving at an understanding of the ways that
future teachers of English tend to read or not read literature could contribute to an understanding
of emerging teachers’ problems and concerns related to the teaching of literature.

I have found, in my own anecdotal experience, that some schools of English education
are unsure of how to handle the study of literature—and Kavanagh & Rainey demonstrate this as
well (2017, p. 905)—and so, as a result, they divorce literature from pedagogy and shuttle
students in the teaching of English off to classrooms in departments of English to learn about
literature (Barnes & Smagorinsky, 2016, pp. 348-349). This practice, according to Barnes &
Smagorinsky may generate friction or even become contradictory, as the authors offer that,

a student might take English literature courses that emphasize the professor's... lens for

interpreting texts, and at the same time [students might] take an English/Language Arts

Education course in which the professor distributes interpretive authority among the
students through book club discussions (see Addington, 2001, for just such a study),
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suggesting two very different conceptions of the role of teachers in students' literary
engagement (p. 340).

This reinforces the idea that learning about literature is not the same as learning to teach
literature, and conflating the two can cause problems to arise.

Studies have shown that English education programs struggle to properly site the study of
literature in the broader context of English education and thus the pedagogies and practices of
teaching literature can get lost in the scope of a student’s teacher growth. Often, there is, in
some programs in English Education, a specialized focus on YA literature or children’s
literature, but these courses often focus on methods (Strickland, T. H., 2020, p. 10; Flores et al.,
2019, p. 215).

This deemphasis on literature in schools of English education could, perhaps be due to
the recent waves of political influence on the English classroom—spurred by the gravitational
pull of the Common Core—which has attempted to prioritize the non-literary over the literary (as
if such a binary could/should exist) (Caughlan et al., 2017, p. 226). As with all cycles—Ilunar,
tidal, or otherwise—what’s fashionable now is destined to sometime become gauche and then
cool again, so I’m hoping we’ll swing back to literature at some point; but I think the artificial
discourse-ing of the things we read in classrooms and the over-embracing of non-literary text has
been a problem facing English classrooms for decades now.

In the academy, the study of literature can sometimes become an element of a methods
course, which serves as an unfitting location, as there is so much to cover and survey in the one
or two semesters that a methods course may occupy. In the context of a methods course,
literature can function as a “vehicle” for some of the collaborative tasks that students engage in,
or as an opportunity to become “familiar” with the texts that future teachers “would presumably

teach in schools” (Smagorinsky & Whiting, 1995, p. 44). Additionally, Pasternak et al. (2018)
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offer that it’s difficult for methods class to find the time to focus on literature and other elements
of the day-to-day of teaching “while still providing the necessary instruction in theory and
pedagogy,” because there are unavoidable restrictions of time and opportunity that arise (pp. 48-
49).

In the academic literature that directs its focus to the reading habits and reading
dispositions of future teachers—both during their time served in a teacher preparation program
and near-after its completion—there seems to be a (either actual or manufactured) split between
two reading types: reading for leisure / pleasure and reading that is not for leisure / pleasure.
Reading that falls into the pleasurable category tends to be described by the research as self-
selected text that is not read for a specific academic or professional purpose; it’s unprompted and
unguided reading. The non-pleasurable category of reading is prescribed reading: reading that is
done either for coursework or for curricular/teaching work.

Studies that attempt to focus on the types of reading that future teachers engage in, and
the ways that their reading activities fit into this binary tend to explore categorization of what
they’re reading, over evaluation of how they’re reading (Vansteelandt et al., 2017; McKool &
Gespass, 2009, p. 271; Daisey, 2009, p. 177; Burgess et al., 2011, p. 89). 1 find this problematic
because there’s a vast gray area in which an array of different types of readings occur between
our professional tasks and our leisurely activities. I have loved things that I’ve read for work,
and I have hated things that I’ve read for pleasure. The grounds of my attunement to text are not
fixed solely due to reading purpose; the reading experience, being such a complex activity, is far
more porous. It allows for travel back and forth between whatever binary might exist, moment

to moment, word to word.
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Some of the body of research that I’ve sleuthed my way through fails to observe the types
of reading experiences that take place, when a teacher-reader reads for pleasure and when they
read for labor. So I wonder, in light of this, why it is that we take such lengths to create the
conditions for the coexisting of pleasurable reading within our curriculums for students, and,
why, then, we do not extend this same measure to include such allowances in our curriculums for
our future teachers? Perhaps if Jesse approached Macbeth or Song of Solomon from a position of
attempting to find a connection or enjoyment in the texts, rather than attempting to collect
knowledge about them—if she had been able to perceive those texts as being a part of her habits
of reading for pleasure rather than reading for work—she wouldn’t have been so concerned with
knowing the texts before teaching them, thus opening her up to more possibilities of what could
be done with students and literature in a classroom.

While there are studies that focus on teacher-readers across a range of different content
areas and grade levels, there are also studies that attempt to focus on examining the habits of
reading, specifically with regards to the ways that reading for pleasure impacts teaching
practices. Studies show that ELA teachers who read for pleasure and do so frequently utilize
teaching practices that often align to what is seen by the field as the “best” or “most effective”
practices for teaching literature (Buehler et al., 2018; Applegate et al., 2014, pp. 189-190; Books,
2007, p. 189; McKool & Gespass, 2009, p. 269; Cremin et al., 2009, p. 14; Dreher, 2002, p. 340;
Kozak & Martin-Chang, 2018, p.331).

According to Huang (2017, p. 592), Daisey (2009, p.173), and Powell-Brown (2003, p.
286), one of the factors that cause teachers to disconnect from practices of reading for pleasure is
due to the coursework they engage in and the ways that they are positioned as student-readers.

Students are often forced to read what they perceive as uninteresting or overly dense theory that
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they tend to find inapplicable to a teaching reality, and this attitude towards reading in their
scholarly activities can affect their reading habits in their personal life. Additionally, when
pleasurable reading is, in fact, allowed to happen, it tends to be narrow, confined within specific
genres or forms, and restricted to the familiar (Akins et al., 2018, p. 66). Frager (1987, pp 18-19)
and Nathanson et al. (2008, p. 315) also suggests that these reading habits, which may be
regarded as troublesome by those looking at the field of English Ed—personally, I’'m not so sure
it’s that big of a problem—may even cause one to approach an involuntary habit of aliteracy: a
denial of reading in a teacher’s personal or even professional life (Haverback, H. R., 2013, p. 1).

So there’s a clear connection here, supported by research, that may suggest that teachers
who read frequently and pleasurably may be better at teaching literature (and, | believe, better at
reading literature as well) than those who don’t aren’t. And that certainly feels like a fertile and
reasonable area of exploration.

But I think that, beneath the surface of this seemingly direct relationship between reading
practices and teaching practices, we can complicate things a bit. What if we took that binary |
mentioned earlier, the one that separates pleasurable reading (reading done in one’s free-time and
disconnected from coursework) and non-pleasurable reading (reading that is assigned by
professors or included in one’s teaching curriculum) and tried to find a way to rather connect the
reading we engage in during our coursework to the pleasure of reading? Then, perhaps, we can
find ways to directly link our future teachers with both the best practices of teaching literature
and the pleasure of reading literature in a meaningful way.

It seems that the focus on literature in English education programs is scattered, lacking a
distinct or unified pedagogical focus, and not specifically designed to attune its focus to the

teacher-reader: in how they read, what they read, and the nature of their connection to reading.
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A Change on the Horizon

| want amazing, energetic, and talented teachers like Jesse to not have to find frustration
in the teaching of literature, to not have to worry about gaining or maintaining intellectual
authority over students when reading literature alongside them. | want teachers like Jesse to be
able to embrace their students as co-travelers as they journey through literature.

At the same time, I wonder whether it’s even possible to arrive at such a destination.

Over generations, our ways of teaching literature have not moved very much; we’ve been
wrapped up in the same competing and restrictive tensions for decades, and the students, the
teachers, and the literature have suffered as a result. | wonder what the future will bring.

Perhaps, one day a change will come. Perhaps a new technology will someday arrive,
and it will repurpose our pedagogies of reading and learning, and, perhaps position them as
something new. Perhaps it will invite us to theorize differently about the teaching of literature.
Perhaps it will support our students in their efforts to enter into rhizomatic relationships with
literature as they become empowered to find their own meaning in text.

Perhaps that change is already here.
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Chapter 3

I Came up with the Phrase The Age of Generative Machines, Can You Write
Me a Section Title that Uses It in a Clever Way and also Mentions the

Teaching of Literature?*?

| thought I had a really good understanding of what this project was supposed to be until
about January of 2023. After that winter, | started to question a lot of things.

Uncertainty should be a gift to a writing researcher; the teacher practically lives in a
constant state of doubt. As a teacher/researcher, I am very familiar with these feelings and
typically welcome them, but not so much so when | am trying to complete a dissertation and
graduate from a too-long and too-expensive graduate program.

What | discovered that winter wound up affecting and perhaps even shifting some of my
many awarenesses, curiosities, and aspirations as a scholar. The way | would come to see
teaching and literature—and understand knowledge about both—would be deeply impacted.

These shifts came from a singular source: my discovery of ChatGPT.

I felt, during that winter, that AI would change everything, and, as a result, I’d have to
change course in all of my teaching and research. 1 think, in hindsight, that my reaction was a bit
overblown, a touch dramatic, even, but I can’t quite shake loose the remnants of those initial
pangs of shock; the way I felt the ground shift beneath my feet.

What is one to do, after all, when they feel the ground tremble?

Take cover under the bed and hope that the ceiling above doesn’t rupture? Sure. That’s

probably the most reasonable thing to do. | can keep my head down and seek safety. Proceed as

13 Embracing the Age of Generative Machines: Revolutionizing the Teaching of Literature in Secondary Schools
(OpenAl, 2024)
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planned: write the dissertation | was going to write, have the career | was going to have.
Because, after all, this could just be just a jolt; the tiniest blip of seismic activity that no one ever
thinks about or talks about again after it’s passed. I’m afraid that I just can’t allow myself to do
that.

While I originally intended to explore the intersections of knowledge, teaching, and
literature in this dissertation so that | can discover how these ideas interplay, | started to embrace
a new focus. | had hopes, last winter, of discovering some suggestions for how to prepare
teachers of English in such a way that they embrace pedagogies that emphasize rhizomatic
conceptualizations of knowledge when engaging in the teaching literature. But I feel that I can
no longer do just that, because Al may wind up shifting the entire paradigm of what we consider
known and unknown with regards to literature: If a user can ask an Al for answers to any
conceivable question about a work of literature, and find, in response, something that at least
seems like an accurate answer, we’re left with a border between the known and the unknown
that’s so thin, so porous, that it’s barely there at all.

Additionally, if teachers come to rely on Al to automate their reading of literary texts,
then teaching will become only as inventive or creative as the Al can be, which, 1 will
demonstrate, is not all that creative at all. Al threatens the very nature of what it means to
interpret, or to know, a work of literature. While this problem may seem familiar—it’s the same
one presented by text books, teachers guides, cliffs notes, or any other source of objective-
seeming or authoritatively-natured readings—the presence of Al draws this problem into a more
distinct focus. It’s so accessible and tempting.

As I’ve discussed in this dissertation, I feel that a teacher should approach the teaching of

literature text from a position of relinquishing control and intellectual authority in order to
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empower students to think, read, and write with freedom. | believe that, now, with the onset of
generative Al, approaching literature from this stance may become more and more difficult.

In light of this, how could I possibly proceed with the study that I’d originally been
laying out and pursuing?

I’ve elected to allow the Al to influence, but not guide, my work. What I want is to see
what happens when we allow the Al to intrude on—in a measured, deliberate way—but not
infiltrate a research project.

With that being said, I’'m trying to, once again, gain a really good understanding of what
this project is supposed to be.

It’s an exciting position to find myself in.

Rather than designing a dissertation to better understand the relationship between readers
(mainly teachers) and literary texts, | feel drawn to examine the ways that Al might come to
influence these relationalities. Because maybe in some far-flung future, Al might fundamentally
change what it means to read, teach, and learn literature.

For example, if ChatGPT had existed back in the Spring of 2023, then, maybe Jesse
would have simply asked the bot what it knows about Macbeth. She may have queried and
prodded the Al to yield every last shred of information that it had without even raising her
concern to our class that night. | want to invite the Al into my inquiry, here, to help a future-
Jesse resist such potential urges, and, rather, rely on pedagogies that allow the student to think
and learn with autonomy.

While I’m setting foot into new territory along my path of inquiry, I still have the same
origin, the same finish-line. It all starts and ends with the teaching of literature, but, now, I have

a partner to travel with: ChatGPT.
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3.1 Surveying the Field: Initial Responses to ChatGPT
Recalling last winter, I can still grasp the faint sense of what it was like to discover, for
the first time, ChatGPT. | was scrolling through Twitter and | saw some random account post a
link to OpenAl. That tweet explained how cool/interesting/or maybe even terrifying ChatGPT
seemed. (I don’t quite remember what it said). So I clicked the link and began toying around.
Within minutes, I knew I was dealing with something exciting, with the sort of abilities I’d never
seen from any previous technology before. It was like Siri on steroids; bulked up and much,
much stronger—even a bit scarier and capable of more harm.
| felt compelled to share it with friends, to see what they thought, so I texted the link to a
group chat. Surely my friends would be just as floored, just as inspired as | was:
“look at how insane this is.”
“We’ve come a long way from those AOL chat bots.”
(Those friends in that chat did not respond).
So | texted another friend the link:
“This is so interesting”
“I’'m trying to get it to write my dissertation for me”
“This thing is going to make it difficult to keep students from cheating.”
my friend responded.

“You can plug in an essay prompt and it spits writing out.”

As suggested by my cheating comment, my knee-jerk response to ChatGPT was very similar to
the response of many in my field: worrying about the ways it will encourage or enable students

to skirt their work.
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I then went to my Twitter account to make some brief observations on. “This ChatGPT
thing is incredible and, as a teacher, it’s both wonderful and horrifying that it makes writing so
easily and accessible,” I wrote on December 3, 2022. I continued, “we may soon be in a world
where cover letters become obsolete because we can have an Al / language-modeler / whatever
auto-generate them in seconds.” “But,” I added, “the writing it produces is predictable bland and
rigid. But the problem is - that’s how we’re teaching students to write in the first place. So of the
school-based genre of writing becomes fully automated then that raises interesting possibilities
for education”

Within the first few months of ChatGPT’s introduction—and coinciding with my own
personal response—there was a flurry of reactionary articles in the media, an “almost frantic
discourse” mainly concerned with speculating the sort of dangerous future ChatGPT might send
us heading toward (Lang & Miller, 2023).

Most writers reflected on the threats that came with ChatGPT’s ability to write so
convincingly. Some warnings included Lock’s (2022) suggestion that ChatGPT could one day
“replace journalists” because it writes so convincingly and quickly. Herman (2022) offered that
its “impression” of human-like writing is better than any of its predecessors. Additionally,
Hachman (2022) discussed its “scary... potential to mimic human prose and poetry,” and Marche
(2022) warned that the essay, as a pedagogical “tradition” is “about to be disrupted from the
ground up.” And according to Herman (2022), ChatGPT might threaten English teachers’
fundamental purpose as educators. Keep in mind that all of these articles | just cited in this

paragraph were published within about 2 months of ChatGPT’s November 2022 unveiling.
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| find it interesting that the early consensus seemed to be firmly rooted in shock and fear,
though this response seemed to have faded over the course of the months to come. And I surely
can’t blame anyone for taking this position: I took it myself!

In fact, one those first days of experimenting with ChatGPT after | discovered it, | spent
time testing it with essay prompts to see the extent to which it could create convincing student
work. As my academic curiosities seem to always be deeply-rooted in the teaching and learning
of literature, I resorted to that instinct to examine the bot: to see what it knows and what it can
do. I asked it, not knowing what to expect, to write an analysis of a theme in Macbeth, and out it
spat just that. The speed at which it replied to my prompt was staggering. | read it with my neck
cocked sideways, partially in dread, partially in awe.

Then, I thought of a way to catch it off-guard: include text evidence, | prompted it,
defiantly. | knew this would outsmart it. But it did just that; parenthetical citations and
everything. Instantly. And immediately | spiraled into panic, believing that I could never task a
student with writing an essay at home. | looked at my screen in the same manner that those
monks, whose only reason for living was to copy the Bible by hand, must have felt when they
first laid eyes on a printing press: filled with the deep and unique terror of being faced with one’s
own obsolescence.

Back to paper and pens it was for me and all my students, forever and ever. How could |
assign a typed essay about literature or virtually anything else again when it could be so easily
automated? But that feeling faded over time: the better | got to know the bot, the more |
understood its habits and limitations, and the more keenly aware | became of the differences
between its writing and the writing that students tend to produce. As a result | eventually settled

on a more balanced perspective on these new technologies.
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Likewise, with time, also came more balanced considerations from educators and
academics regarding the potential benefits and looming fears that Al brings; while, at first, some
saw it as “a new digital bogeyman,” the outlook has since become a lot “less bleak over time
(Goodlad & Baker, 20223; Heaven, 2023). Scholars and educators seemed to arrive at an
acknowledgement of a newfound “importance of rethinking our writing practices,” and the
existence of a desire to “see ChatGPT as a helpful tool” (Lang & Miller 2023; Claybourne,
2023). Mills (2023) also notes that “academics and administrators [should not] be intimidated by
AI” but rather “consider simple steps we can take to move forward.”

While optimism regarding a new technology is typically not a bad thing, there’s a
problem embedded in this evolving outlook: if we are to welcome this new technology into our
lives, the question of how we are to do so in a responsible and safe way remains. Because,
beneath all of the wonder and envy that comes with watching an Al, with such ease, spurt its
writing out of nothingness, remains problems of ethics, questions of implementation, and
feelings of confusion, paranoia, and fear.

It’s the English teacher who will arguably be most affected by these troubling problems
and feelings: with writing and reading situated mainly in our purview, we now have to contend
with a new technology that exists solely to write and read. And it’s quite good at both of those
things. How are we to ever trust our students again? How might we come to find trust in
ourselves? There seems to be two options for how to move forward.

On one hand, we sound the alarm: “ban” ChatGPT in schools outright and snuff out, with
vigilance, any students’ suspected use of it for any type of assignment (Johnson, 2023). Or
maybe we take the alternate approach: We find some ways of incorporating it into lessons to

make learning more accessible, more engaging, more interesting for students.

82



If you can’t tell already, I’m siding with the latter. I think we should at least see what it
can do before we label it a menace.

3.2 Getting to Know ChatGPT: Demystifying the Machine

Before I go any further, | feel that | need to do the work of naming and explaining the
network of interconnected ideas and concepts situated under the broader topic of Al.

What follows is my attempt to describe and explain the technology in a way that can
perhaps help some fellow English teachers to make some sense out of what the Al is actually
doing. | want to do this work so that | can make it seem like less of a marvel and more of a
machine. Because, only then—once we’ve done the work of demystifying it—can we develop a
reasonable critique of its abilities and attempt to determine how it could potentially be used as a
tool to support the teaching of literature in English classrooms. I just don’t feel that it’s a great
use of English teachers’ time to be blindly toying with the unknown. We have enough on our
plates as it is.

Understanding Al is especially important because even its terminology is problematic
and perhaps overly complicated and vague. I can’t simply say ChatGPT is an LLM-based Al
chatbot and just move on (though that would be much, much easier than what I’'m trying to do
here). In order to successfully unpack what we’re dealing with, I want to understand and
contextualize—through not simply a technological lens by surveying the historical, linguistic,
and pedagogical concepts that are woven into and surrounding it—ChatGPT.

What is Al?

Al—which is short for Artificial Intelligence, a term “coined in 1956 (Casal-Otero et al.,

2023, p.2)—is a broad and unwieldy category of robotics and “interdisciplinary” area of

scientific study (Kozma et al, 2019, p. 112).
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The technologies that could be categorized as Al are incredibly vast and often inaccurate
(Bogost, 2023). Al could mean anything from the “systems” that regulates the behavior of non-
playable characters in a video game, to the mechanism by which a military is able to “rapidly
generate targets [for bombing] at a pace far beyond what was ever possible before” (Zubek,
2017, p.408; Klippenstein, 2024). Al, as a technology, is full of the potential to become
weaponized seemingly just as easily as it could be as a tool for cheating on one of your essays.

There’s a spectrum of uses for Al that ranges from the incredibly benign to the
appallingly destructive. As a result, simply throwing around Al as a name for what ChatGPT is
tends to flatten and erase nuance from what it is that we’re actually dealing with. The term is
just so big and encompassing, fraught with ethical, technological, sociological, and, even,
economic dilemmas. One such dilemma is that Al, at its core, can be an awfully frightening
thing.

The cultural perception of Al tends to be met with a very particular gaze: one focused on
dread and fear. The ways that we tend to imagine Al in literature and media generally end with
an apocalypse. The robots wind up supplanting humans as dominant—maybe they keep a few
of us around as pets (if they treat us as well as I treat my dog, that honestly doesn’t sound so bad)
or workers—or attempting to do so in many works of fiction that they appear in. In fact, the very
first time the term “robot” appeared was “in 1917 by Czech dramatist Karel Capek” (Kurzweil,
1999, p. 200). And I’ll give you one guess as to what the robots wind up doing to all of
humanity by the end of that story. It’s just like the ones you find today; eventually the robots kill
us all. It was all death and destruction from the very beginning.

Most of AI’s modern media representations, especially in film and literature, are often

charged with threat, as “popular culture continues to obsess on dangers posed by [advanced] AI”
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(Pollard, 2020, p. 107). This can be problematic, because these fictional representations don’t
simply exist in a bubble but rather “exert influence on Al research, public uptake and political
regulation” (Hermann, 2021, p. 320). There’s a complex and circuitous relationship in which
media influences science, science influences media, media influences culture, culture influences
science, and so on. If the whole circuit is supported by feelings of fear and trepidation, then it
will beget more fear and trepidation.

While technological definitions of what Al is tends to be very broad, our cultural
perception of it is surprisingly narrow. As a result, any use of the term Al is bound to be heavy
with baggage. To teachers, though, Al has a unique subtextual composition: many English
educators see it simply as a cheating tool (Cotton et al., 2023; Jamieson, 2022).

| believe, however, that the more accurately we can understand what it is and what it is
not, the better we can free Al from its burdensome subtexts and contexts and come to genuinely
know it for what it can do and cannot do. Then, | feel, can we begin to invite it into
conversations about the teaching and learning of literature.

What Is ChatGPT?

If Al, a term with so many different cultural and technological attachments, isn’t a good-
enough frame for understanding what ChatGPT is, what, then, is ChatGPT?

It’s a not-so-new but deeply refined and incredibly effective technology which has
developed a mastery over both the production and understanding of natural human language. It
is [as of this moment] the “the most advanced chatbot that has ever been created” (Mhlanga,
2023, p.1).

ChatGPT and its ilk fall into a subcategory of generative Als known as “Al-powered

chatbots”, which are not, actually, genuine artificial intelligences the way one might imagine a
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robot in any number of sci-fi films—they are a lot more a than i in that they lack actual
intelligence: a lot more R2-D2 than C-3PO—and such technologies have also actually had a
relatively long technological lifespan, with their invention dating back to the “1960s” (Labadze
etal, 2023, p. 1-2).

| am particularly interested in conducting inquiry around these chatbot technologies,
because they pose a source of both great possibility and great concern for teachers of English.
They are adept at using and learning human language! so convincingly that some might believe
that they could even, someday, replace teachers altogether. Why bother teaching Macbeth when

a student could simply query an Al and instantly produce anything they could ever need to know

14 Once, during a bout of experiments with the ChatGPT, I had the thought of asking it to “invent a new language
and write a sentence with that language.” It named the language “Lingua Nova” (a bit uninventive, perhaps), and I,
then, asked it to create a fictional nation in which the natives spoke the language (OpenAl, 2023).

It called the country “Elysoria” and said that its inhabitants “strong tradition of storytelling and poetry in
Lingua Nova. Music, dance, and visual arts are integral parts of everyday life, often inspired by the nation’s natural
beauty. Elysorians celebrate various festivals throughout the year, each with its unique customs and rituals”
(OpenAl, 2023). Additionally, I asked it to create a conjugation table of the verb “to be” in Lingua Nova, and it
produced the following:

“Lingua Nova Verb "To Be": "Essi"

First Person Singular (I am):

Past: "Essibo"

Present: "Essisun”

Future: "Essiyu"

Second Person Singular (You are):

Past: "Essitu”

Present: "Essira"

Future: "Essiva" (OpenAl, 2023)
It also provided plural and third person conjugations. After, | asked it to write a poem in the new language, which it
did:

Poem in Lingua Nova: Translated:

Venti-sura lau freli, Gentle winds whisper softly,

Celi-lumi brila-kei. Skies glow brightly.

Nos-teri mundi-bri, Our beautiful world,

Flora-sora, aqua-lei. Floral heavens, dancing waters. (OpenAl, 2023)

Finally, I asked it to create a depiction of a “citizen of Elysoria,” and it produced what appeared to be a green-eyed
Caucasian/east Asian hybrid woman with long black hair in a messy bun and face tattoos. Though she is an
illustration, she looks young, thin, and beautiful.

Pretty cool, but nothing thrilling or particularly imaginative.

| present this anecdote with the purpose of demonstrating its command over and understanding of human
language, and to also show the limits of its capability to invent. Everything here is terribly derivative, though
impressive nonetheless.
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about the text? Could a chatbot wind up taking the place of teachers altogether and function as
conveyor-belts of knowledge that deliver information to students in our place?

The way that schooling, as a system seems so interested in making everything accessible,
standardizable, and replicable*®, regardless of the actual living human beings present in the
classroom and the ways that they could uniquely construct knowledge, has some truly dangerous
implications for the teaching of literature. It remains an undercurrent in my work, here, that Al
may wind up steering us further in the wrong direction, resulting in a deeper restriction of
freedom for both the student and the teacher.

How Does a Machine Learn?

Seminal to the topic of Al is the concept of machine learning, which, put in basic terms,
is the ways in which computers think. I feel that I’'m treading on some dangerous grounds by
using the word “think™ here, because most of our misconceptions and fears about Al stem from
the fact that, when we try to understand machines better, we tend to project our understanding of
the human brain—the way that it thinks, learns, acquires new knowledges, concepts, ideas—onto
computer programs.

While Al technologies are, in some ways, “inspired” by human brain (take a glance at
any textbook on Al and you will, for example, see the word neuron sprinkled liberally
throughout), Als do not learn in the same way the human brain does, and to conflate the two—a
human brain and a computer program—could lead to problematic and misconceptions (Kozma et

a., 2019, p. 113; Goodfellow et al., 2016, p. 16).

15 This trend seems to become more and more prevalent, as New York City, the largest school district in America,
has, just last year, announced that it will be mandating literacy curriculums (schools are allowed to choose from a
pre-approved selection of packaged, corporate curriculums) for English teachers, with the goal of implementing a
“more systematic approach” in order to address “lagging reading scores” among students (Zimmerman, 2023).
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As a result, term “machine learning”—though pivotal to an understanding of Al—
becomes a bit oxymoronic.

The “learning” that Als do can be explained as the ways that programs can “acquire their
own knowledge, by extracting patterns from raw data” (p. 2). If we’re thinking about learning in
the Vygotskian (2012) sense, we can discover an oppositional relationship with the way we learn
to the ways that computers learn. Vygotsky noted that the learning of concepts is “more than the
sum of certain associative bonds” and that what we learn is “saturated with experience” (pp. 158,
204). To Vygotsky, there is no learning that is free from context—personal context, cultural
context, social context—but, to machines, all learning is free from context—it’s just patterns.

If you ask a chatbot to analyze a theme in, say Macbeth—just like I did in my first
experiment with ChatGPT—it’s not drawing upon its own understanding of the text to craft a
unique conclusion about the thematic composition of the text, but, it’s rather scanning the data
it’s been trained on to notice patterns embedded in what others have said.

There have been countless essays published to the internet about guilt and ambition in
Macbeth, so, of course that’s what ChatGPT would offer as its answer. It can’t, in the human
sense, think for itself or learn new bits of knowledge about Macbeth to arrive at new
conclusions. It can’t read and re-read the text through different lenses and with different intents
in order to make new discoveries.

This presents a problem for the field of education because, if teachers come to rely on Al
as their primary source of foundational knowledge for their teaching of literature, there is a real
risk of literary instruction becoming more rote, more cut off from possibility, more based in the

same narrow bits of textual knowledge, over and over again: more arborescent. While this
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model may seem familiar—it’s the way many teachers have taught, and continue to teach literary
texts—I am concerned about these not-so-new problems worsening due to the presence of Al.
So, then, if machines aren’t learning in the human sense, what, actually, are they doing?
While Al scientists gain inspiration for their technologies from the structures of the
human brain—some computer scientists, | have found, have incredibly intimate knowledge of
neuroscience and the various and mysterious cognitive properties of the brain—Al, as it exists
right now cannot learn in ways that “simulate the brain,” due to the fundamental differences
between the functionalities of each; science can only really create an “analogy of how the brain
works” rather than a direct reproduction (Goodfellow, et al., 2016 pp. 2, 16; Savage, 2019, p.2).
There are things that a toddler’s brain does that a computer could perhaps never
accomplish (the way that a child turns language into nonsense and eventually experiments its
way into words and, then, weaves those words organically into complex grammatical systems),
and, likewise a child could never do the things a computer can. That’s because, concerning
computational intelligence, “the easy problems,” put simply, “are hard” (Kurzweil, 1999, p. 58).
Consider the following example to demonstrate the false equivalence of human and computer
intelligence:
Computers have long been able to defeat even the best human chess player, but are only
recently matching some of the abilities of average human beings to recognize objects or
speech. A person’s everyday life requires an immense amount of knowledge about the
world. Much of this knowledge is subjective and intuitive, and therefore difficult to
articulate in a formal way. Computers need to capture this same knowledge in order to
behave in an intelligent way (Goodfellow, et al., 2016, p.2)
The use of “learning” is perhaps more poetic than literal—surprising coming from the scientific

community—and | feel this distinction is a vital one to make when entering into any interaction

with an Al.
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An Al can only be as smart as the size of its data, because all it’s doing is processing and
extracting information. The thing that sets ChatGPT apart from its technological forefathers is
that it has an enormous data-set which includes ““ a wide range of text from the internet, books,
articles, and other sources” (OpenAl, 2023). Its data-set is human language, therefore it knows
human language. This is also why it presents a unique danger for the teacher of literature; its
appearance of being knowledgeable about all that we do can seem incredibly seductive, but |
believe that, despite its vast capabilities, we must emphasize human intelligence over artificial
intelligence. That’s because Al can never learn how we learn. Why rely on a simulation when
we can use the real thing?

Critiques of LLMs

As I’ve noted, misconceptions tend to arise when we project our own ways of thinking
and learning onto the bots. The same can be said for AI’s use of language; it’s nothing like ours,
and—some would argue—only a cheap imitation of us.

Scholars and journalists are taking up this major critique of Al Chatbots—that there are
engaging in mere mimicry, much like a parrot would—claiming that the ChatGPT and other bots
are merely replicating the “form” of language but have no way of acquiring any sense of
“meaning;” that “all they are doing is predicting the most likely subsequent word in a sequence;”
that they’re “haphazardly stitching together sequences of linguistic forms” (Bender & Koller,
2020, p.1; Wilkins, 2023, p. 1; Bender et al., 2021, p. 617). | might argue that some of these
examples describe the language behaviors of more than a few humans I know (myself, even, at
times), but I can’t help but acknowledge the validity of these criticisms.

Al chatbots tend to “differ profoundly from how humans reason and use language”

because they, in their use of language, “can only go where others have gone before. They are
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trained on finite datasets to be able to predict what might come next” (Chomsky, 2023;
McKnight, 2021).

Although this may, as I’ve just noted, sound a lot like humans and our interactions with
language, we, however, in a dialogical sense, are capable of innovation and invention the way
machines are not. Bakhtin (1986) offers that “our speech, that is, all our utterances (including
creative works), is filled with others' words, varying degrees of otherness or varying degrees of
"our-own-ness" (p. 89). If all of our words are someone else’s and nothing is, truly, in a
dialogical sense, completely organic and uniquely invented by the speaker—Bakhtin offers that,
of course, “the speaker is not the bibli-cal Adam, dealing only with virgin and still unnamed
objects, giving them names for the first time” (p. 93)—then how, exactly, is that different from
what the Al is doing? Are we all merely parrots parroting at one another?

The key difference, I believe, is relationality. Dialogic relations are “profoundly unique”
and cannot be understood “simplistically or unilaterally,” because “addressivity” or “the quality
of turning to someone” is what makes an utterance so; it’s what defines dialogue (p. 124-125, p.
99). Als, as producers of language, don’t turn to us uniquely when it communicates with us; it
simply organizes patterns of words the same as it would for any user.

This remains what is possibly the most serious dismissal of AI’s intelligence: chatbots
cannot invent novel'® uses of language, but rather can only reorganize and repurpose what

humans have already said.

167 can’t quite bring myself to actually cite from a Marvel movie in this dissertation, but I also can’t help myself not
to, so I’ve decided to bury it in a footnote. (While I’ve been, admittedly, inconsistent in my use of footnotes, I
believe there’s an unspoken agreement between us that these things are mostly optional anyway). In Guardians of
the Galaxy Vol. 3, a science fiction film which features a talking tree and anthropomorphic racoon, there’s a rather
lucid observation with regards to what makes humanity so valuable: the ability to invent. The movie’s villain, in a
belligerent fit, disturbed over his failed efforts to play God and create a new civilization through scientific
experimentation, shouts, “a populace unable to think what hasn't yet been thought will die on the vine” (Gunn,
2023). This, I feel, can also function as a profound rejection of the dialogical limitations of artificial intelligence.
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Herein lies the true dangers of becoming reliant on Chatbots in the teaching of literature:
while the Als are good at appearing human, they are not, actually human. They lack our spark of
creativity, our inventiveness, they can only engage in the repackaging of what has already been
said. This is especially problematic for teachers of English literature, because, if chatbots can
only give us insights on literature that have already been said, what do they actually amount to as
teaching tools? What happens when teachers who turn to an Al for answers only find the same
ones, over and over? What happens when students, looking for insight, only find the same ones,
over and over? What will happen to the way that we might come to read, talk about, and learn
literature?

3.3 ChatBots in the Classroom

Despite the inauthenticity of their language use, you might still think that a computer that
can use language like a human might seem like a dream-come-true for educators: We could
outsource so much of our brainstorming, writing, or grading to it: it could free up so much time
for us!

Unfortunately its current classroom applications being widely accepted by the field are
slim-to-none, though there are many brave and inventive educators charting new paths through
these unexplored territories.

Regarding classroom practices (particularly in ELA-related domains), scholars and
teachers have taken up the work of publishing findings from classroom experiments and making
suggestions for fellow practitioners. Some highlights include Kleopatra et al (2022) offering that
“Al chatbots can play the role of intelligent tutors by presenting educational material, stimulating

dialogue, providing feedback to students.” Additionally, students can use ChatGPT in
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classrooms for “idea generation and development, texts editing and paraphrasing,” (Halaweh,
2023, p. 15).
Other scholars have found that chatbots can be used to “ provide valuable homework and

29 ¢

study assistance,” “act as study companions,” and “[suggest] syntactic and grammatical
corrections to enhance writing skills” (Labadze, 2023, p. 14). Some other practices include using
the chatbot’s occasional factual inconsistencies “as a way of teaching students about
disinformation,” using it to generate “content-related illustrations... [and] figures,” or using it to
“adjust the complexity” of a text or “rewrite [it] in another language” (Mehta, 2023; Jauhiainen
& Garagorry Guerra, 2023, p.10; Kohnke et al., 2023, p. 10).

Many of these practices, I find, focus on the AI’s production of various styles of
academic text—with specific focus on its ability to “write serviceable five-paragraph themes,
research papers, and other kinds of school-sponsored essays” (Appleman, 2023, p. 23)—and not
on its ability to read or interpret literary text. That’s the case, I believe, because of our deep and
understandable concerns with cheating and plagiarism, but we must learn to look past such hang-
ups; when has paranoia ever been the spur for genuine growth in the field of education?

While there are many examples of educators reaching out into the unknown in order to
devise interesting and engaging learning opportunities for students, in my experience as a
member of two distinct school faculties in the last two years, | have found that the amount of
educators either ignorant of or unwilling to experiment with this new technology outweighs the
former group.

What’s slightly surprising, though, is that the field of especially English education has

seemed, in recent years, generally happy and maybe even enthusiastic to embrace digital

literacies as a legitimate corner of the broader field of English Language Arts. Literature is, in
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today’s English classroom, not strictly confined to ink and paper but, rather, text is considered a
constellation of connected forms and media, digital and otherwise (Beach et al, 2010, p. 97).

I’m not denying that it has been a long journey to get to this point and that there are, of
course, detractors, but | have seen many more teachers embrace digital literacies than deny them.
That’s because the world of the young person is becoming increasingly digital, sanctioning the
analog to various niches, and the English curriculum, over the years, has learned to embrace
multimodal text. So, now, we have what are known as digital literacies, which has, perhaps,
become a catch-all for the reading of anything that involves a screen, however | believe that we
are now, with the advent of Al, in need of further specialization of this broad topic (Jones &
Hafner, 2012, p. 13). What we need, now, | believe, is a specific set of Al literacies.

Luckily, there are already scholars doing the work of exploring this new modality. Casal-
Otero et al (2023) define “Al Literacy” as “a set of skills that enable a solid understanding of Al
through three priority axes: learning about Al, learning about how Al works, and learning for life
with AL” but something I immediately notice is that the definition causes a bit too much friction
with Gee’s (1990) conception of literacy—which has been seminal in the field—as not just being
cognitive but also “social and cultural” (p. 2). The third prong of the aforementioned Al literacy
approaches the socio-cultural, in that it aims to focus on “understanding how Al can affect our
lives” (Casal-Otero et al, 2023), but I don’t believe this does enough to acknowledge the extent
to which Al is not just a scientific innovation but rather a cultural product.

Al was trained to write like us, using vast databases of our own writing®’. Whatever it
produces is, therefore, a simulation of us. So where, | wonder, is the cultural to go along with the

cognitive? Where are the socially-situated elements of Al literacies?

17 Herein lies a deeply complicated ethical concern that I have yet to touch on: the fact that the data that ChatGPT
has been trained on is real, actual writing done by humans, and that this data was gathered from the internet without
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| believe that the teaching of literature can culturally and socially situate the teaching of
Al literacies, since literature, as a cultural product, allows for possibility in ways that other
content areas simply do not. As I’ve said before, students in a literature class can be just as right
in their interpretation of a work of literature as anyone else. There is no true intellectual
authority in such an English classroom, thus the Al, in all of its comprehensive-seeming ideas
and impressive-ish writing, might enter a conversation about literature as a suspicious
participant. Why should anyone value its ideas over anyone else’s?

If we blend Al literacies with the teaching of literature, | believe that students can gain
intimate awarenesses of the functions and flaws of Al, while developing a sense of agency and
ownership over their learning. As a result, literature is uniquely positioned as a way to allow Al
to function in the classroom as a thought-partner and not a thought-provider, and I’11 focus,
through the rest of this dissertation on the pursuit of this idea.

My aim, now, in this dissertation is to explore the intersection between generative Al
chatbots and the teaching of literature, to see what I find. | want to conduct a deep consideration
of what Al might mean as a classroom participant in the teaching and learning of literature. What
are the possibilities it offers? What are the frictions it generates? How might its presence come
to affect the teaching and learning of literature?

In attempting to address these questions and explore the relationalities between readers of

literature and literary texts in the ELA classroom in the age of generative machines, | have

the consent of the writers. Writing is deeply laborious and weighs heavily on the body and mind. | can attest to as
much from writing this dissertation: it has broken me in several measurable ways. Any writer deserves to be
compensated for the work, yet the writing of thousands of unnamed authors has been effectively stolen from them in
order to train an Al. This problem runs so deep that the CEO of OpenAl claimed, himself, that it would be
“impossible” to have created ChatGPT without the unauthorized and unpermitted use of copyrighted material
(Hodge, 2023). 1 plan to take this conversation up further in the next chapter, but I want you to know that I am both
aware of and sensitive to the fact that ChatGPT is, essentially, a thief.
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decided on three sites of experimentation; three relationalities to explore; three moments in
which to situate encounters with the generative machine.

First, me and the generative machine; second, teachers and the generative machine; and
third students’ encounters with the generative machine. In each of these sites of
experimentation, | hope to see what happens when each of these groups interact with both
literature and ChatGPT alongside one another. Through observing these interactions, | plan to
describe the effects—if any exist—that Al might have on relationalities of reader and text. |

hope that you will find my experiments to be enlightening and provocative.
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Chapter 4
I Want to Title a Chapter Deeply Learning: Me & the Generative Machine.

Can You Provide Some Suggestions for Making It Sound Better?8

As I’ve already acknowledged, much of the discourse surrounding ChatGPT, especially
in its early phases of its November 2022 unveiling, has been centered in—and perhaps singularly
obsessed, to a near-problematic degree—the way it produces writing.

Similarly, much of the focus on its potential applications in the English classroom have
been aimed at the ways it could be incorporated into writing instruction and composition studies.

I wonder why we’ve decided to narrow our field of vision? Ask any English teacher
what we are meant to teach in the classroom and I’m sure the phrase “reading and writing” will
come up, but why, I wonder, has ChatGPT made us so willing to lop off the former half of that
phrase.

Why are we similarly not wondering over the possibilities and fretting over the hazards of
utilizing ChatGPT as a tool for the teaching of literature?

| feel this question is so especially pressing because, while, yes, the way that it produces
writing—with such speed and even, at times, great accuracy and even with a touch of depth in
moments—seems truly incredible, I’ve found that it’s able to produce similar and perhaps even
more impressive feats as a reader of literature.

Just like it’s able to read, understand, and respond to any other prompt a user enters into
its text box (it can respond to such a wide variety of queries: I've asked it, for example, to do the

following for me: write a function for a spreadsheet, compose a cover letter, help me with my

18 synergy in Silicon: My Deep Learning Experience with the Generative Machine (OpenAl, 2024)
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resume, explain technological concepts, summarize an idea), it can, likewise, read, understand,
and respond to a work of literature, especially one that’s short in length.

Throughout my time as an English educator, I’ve made an effort to use short, bite-sized
texts in lessons to address a number of problems: problems with reading stamina, problems with
regularity of students’ attendance, problems with students’ preference in what they like to read.
If you keep your focus as a teacher of literature on short fiction, you’re able to move with agility
and spryness in your curriculum; to cover whatever you want, however you want, and then move
on.

The short—and | mean short—story can be such a valuable tool for an educator. But,
now, no matter how obscure a text is, whether it’s tucked away in the corner of an unknown
author’s unknown book, or whether it’s a canonical text that’s been collected and recollected a
thousand times (“Story of an Hour” and “The Lottery” immediately come to mind), ChatGPT
can read it for your students and produce a near-infinite amount of written or visual responses;
limited only by the imagination of the user.

Either in 500-word spurts, prompt by prompt, or maybe even all at once, a student can
ask ChatGPT to produce a reading of a text. A student can, even cause the Al to get granular and
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focused in its reading, urging the Al to “respond,” “interpret,” “analyze,” or “explain” a text,
each of which would yield some degree of differently focused results. An Al could even make
an illustration, write song lyrics, compose a poem, draft a journal entry or engage in any other
academic or non-academic discourses that are typically found in an ELA classroom.

While I understand how and why cheating anxiety has dominated much of the recent

discourse in the intersection between Al and education, this, | feel, may represent a more

pressing concern: the fact that students may, soon, be outsourcing their reading to a bot.
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While a trained eye can easily notice the formulaic and bland-seeming writing an Al
produces in response to some academic prompts, the nature of the observations and insights that
the Al can make in response to literature are perhaps far more surprisingly profound than any
keen-eyed teacher would be able to identify. So, | wonder, how will we notice when students
start to circumvent their reading tasks and automate their responses, analyses, journal entries, and
interpretations? Ultimately, this presents a problem that’s not-so-new, because students have
near-always had access to authoritative-seeming analyses of literary texts to do their thinking for
them. But I do feel that the presence of this problem, re-introduced by the Al in a way that’s
more threatening, should lead an educator to a bit of worry.

| want to be clear that I am not, by any means, writing this to sound an alarm: to create a
new battlefront on which English teachers are waging a war with Al cheating-partners. The
seeming omni-presence of teacher-paranoia in response to Al, | feel, exposes wider problems in
the teaching of English and our relationships with our students, and I’'m not entirely committed
to exploring or confronting that here; I simply don’t believe I have the machinery or ability to
make sense of this deeply felt anxiety that I’'m just not deeply feeling.

Jamieson (2022) articulates the issue well of Al-encouraged academic dishonesty; it all
stems from a larger problem, and that problem has existed for a very long time. There is an
“attitude of mistrust” prevalent in the dynamic between teachers and students, and this attitude
“does not create a welcome learning environment for students, and it also represents a shift from
teaching to policing that seems to go against the fundamental values of the discipline” (p. 154).
It’s not my intent, nor is it in my capabilities as a writer, scholar, or teacher to begin to tackle

such problems; I try to do what can in my classrooms to offer my students trust, empathy, and
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compassion where I’m able—but | feel that a pedagogical realignment of what Al is/can be can
help to nudge us in the right direction.

Despite this, students will cheat, just like they always have. This is not a new problem
whatsoever.

Pl-Al—giarism

My first brushing-up-with Al-generated academic dishonesty was just a few months after
ChatGPT was introduced. That winter, | was reading the novel Everything | Never Told You by
Celeste Ng with my high school senior English class.

As we completed the novel, just like any other English teacher might, | assigned an essay
to assess my students’ understanding of the novel and track their progress on some of the
interpretive skills we worked on throughout the unit. That essay was focused on the analytical
skill of making connections: students would connect their analysis of the novel to another
creative text (my coteacher Valerie and | provided students with visual artworks, songs, and
poems to choose from). It was an assignment that I find, in hindsight, to be reasonable and even
a bit engaging, as it presented students with a wealth of personal choice—we gave them at least
50 options of different creative texts to choose from.

One student was late with his paper (as are many students in the post-Covid-lockdown
era—please be patient with them), and | had to chase him down a bit to submit something to me.
He needed to pass my class if he wanted to graduate that June, so I took it upon myself to do
everything in my power to remove failure as an option for him. He would submit work and pass
my class by my sheer will alone—I"d force him to complete the work if I had to.

After weeks of nagging, a bit of begging, and more than a few phone calls to his mother,

to my incredible delight, I found a new submission in my Google Classroom folder. It was from
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him. Amazing! Finally, a win. | was going to get him to walk across that graduation stage after
all.

| hurriedly opened the file.

What | found was a bland and not-at-all compelling reading of the novel, but overall a
fine essay. The problem I noticed, however, was that my student didn’t wind up actually
addressing the assignment; he hadn’t chosen a song/poem/artwork, and hadn’t taken up the work
of making any connections. Perhaps he was confused by the assignment. Maybe | needed to
make myself clearer for him.

As | looked a bit more closely at his essay, it started to become apparent that the writing
was stiff, a bit too pristine in its construction, and, even, robotic. As it turns out, | was right. It
felt robotic because it had been written by a bot.

You may be wondering how | went about the complicated task of confirming that the
essay had been written by an Al. Actually, it was easy!

As | scrolled to the bottom of the document, | noticed the following typed just a few lines

below the essay’s conclusion:

PS I love you. And i asked the Ask Al app to write this for me. Get it for free —> https://get-

askai.app

Not only did my student not write this essay, but he didn’t even not-write it himself!
He asked his significant other (or perhaps a family member, who knows) to write it for
him, however they didn’t even write it! That person asked an Al, pasted the whole thing in a

document, wrote a cute little note, and sent it off to my student for him to submit. And, without
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even reviewing the document for more than a passing moment, he clicked submit, and that was
that.

| share this anecdote not to shame my student for his foolishness—but let’s be honest, he
kind of deserves it—but, rather to demonstrate that it can be pretty easy to discover when a
student is using an Al for a writing task®®.

And, furthermore, I personally believe that students don’t cheat solely out of laziness, but
rather it’s an act of communicating, in some way, that they likely feel as though they’re just not
able to do the task on their own. So they reach out for support, just like my former student did,
and they often find it in the wrong places; while they might sometimes do so with disdain or a
“screw it, I’d fail anyway” attitude, I still can’t blame them for feeding into that impulse. School
is hard; homework is hard; finding the confidence in your ability to know that you can succeed

on your own is hard; but cheating, often, is not very hard.

191 also want to add, here, that it’s a dangerous misconception to assume that any young person—just on the
grounds of them being young—is familiar with or adept at using any sort of technology, Al or otherwise. The
acceptance of the fact that our students aren’t automatically imbued with an encompassing and ever-growing digital
literacy is vital for any educator to possess, and it can help to sooth some of the more pressing concerns about Al
and cheating. If we resist the assumption that all of our students will be able to naturally intuit the use of generative
Al (or even know what it is), then we can begin to see our students not as potential cheaters but rather as who they
are: students who still have a lot to learn.

A quick story to demonstrate this idea: my student had a hand-written draft of an essay, which | wanted
him to submit digitally for his final draft. So | asked him to make some edits and type up the final draft, double-
spaced, and to submit that assignment as a Google Doc. When | eventually read over his submission, | noticed an
odd quirk in his writing. There was a period [.] after every word, and every word was capitalized. So his entire
essay looked like this: So. His. Entire. Essay. Looked. Like. This.

Every single word. It went on for about a page and half.

Perplexed, | looked over his writing and wondered why/how he typed his essay in such an odd manner.
But, then, | thought back to the directions | gave him. Type it up double-spaced. Then, I realized it: when you type
on a cell phone, tapping the space-bar twice will automatically generate a period. It clicked. He had double-
spaced—as in he pressed the space bar twice—every single word in his essay. His poor thumbs!

After this realization, | sent an intention that | would never assume any sort of pre-existing technological
literacy in any of my students; | would explicitly teach formatting, word processing, and do whatever | could to
avoid any other misconceptions.

While you may notice that your students know the ins and outs of their phones and their social media apps,
their knowledge might just end there.
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I do not want cheating to be my focus, here. As I’ve outlined already, it’s problematic for
a series of reasons, and I’d much prefer to apply my energies not on investigative or punitive
practices but rather ones that enrich and enliven.

So, rather than worry about the implications of the ways that Al can harm students, |
would rather take up the conversation of exploring not only the sort of problems Al may generate
with regards to the teaching of literature, but also imagining the sort of learning experiences that
can be now made possible.

Just as | reject the stance that urges teachers to look at all of their students as potential
cheaters, just waiting for the right opportunity to enact their latent dishonesties, | also reject the
reduction of Al to a cheating tool. As a result, I’'m going to try to look at Al through a different
lens. | want to understand its capabilities in order to explore the ways that it might wind up
affecting the teaching and learning of literature. In order to do this, I will spend the remainder of
this chapter a series of narrative style reflections on some interactions I’ve had, based in
literature, with ChatGPT.

My goals in these experiments was to learn a few things: 1) What kind of reader is the
Al? 2) What unique problems or ideas with regards to the teaching and learning of literature
might it raise? And 3) What sort of teaching practices might it naturally encourage, and what
might the impacts of these practices be on the teaching and learning of literature?

If teachers and students alike wind up turning to Al to be told what texts mean and, then,
use that meaning for teaching and learning purposes—and | think that is a very real, very likely
future we’re heading towards—we need to understand the way that ChatGPT makes meaning, so

that we can better understand some of the not-so-new problems of the future.
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4.1 Consulting the Oracle: The Dangers of Al Readings

After spending some time toying with ChatGPT, attempting to learn about how it reads
and understand why it says the things that it tends to say about what it reads, | made a profound
and unexpected observation: ChatGPT reads just like a character from The Sopranos.

The Sopranos, I’ve found, is a shockingly sticky cultural artifact. Its popularity has
survived far past its own era: it’s continually referenced in memes, in pop culture, and tends to
show up across all different corners of the internet. In fact its overall streaming hours tripled in
recent years, spiking after the start of the Covid19 pandemic (Staley, 2021). I think it’s
maintained so much relevance because it’s, all at once, a relic of simpler times and a portend of
future fraught with unnavigable complexities. It is both archive and oracle; a liminal space
between our future and past. When | watched it for the first time, | remember being struck by
how powerfully subtle the whole thing is: some episodes are simply a loose mesh of vignettes
with the tiniest, barely perceptible thematic thread holding it all together.

But The Sopranos also does that thing that telescopes do when we’re using them to look
up at the stars: it tricks us. On the surface we’re absorbed by something that’s oddly stunning,
that our genetic wisdom seems to somehow want us to look at—and we may not be able to put
into language the clear reason why—but all we’re really looking at is dying light from decaying
stars.

So, yes, on the surface level we’re looking at something that’s so compelling: there’s
violence, family, strip clubs, baked ziti, politics, James Gandolfini as Tony Soprano saying
“gabba-gool.” But there’s also something also something to see, on a different and probably
more compelling level, which is much more threatening and real.

We see ourselves.
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Shockingly, what I saw in The Sopranos, buried deep in an insignificant-seeming scene,
was myself as a teacher. Upon gazing at that reflection, I didn’t quite like what I saw

It was a scene where AJ (Tony’s son) is doing his homework: He asks his sister for help;
she provides that help; and the scene ends.

This scene has stuck with me for years, because it’s a stunningly accurate representation
of the things that happen when literature is taught poorly; the very type of teaching I had been
doing at that point in my life. And, when I was experimenting with ChatGPT as a reader of
literature, | thought of this scene and felt that it demonstrates some of the dangers of relying on
Al for an interpretation of a literary text.

In the scene, AJ is struggling to understand a poem, and his older, smarter sister shows
him the right answers.

Here’s what happens in that scene:

(Loud rock music playing)
AJ:
Asshole Robert Frost. How am I supposed to know what this means? Like I even
care.
(Music shuts off)
MEADOW :
"Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening". Oh, my god, I'm so glad I'm not in
High School anymore.
AJ:
You read this?
MEADOW :
Sure
AJ:
What does it mean? I have to turn in a close-read by tomorrow.
MEADOW :
What does it mean?

AJ:
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"The woods are lovely dark and deep, but I have promises to keep and miles to
go before I sleep"?
MEADOW :
Okay, look. Where is he?
AJ:
He's in a field on a horse.
MEADOW :
He’s not on the horse. The horse has bells.
AJ:
So7?
MEADOW :
What kind of horse has bells?
AJ:
I don't know! Just give me the fucking answer so I can write this?
MEADOW :
A horse that's pulling a sleigh.
AJ:

Oh so, this is a Thanksgiving poem like, "over the river and through the
woods to grandmother's house we go".
MEADOW :

No, it's not a Thanksgiving poem.
What's covering the field?

AJ:

Snow.

MEADOW :

Yay! And what does snow symbolize?

AJ:

Christmas?

MEADOW :

Hello? Cold? Endless white? Endless nothing?
AJ:

I don't know!

MEADOW :

Death.

AJ:

I thought black was death...

MEADOW :

He has miles to go before he sleeps
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AJ:
So he must be far away from his house?
MEADOW :
The sleep of death. The “big sleep.” He's talking about his own death, which
is yet to come, but will come.
AJ:
That’s fucked up
MEADOW :
Gotta go
AJ:
I thought black was death. (SO3EO2 - Proshai, Livushka)
A part of me wishes that viewing this scene could be mandatory for any English education
preparation program; maybe even a part of the teacher certification process. The scene is just so
rich. It demonstrates so much. It shows us a student absolutely hating what he’s reading, being
told answers, and walking away from the interaction with nothing but frustration. As a result, he
learns nothing.

This is what learning literature must look like for far too many students.

Considering this scene through the lens of the reading, writing, and theorizing I’ve been
doing in this dissertation, I feel there’s perhaps no better demonstration of the dangers of Al-as
readers and the potential harm that it offers students. In this scene, AJ clearly doesn’t trust
himself to find whatever answers in the poem he’s seeking; he’s caught in that all-to-familiar
muck of “I don’t get it” and can’t gain traction through which to move forward at all. So he
consults an oracle: his smart sister. She feeds him ideas, shoots down his [admittedly faulty]
reading, and, as a result, AJ learns nothing. He’s simply regurgitating the information that his
sister fed to him.

My main takeaway from this scene, and from the way it conjures my own experiences as

a student and a teacher of literature, is that genuine learning doesn’t actually happen when a
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reader searches externally for an answer to a text that they’re puzzling over (puzzling tends to
look different for different people—in many of the students I’ve taught, can look like
aggravation, molestation, or malaise). Something does, in fact, happen in this situation, but it’s
not learning: it’s transmission.

What’s unfortunate is that this exchange might seem familiar to many of us, as both
students and teachers in English classrooms. It may not happen with one’s sister, but rather,
perhaps, with a teacher, or with a classmate, or over the internet, or with a CliffsNotes or
teacher’s guide.

This form of teaching and learning, in which the student is given an interpretation rather
than being free to discover one on their own, is hard to decouple ourselves from: It’s likely how
we learned and thus how we feel compelled to teach. | remember being told that the green light
in The Great Gatsby represents the American dream; that Holden Caulfield’s rye-field fantasy
represents a desire to recapture innocence; that Animal Farm is about Communism. | was not
able to discover, through reading, thinking, talking, and/or writing, these things, but was, rather,
given these ideas by a teacher.

Beach et al. (2010) explain this sort of classroom paradigm, one in which transmission is
privileged over learning. In what they’re outlining, I’'m sure you can close your eyes and
envision a classroom that you’ve perhaps been in as a student, teacher, or observer. As you read
through their vision, I want you to consider whether this feels at all familiar to you:

Most of us share a mental image of how the traditional English classroom is organized.

All students are reading the same text, usually a novel. They are seated in straight rows,

and the teacher is either reading to them or questioning them about their reading.

Everything that goes on in the classroom revolves around the teacher as the all-knowing

expert who imparts knowledge to students...The primary focus in terms of teaching is

how to best impart knowledge to students assumed to be empty vessels dutifully waiting

to be filled up with the knowledge you provide them.. One problem with this
transmission model is that it focuses simply on a “knowing that” [because] simply having
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knowledge about literature... doesn’t necessarily mean that a student knows how to
insightfully interpret literature (pp. 6-7)

Put simply, what the authors outline can be restated as the following: knowing about literature
and, then, transmitting that knowledge to students, doesn’t amount to much as a pedagogy. I’ll
be calling this pedagogical approach a “transmission-style / transmission-based” approach to
learning literary texts. | do like this manner of articulation because I believe what it conjures, in
a metaphorical sense, is just so accurate. It positions knowledge as a signal in which there’s a
binary of transmitter (the teacher) and receiver (the student).

Think about a radio or Wi-Fi signal: there are these two rigid positions and little-to-no
opportunity for change, because that’s the design of the hardware. It’s a version of Freire’s
(2000) “banking model,” where “the teacher’s task is... to “fill” the students,” by depositing
knowledge into their minds, but it’s adjusted slightly to focus on the teaching of literature in the
context of an ELA classroom (pp. 72, 76). This type of teaching views the student as being in
deficit of knowledge—an empty vessel—and the teacher as both the owner and distributor of
knowledge. The favoring of transmission over knowledge production, to Bleich (2019) changes
the classroom from a site of learning to an “ungainly bulletin board;” a metaphor which
communicates, | feel, the monological nature of this sort of teaching and learning (p. 162). Thus,
transmission-based teaching can result in the limiting or narrowing of interpretive possibilities
for the student to experience in a classroom.

This system of teaching and learning literature is exactly what Jesse and my MA students
found themselves caught up within. Jesse was envisioning her teaching of Macbeth and Song of
Solomon in a transmission-based manner: she would collect knowledge about the literary texts in

advance of teaching just so she could transmit that knowledge to her students.
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Now that | have some new language to discuss this problem—transmission as its
pedagogical frame—I can now invite Al into the conversation in order to see whether it alters
such ways of teaching and learning.

While a part of me wants to believe that Al can become a tool that breaks us free from
these structures which have had the effect of limiting the imagination of students and teachers
alike. I am, however, afraid that Al might have the effect of more deeply lodging us within these
trenches of learning.

Miles to Go Before | Cheat

Let’s say a reimagining of The Sopranos is airing today, and the episode | referenced
above (S03, E02: Proshai, Livushka) is about to air. Picture this: AJ is sitting in his room,
listening to loud music and cursing Robert Frost. Instead of his sister coming into his room,
maybe she walks down the hall instead, and chooses to pay no mind to her brother. AJ, alone,
confused, and all out of external figures of intellectual authority to provide him with answers,
picks up his iPhone (this is, after all, a modernized version of The Sopranos) and opens up
ChatGPT. He types exactly what he would have asked his sister: how am i supposed to know
what "stopping by woods on a snowy evening" means?

I wonder whether the outcome of the scene would be any different.

So I asked ChatGPT a version of the questions AJ’s asked Meadow: what does the snow
in Robert Frost's "stopping by woods on a snowy evening" represent? And here is a part of what
it told me:

In a more metaphorical sense, the snow and the woods can symbolize the journey of life

and the inevitability of death. The dark, cold setting might represent the approach of

death or the end of life, while the speaker's decision to leave the woods signifies a choice
to continue living and fulfilling responsibilities (OpenAl, 2023).
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Maybe Meadow was a bit more concise (maybe even precise, given The Sopranos’ obsession
with the intersections of fate and fatality and the way cycles of death and dying are perhaps
inescapable), but they’re saying just about the same thing! In both cases, it’s a poem about the
inevitability of death.

I couldn’t help myself, but I also asked ChatGPT whether it’s a Thanksgiving poem, and
here’s part of what it said:

"Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening" by Robert Frost is not specifically a

Thanksgiving poem. The poem does not mention Thanksgiving or directly relate to the

themes commonly associated with the holiday, such as gratitude, harvest, or family

gatherings. Instead, it focuses on a solitary moment of contemplation in a snowy
woodland setting.
Maybe not as direct as Meadow, but still provides the same effect: AJ learning basically nothing.
He would be simply parroting back an interpretation—one that he had no role in producing—that
he’s told is right.

How, | wonder, did ChatGPT come to discuss text in such a manner; in the sense that it
positions what it seems to know about text as objective; in its habit of speaking so declaratively
about what and how a text means. It’s certainly not inventing a critical discourse on its own. As
I’ve said before, Al chatbots can’t invent something new, but rather retread in our own footsteps.
So where, | wonder, might it have picked up such ways of analyzing and interpreting text?

It’s capable of accomplishing so much more—writing narratives, poems, songs, making
images—Yyet it tends to rely on the familiar: well-worn paths of walking through text.

In the section that follows, I’1l go about delineating the theoretical legacies and
pedagogies that it’s enacting as it reads; and I know these legacies and pedagogies particularly

well, because I’ve been guilty in the past of relying on them as a teacher, of doing all those

limiting and harmful things that a pedagogy of transmission can inflict on students.
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4.2 The Kite Runner and Me

It took me two years, but | eventually developed what I thought was a really good way of
teaching The Kite Runner (2003).

Originally, I was never happy about having this book assigned to me as a teaching text by
my administrators, so my instinct was to teach around it rather than through it: to focus more on
supplemental materials as I tour students through the novel’s narrative by just pointing at it. But
after some reflection, I decided, no, I won’t try to escape this book. I’d challenge myself, rather,
to lean into the book instead of giving in to my urge to push it away.

So I read it—closely, deeply, carefully—cover-to-cover. | researched its author. 1
looked at others’ teaching materials. I watched videos and dug up whatever I could. T aimed to
know everything about the book that I can—the very same impulse that | started this dissertation
by exploring—so that | can teach it as intimately and closely as possible.

The reading | developed while working my way through the novel was thorough and
nuanced; it explored critical lenses (Marxism, feminism, race); it unpacked subtle metaphors and
symbols; it looked closely at its language, character development, and plot maneuvers. | wanted
to thoroughly, intimately understand each of the book’s elements—its symbols, metaphor, tone,
and structural elements—so that I can help my students do the same.

| then packaged this reading for students as a unit of study and guided them through what
| thought were a sequence of effective lessons on how to produce such complex and nuanced
readings. In reality, though, I didn’t teach them to generate a reading, but | merely showed them
how to reproduce my reading through the transmission of predetermined knowledge. 1, now,

with the benefit of hindsight, am unable to see these lessons not as sites of real learning but
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rather places where | delivered information, sermon-like, on the right way (the teacher’s way) to
read this book.

I was putting my students’ reading inside of a tight corridor of learning so that they can
travel narrowly through this text and arrive at my desired location. It was A-to-B movement. A
branchless tree: completely pruned.

This perception of text reminds me of what the Al-as-reader has shown me thus far: the
transmission of knowledge from one location to another. The Al seems to carry the same
assumptions about readers and text, teachers and students, that | once carried myself.

Probst (2004) would call the manner of teaching I engaged in those years ago “a serious
disservice,” which suggests to students that “they are not sufficiently prepared, that they do not
have the background, the credentials, and the scholarly disposition to be readers,” because I was
doing all of the heavy lifting and merely showing them what | discovered (p. 34). It took me a
while to properly see this. If a student had any meaningful or profound experiences with the
text, it was in spite of my teaching and not because of my teaching.

| had to do a lot of reflecting, reading, theorizing, and unlearning in order to realize that |
was limiting my students and their experiences with literature.

I thought that what | was doing with my students and The Kite Runner was great
teaching, and I thought that for the following reason: it’s the way I had been taught. Lots of
teachers, I’'m sure, are guilty of the same systematic placement of students within learning
trenches, because their knowledge of text—reading, writing, analysis—was shaped in those same
places: Knowledgeable teachers constructing readings of challenging texts who then instruct

students on how to reproduce this specific reading. And so on.
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For me, though, the problem I see when looking back at my units and lessons of years
past, is that | had failed to properly contextualize or even understand what it meant to learn in a
classroom focused on literature. Rather than do that, | defaulted to teaching in manners that |
had been taught. So it’s no surprise that I chose to invite critical theories into my teaching while,
at the very same time, | was taking a literature class for my MA in English Education which
focused on critical lenses.

| wonder whether | may have turned to ChatGPT to influence my teaching of The Kite
Runner. If | had, surprisingly, it seems that not much would have changed. The bot stresses, in
its answering of the prompt, how would you teach a unit in a 10th grade English class on The
Kite Runner?, a similar focus on the collecting of knowledge before teaching, of surveying
background information and reviewing themes before the reading even happens.

While I was able to find my way outside of the confines of transmission-based ways of
reading, knowing, and teaching text, Al, however, is unable to reflect on its practices. It can
name the theories it enacts (which I cover later), but it doesn’t seem to know why it privileges
some over others. Maybe it can’t know why. I fear that, if Al continues to re-enforce the very
pedagogies which we might seek to break away from, we may find ourselves more committed to
a set of not-so-new problems: a deep entrenchment in the literature-based, transmission-style
pedagogies that are rooted in the critical approach of formalism.

4.3 Literary Fundamentalism

While formalism, as a theory, did not lead to the invention transmission-style learning—

that style of learning has arguably been around since the idea of schooling was invented— |

believe that the formalism lends itself to the conceptions of knowledge which create the
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pedagogical conditions for the use of transmission-style teaching. The theory and the practice
are deeply interconnected.

Though I’ve discussed the theory in chapter 2, I am going to, now, go about critiquing it
through a more focused pedagogical lens, as I’ve found that ChatGPT tends to read with a
formalist lens, which can become problematic when materializing in classroom as a pedagogy.
So that I can critique the Al, | want to first go about developing a criticism of the pedagogical
approaches that formalism tends to influence.

The New Critical, formalist approach has not only been influential in a theoretical sense
but also in a pedagogical sense; it has had a controlling effect on teaching for generations. As
Blau (1994) offers, “to attend to text as a New Critic, then, was to treat the text... [as] an object,”
and, as a result of this “narrow conception” of this critical legacy, which has influenced teaching
for generations, “the text itself... must remain the exclusive focus of discourse in instruction
(pp. 22-23; 24-25). This objectification of text—not necessarily the goal of the New Critical
movement but undoubtedly a lasting pedagogical legacy—I feel, has led to problematic teaching
practices in schools regarding the teaching of literature. That’s because, when text is objectified,
the knowledge it contains can be standardized and assessed with relative ease.

Scholes (2001) effectively sums up this stance for teaching literature: “symbol, tone, and
irony, after all, are only devices, or ways of talking about technique. We need, and shall have to
find, better ways of talking about what these works mean and how they connect to our lives”
(24). Probst (2004) adds that the language of formalism when it’s used in classrooms—those
strict and precise names, metaphor, symbol, tone, which only generate narrowness—*“too often

become technicalities for students to trip over” on students’ traveling toward understanding and

interpretation (p. 123). Also, in conversation with all of these offerings, Rosenblatt (1933)

115



posits, “we go through empty motions if our primary concern is to enable the student to
recognize various literary forms... to detect recurrent symbols, or to discriminate the kinds of
irony or satire” (p. 51).

What we have here is a group of voices—quite brilliant, and, I think, correct ones—in
unison, rejecting the pedagogies of teaching literature that can be associated with the theoretical
allowances of formalism.

As I’ve stated before, ChatGPT seems to be a really good reader, but the problem is that
it’s not good in the sense that it produces really novel or even particularly exciting or insightful
readings. The problem, I believe, is rather that it produces the very sort of readings that I've
been critiquing: ones that objectify meaning. 1’1l discuss this later in this chapter, but ChatGPT
admits to employing formalist critical strategies when analyzing literature. This, of course, is not
inherently problematic, but problems may arise when Al intrudes on the literature classroom. In
the event ChatGPT and its relatives are invited into spaces for learning literature (as a support in
teachers’ or students’ search for meaning), it could function just as a robo-teacher, who devises
an authoritative-seeming interpretation, which the student then repeats in the same sort of rote
transmission-style learning that I’ve been critiquing in this chapter.

One such experience regards the learning of Animal Farm and the predestined and
perhaps unavoidable idea that one may encounter in a classroom: the idea that it’s an allegory.
And, thanks to Al, this bit of knowledge about Animal Farm may become even more
inescapable, more fundamental to its reading and learning. Through linking a critique of the way
that Animal Farm tends to get treated in classrooms back to ChatGPT, I’ll attempt to demonstrate
how Al may, effectively, wind up recreating the same problems the field of English education

has been struggling to navigate for a generation.
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4.4 Animal Farm and Potential Dangers of Al Readers

Although I don’t believe there are any truly universal learning experiences (what I
mentioned previously with Great Gatsby and the green light perhaps comes close), | do think
there are some elements and ideas in works of literature that teachers tend to focus on, regardless
of context. And there are some texts that just get taught to absolute death. Combine those two
things, and you may have a crisis of unintentional uniformity, in which countless thousands upon
thousands of students wind up being subjected to near-identical learning experiences over and
over again.

I believe there’s a circuit in the brain of many former secondary English students’ brains
that just might spark with activity when they see the title, whether they realize it or not, that
signals to them, “Animal Farm — that’s an allegory!” as one of their first connecting thoughts.
Maybe it’s more of an impulse than a fully-formed thought, but I believe it’s there, somewhere.

In fact, just taking a surface-level look at the Cliff’s Notes study guide for Animal Farm,
the first point, listed under the heading, “The Three Most Important Aspects of Animal Farm”
reads: “Animal Farm is an allegory” (Moran, 2023). So, if there are three things to know about
the book, according to Cliff’s Notes, that’s thing number one.

Even you, reader, might feel confident in your knowledge that Animal Farm is an
allegory, but, I want to ask: how do you know that it’s an allegory?

I’'m going to take a guess, and I’m betting it’s accurate, but I believe it’s because a
teacher told you it’s an allegory. I’d imagine that they told you this before you even had a
chance—as a reader, as a student—to notice any of the text’s allegorical qualities on your own.

You were probably told this before you even read a word; before you even opened the book.
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If I were to meet a person who had the classroom reading experience of independently
discovering that Animal Farm is an allegory, I’ll have a lot of questions to ask. 1’d love to know
what it’s like to feel that urgent, yet dull, pang of noticing when you see read Old Major’s weary
yet inspired views on labor and think, “oh, that reminds me of Marx;” when you see the very
human and painfully tragic fate of Boxer and think, “huh, that sounds a lot like the way we treat
a lot of workers in this country;” to see Napoleon’s slow, yet predictable perversion and think
“wow this reminds me of a lot of politicians” And then, you might think to yourself, “wait a
second, something interesting is going on in this book.”

| think, after all that—all of the noticing, questioning, discovering—Animal Farm might
then become your favorite book. What an intellectually and emotionally satisfying learning
experience! I’d go as far as to say that it’s probably thrilling.

I’m unfortunately unsure whether many real-world examples of this person and this
hypothetical learning experience have been allowed to exist, and that’s due to the way that
teachers of English feel that they’re meant to teach students about literature. Y ou find some
things that you know, and you make sure—by the end of the lesson or unit or semester—that
your students know these things too. So we get ourselves and our students swept up in that
direct, impenetrable pipeline that links Animal Farm to “allegory.”

I understand this pedagogical problem so intimately because I’ve been guilty in the past
of doing exactly what I’m currently critiquing. I taught Animal Farm about five years ago when
| was teaching 10th grade ELA. One of the very first things I did in that unit was to first explain
what an allegory is. Before the words Animal Farm even left my lips, | started discussing

allegories—rebellions, and communism and Stalin and Lenin—which signaled to my students
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that the text we were about to read is, in fact, an allegory?, before they ever had a chance to
discover this on their own.

I, then, taught a series of lessons that connected characters to what is critically accepted
as their historical analogues and addressed essential questions about interrelatedness of power
and corruption, which culminated in an essay in which students had to construct an analysis of
Animal Farm which explored the text’s allegorical elements, while connecting the text to themes
of power and corruption. Thus, | made Animal Farm about something very specific; | utilized a
bank of predetermined knowledge to guide and inform my teaching, and, thus, wound up
trapping students within the purview of what I already knew about the text. That’s exactly what
Jesse seemed to be attempting to do with Macbeth and Song of Solomon.

Books that have been taught so extensively—especially ones with an almost 80-year
history—tend to carry a complex legacy. And I’m not saying that all books have quite the same
baggage as Animal Farm, but I think this specific book holds something unique in its history.

I think it’s interesting because it seems that, somewhere along the line, critics and

teachers decided that Animal Farm is an allegory. As a result, that’s all we teach it as. And, by

21 interesting to note that, despite the knowledge that binds “Animal Farm” with “allegory,” Orwell, himself,
might have challenged that connection. In 1944, after just finishing writing Animal Farm, he called it “a sort of
fairy story, really a fable with a political meaning” (Orwell & Davison, 2013, p. 242). Additionally, in a 1946 letter,
Orwell wrote:

Of course | intended it primarily as a satire on the Russian revolution. But | did mean it to have a wider

application in so much that | meant that that kind of revolution (violent conspiratorial revolution, led by

unconsciously power-hungry people) can only lead to a change of masters. | meant the moral to be that
revolutions only effect a radical improvement when the masses are alert and know how to chuck out their

leaders as soon as the latter have done their job (p. 354).

Orwell uses a few different words to describe his own book—fairy story, fable, satire—»but not allegory. In fact, that
word does not appear once in the entire collection of his letters.

I’'m not so naive to suggest that a book should be disqualified from being categorized or taught as an
allegory if the author never technically names it as one. | agree with Wimsatt & Beardlsey (1946) and their
“intentional fallacy” of interpretation when they tell us, “critical inquiries are not settled by consulting the oracle;”
maybe I wouldn’t go as far as they do, but I do believe that an author’s interpretation of, or whatever stated meaning
they claim to embed in, their own work, while interesting, shouldn’t really matter all that much to the reader’s
experience (p. 344).
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extension, that’s all we’re able to know it as. So then we see Animal Farm, rather than being the
broad expanse of things that it could be, becoming diminished to what teachers and students have
come to know it to be.

Robotic Readings

Similarly, when the Al engages with Animal Farm, it practices a near-identical fixation
on the con-or-sub-textual allegorical elements of Animal Farm.

I asked ChatGPT to “summarize,” “analyze,” “explain,” and “interpret,” Animal Farm, in
addition to prompting it to “explain” the text, tell me its “meaning,” and to describe what it’s
“about” (without summarizing it), and, in each and every response, it uses the word allegory in
the first 30-or-so words (OpenAl, 2024). There was shockingly little variation among its
responses, depending on the various framing words | used to attempt to guide its response. Each
answer had virtually the same bits of knowledge, the same interpretations, the same themes and
elements discussed. One of its typical responses is as follows:

"Animal Farm™ by George Orwell is a distinguished novella that functions as an allegory
of the Russian Revolution of 1917 and the early years of the Soviet Union. It's also a
broader commentary on the corruption of revolutionary ideals and the nature of power.
The analysis of "Animal Farm™ can be broken down into several key aspects:
Allegorical Significance: Each character and event in "Animal Farm™ symbolizes
a historical figure or an event from the Russian Revolution. For example, the pig
Napoleon represents Joseph Stalin, and Snowball represents Leon Trotsky. The
farm's transformation from a hopeful democratic institution into a totalitarian
regime mirrors the trajectory of the Soviet Union.
Themes:

e Power and Corruption: The novel demonstrates how power can corrupt.
The pigs, who initially are the leaders of the revolution against the human
farmer Mr. Jones, gradually become indistinguishable from the tyrants
they overthrew.

e The Abuse of Language and Propaganda: Throughout the story, language
is manipulated to control the other animals. Slogans, songs, and the
revision of commandments all serve the pigs' quest for power.

e Class Struggle and Inequality: The novel illustrates the struggle between
different classes. Initially, it seems that the animals are united against the
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humans, but class divisions soon emerge, primarily between the pigs and
the other animals.
Characters:
e Napoleon: A symbol of Stalin, he uses cunning, force, and propaganda to
gain and maintain power.
e Snowball: Representing Trotsky, he is intelligent, passionate, and less
subtle than Napoleon in his quest for leadership.
e Squealer: A pig who acts as Napoleon's mouthpiece, using skillful rhetoric
to manipulate the truth.
e Boxer: A hardworking but naive horse, he represents the loyal proletariat,
ultimately betrayed by the leadership he trusts.
e Old Major: The old boar whose vision of a socialist utopia inspires the
rebellion. He represents Karl Marx or Vladimir Lenin.
Symbolism:
e The Farm: Represents Russia/Soviet Union.
e The Windmill: Symbolizes Stalin’s Five-Year Plans for the economic
development of the USSR.
e The Animal Meetings: Reflect the concept of democratic discussions,
which gradually decline under Napoleon’s rule.
Literary Techniques:
e [rony: There’s a stark contrast between the animals’ initial aspirations for
equality and the oppressive regime that ultimately emerges.
e Foreshadowing: The gradual changes in the farm's commandments hint at
the impending totalitarianism.
e Satire: The novel uses satire to criticize the hypocrisy and self-serving
nature of the Soviet leaders.
Moral and Message: Orwell warns about the dangers of totalitarianism and the
betrayal of revolutionary ideals. He demonstrates that power can corrupt even
those with the noblest intentions and emphasizes the importance of critical
thinking and skepticism in the face of propaganda and power.

In summary, "Animal Farm" is not just a tale about animals on a farm; it's a complex
commentary on the corrupting nature of power, the perversion of ideals, and the
manipulation of the masses by those in authority. It remains relevant as a cautionary tale
about political power and the importance of vigilance in preserving freedom and equality
(Open Al, 2023)

I wouldn’t suggest that this reading is wrong in any sense, in fact, it’s strikingly accurate (maybe

a little too accurate). My problem with it, however, is that it seems so decisive, so objective with

regards to the book’s meaning?!. It’s doing nearly the same exact things I did with Animal Farm

21 The assertion that “The novel demonstrates how power can corrupt” seems so certain and effectively removes all
nuance from an analytical perspective on the text. I’m sure that Animal Farm, in some ways supports this reading,
but it leaves so many questions unanswered. For example: what sort of power leads to corruption? Orwell presents
many different perspectives on different types of power, and, | believe, not all of them result in corruptibility.
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when | taught it those years ago; the same thing that Jesse and her classmates were seeking to do
those semesters ago.

The general tone of objectivity and decisiveness can be explained easily, | believe: Al is a
cultural product, and, if our culture is fixated on massaging out the murkiness in our reading
experiences in favor of neat and accessible answers, then, of course, our Al would apply the
same assumptions in its responses. With a culture that seems to want to champion standardized
testing as a genuine measure of student growth, of course this would be the case.

One of the main features of ChatGPT’s reading perspective is that it seems to want to be
prescriptive, rather than descriptive, in its various levels of explication of text. ChatGPT, as a
result, clearly doesn’t value uncertainty, affect, ambiguity, or creativity in its reading. And that’s
not necessarily wrong, but I do find it problematic when that sort of reading becomes a basis of
instruction.

When I mentioned before that ChatGPT’s reading skill perhaps outweighs its ability to
write, the AI’s discussion of Animal Farm, frankly, doesn't really exemplify this idea. That’s
because I’m not really asking Chat GPT to actually read anything (besides my prompt).

When it’s constructing its discussion of Animal Farm, it’s looking at outside sources and
not at the text itself. It’s drawing upon its knowledge to reorganize some pre-existing ideas to
develop a response to my prompt.

While this particular example doesn’t really demonstrate the AI’s ability to read, what it

does demonstrate is the theoretical position it reads from (formalism) and some of its values as a

Snowball—even according to the AI’s reading—has power: intellectual power, the power to captivate, the power to
motivate. Yet his story ends very differently from Napoleon’s and presents a complicated view of the result of
power. The Al seems to not want to present Animal Farm as having complicated views on any of these themes and
rather chooses to present them arborescently: privileging a singular way of reading and understanding rather than
acknowledging the presence of possibility.
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reader of literature (the search for textual objectivity and a focus on authorial intent jump out
immediately). Therefore this exercise is still a valuable lesson: It shows me that the Al tends to
support formalist critical readings of text; the same ones that tend to be found in teachers guides,
SparkNotes, CliffsNotes, etc. So it’s not necessarily producing anything new here, but rather
engaging in a repackaging of the usual.

To test this observation, | asked the Al to explain its reading process by promoting it to
answer the following: what theories of reading do you tend to utilize when you are producing an
interpretation, analysis, explanation, or summary of a literary work? This is how it responded:

When | produce an interpretation, analysis, explanation, or summary of a literary work,
my approach is informed by several theoretical frameworks, although it's important to
note that my processing is fundamentally different from human interpretation due to the
lack of personal experience or emotion. Here are some of the key theories and approaches
that align with how | handle literary texts:
New Criticism/Formalism: This approach focuses on the text itself, analyzing its
structure, language, and literary devices. | examine elements like symbolism,
metaphor, rhyme, and rhythm, which are central to New Criticism, to understand
and convey the meaning of the text.
Structuralism: Structuralist theory looks at the underlying structures in a literary
work. I analyze how various elements of a narrative (like characters, plot, and
setting) are constructed and how they interact within the structure of the text.
Reader-Response Theory (Efferent Aspect): While | can't engage in aesthetic
reading (the emotional, personal side of Reader-Response Theory), | do engage in
aspects similar to efferent reading. This includes focusing on extracting
information, themes, and explicit meanings from a text.
Historical and Biographical Approaches: When relevant, | incorporate
historical and biographical context into my analysis. This includes considering the
author's background, the historical time period of the text, and how these factors
might influence the work.
Narratology: This involves analyzing the narrative structure of a text. I look at
aspects like point of view, narrative flow, and the mechanics of storytelling to
understand and explain how the story is told.
Intertextuality: This approach examines the relationships between texts. | might
identify and explain references, allusions, and influences from other works within
a literary piece.
Linguistic and Semantic Analysis: | perform in-depth linguistic analysis,
looking at word choice, sentence structure, and semantics to interpret and explain
the text.
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Genre Theory: | consider the conventions and expectations of different literary
genres, which helps in framing the text within its appropriate literary tradition.

My approach is analytical, systematic, and based on pattern recognition and data analysis.

While these methods align with various literary theories, it's important to remember that

my “interpretation™ is the result of processing data and identifying patterns, not a personal

or creative engagement with the text. (OpenAl, 2023)

While it claims to do all of these things, its Animal Farm reading is surprisingly limited. It
seems singularly focused on the allegorical qualities of the text and seems resistant to explore
outside of that narrow frame. I think that’s because its training is interfering with its reading;
there’s just too much writing out there on Animal Farm for the Al to be able to read it, free from
context. In fact, there’s even some evidence to suggest that ChatGPT has many
popular/canonical texts “memorized” and has the ability to accurately fill in blanks and complete
sentences in such commonly read and frequently discussed texts (Stokel-Walker, 2023, p.1).

So not only does it know the critical response to such texts intimately, but it also knows
the texts themselves.

What’s of particular interest to me, however, is what ChatGPT does with a text that it’s
unfamiliar with: an obscure text that it would have no prior knowledge about. What happens
when it actually has to read a work of literature and cannot rely on any outside knowledge or
context. | wonder, then, whether it might find the objectivity it seems to seek? If it could find an
authoritative position on something no other person had ever written about? So, in attempting to
find an answer to these questions, | elected to do the unimaginable: | let it read one of my own
original poems.

A Brief Review of Ethical Concerns
Before | go forward with baring my fragile soul to the Al, | want to first acknowledge the

complicated ethical problems that come along with writing something—Ilet alone an original

creative work—into a prompt in ChatGPT. There are ethical concerns of consent, as the data
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that the Al is trained is “scraped”—what an uncomfortable metaphorical frame for the acquiring
of data; one thinks of one’s knee after falling off of a bicycle or lifting charred bits from the
bottom of a steel pan—from the internet, including Reddit posts, Wikipedia articles, in addition
to “books from online libraries and vast numbers of news articles on the web” (Gertner, 2023).

While the writing of real people was used to train the Al, which OpenAl, then charges
some users a fee to use, they were not asked to be a part of this process. An additional ethical—
and additionally legal—concern relates to copyright and ownership. For example, if | prompted
ChatGPT to write a novel, which I did not actually write a single word of but rather provided the
prompts for, is that novel mine? Could I publish it? Could I make money off of it? While the
ethics of the situation seem clear-cut (it’s incredibly unethical to claim authorship of something
one didn’t, in fact, engage in the actual labor of writing, and I don’t think it’s up for discussion),
it’s, at best, murky legally.

The legality of such issues is, at the moment unclear; while the US Copyright office has a
provision that dictates that only work “founded in the creative powers of the [human] mind” can
be registered for copyright, that is only a policy and, thus, not legally binding (Helms & Krieser,
2023). The legal field, though seems eager to reach an answer concerning the actual legality of
Al’s playing around in legal gray-areas, as there is currently a class-action suit to determine
whether the training of ChatGPT, which undoubtedly utilized copyrighted materials “violated the
rights of millions of internet users when it used their social media comments, blog posts,
Wikipedia articles” and other online written materials (De Vynck, 2023). If such cases lead to
new laws or regulations, it’s hard to see a future in which technologies like ChatGPT—as we

know them now—are allowed to continue to exist.
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If the legal winds wind up blowing in a certain direction, and OpenAl, Google, Meta, and
other companies are suddenly forced to shutter their LLMS, killing off ChatGPT and others in an
instant, then, this work I’'m doing might be made moot. That’s definitely a risk I’m taking, but,
consider this: what if Penguin, Simon Schuster, or, say, Scholastic starts to invest in Al and
trains a literature-specific language model on their repertoire or texts? Then, suppose that they
start marketing that bespoke Al to school districts or directly to educators?

| create this hypothetical with the purpose of demonstrating that these problems likely
won’t just disappear, and a good portion of my motivation for writing this dissertation is to
prepare teachers of literature for a complicated future in which it may get harder and harder to
engage in the sort of teaching that we know, in our hearts, is right.

My final ethical concern to explore is the problem that the AI’s does not simply stop its
training; it’s continually engaging in learning based on user interactions. When a user enters a
prompt, regardless of the content or purpose, that prompt may be utilized for future training
purposes of the Al. So if someone were curious enough, desperate enough for feedback on their
own personal creative writing and chose to turn to the bot for some advice, whatever they
entered in that chat may be repurposed by the Al in its future writing.

I am about to enter an original work of writing into the Al; it’s a poem I don’t particularly
care too much about, but it still means something to me. | wrote it with the original intent of
sending it out to a journal for publication, but I chickened out because | tend to feel a bit of
shame, for some reason, in my dabbling in poetries.

If the Al uses my poem for training purpose—there’s no real way of know what is and
what is not used—so that it could extend its base of computational knowledge through its deep

learning processes, then I run the risk of having scraps of my writing repurposed, without my
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consent or knowledge, for another user. So another user may, someday, ask the Al for a poem;
that poem may carry some of the faint genetic material of what I’ve written. It may carry its
sense or even reuse a word or two. Who knows. What, then, happens if that hypothetical user
posts their ChatGPT/ChatGPME-generated poem online, publishes that poem, makes money
from that poem, gains notoriety from that poem? | am completely ignorant and closed from the
loop.

The ethical problems wrapped up in even the most benign use of ChatGPT should give
any user pause. LLMs, as a technology, seem to need moral, ethical, and legal gray areas of
consent and ownership to exist so that they can, then, exist.

If I am to share my work with it, I understand the ethical considerations and am taking a
measured risk; I am okay—for now, at least—with operating in this gray area. But if my work
here perhaps sparks a bit of curiosity which then leads you, reader, to share some of your work
with it? What if a student or teacher | worked with decides to invite ChatGPT into their
classroom, unaware of the muck that they’re wading through? It’s deeply problematic from
multiple angles, and it gives me serious apprehension to think about the repercussions this work
will have. But if I am to steer the Al/teaching conversation in any direction, let it be this: the
generative machine is not an ethical machine. Please don’t trust it.

4.5 Me and the Generative Machine: Al as Reader of Original Text

The writing of poetry has been a source of great conflict in my life, mostly because 'm a
baby about it.

I, at times, find great joy in pressing language up against itself, in finding novel ways of

describing my life, experiences, or observations. But | also, at times, cringe so deeply at what
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I’ve written that [ want to peel off my own skin. I’ll save you from having to read me unpack
my own insecurities, but, at least know this: I’'m working on it!

In reading some of my poetic sketches over the last couple of years, I’ve found that there
has been a line or two that contained something genuine and maybe even profound that made me
feel proud; and that’s mainly what I use poetry for. Playing with words and scratching an itch.

I have a page on my phone’s notes app that’s kind of like a vintage shop: mostly a lot of
trash but a few things in there that’ll make you pull a hanger off of a rack and inspect an item.
Maybe you’ll check the price tag, mull it over, feel its fibers and notice how the neck-line
warbles into an uneven oval. You probably won’t buy anything but at least it’s fun to look. I use
it to dump all sorts of writing that comes to me when I’m driving, showering, dozing off, doing
whatever, and, in that app, | found a poem that I’d been toying with sporadically last summer.

Below is that poem. | wrote it after | walked away from everyday classroom teaching so
that | can write this dissertation (I likely would have taken an additional year or so to finish this
had I not left that job) and seek out different teaching opportunities. This poem was my effort to
make meaning out of the conflicting feelings of regret, dread, and slight hopefulness that I’d
been noticing. I have put some work into revising and refining it, so it’s less of a sketch and
more of a draft. Here is the poem:

"A Poem about Leaving"

Whether you believed or not in the myth
That there was someone always listening

Over that old loudspeaker up on your classroom wall next to that American flag—
Which was all chalked over with dust; its colors faded to eggshell, navy, and rust—

There were still some quiet times on quiet mornings
Where you would feel the chill

Of a static drizzle running down your neck:
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And it would sound like an old television screen dancing itself to life;

A cicada, in the morning of a seven-year sleep, screaming out a crackling yawn;
Or a taser dropped in a puddle.

And you’d look that loudspeaker right in its narrowing eye and say “hello?”’---
Tight lipped, it would stop its hissing immediately and look the other way.

You could have sworn that metal-meshed dome on the wall was all mouth and no ears;
But there were times where you could convince yourself otherwise.

On those mornings, you’d think back all the things you shouldn’t have said
to your students, but, regardless, you decided to say anyway.

**

There was one time a student a student came to me to see
If I knew what “polyamorous” means, and my face went cold with dread.

Was it listening then?

To answer, I thought I could simply break down the word’s
Etymology and explain whether it’s Latin or Greek. (It’s both, actually).

But instead I did the wrong thing;
I chose honesty. So, carefully, I said, “yes. I know what it means.”

And | wonder if that loudspeaker heard what she said,
After she took a breath and puffed up her chest,

“I think that’s what I might be—
But I’m not sure because I’m seventeen.”

And | wonder, now, did it hear all the other things my students said
That came out shimmering like a sunset? That turned our classroom warm and alive?

Thinking back to all the classrooms I’ve left:
| hope there was someone listening.

I hope there’s someone who heard
Every goddamn word.

After reading that, you might notice a few habits or quirks in my writing: my penchant for the

third person as a cheap but sometimes effective effort to connect with the reader; my tendency of
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over-indulging in imagery; my lack of patience with metaphor; the way I resort to the profane;

my efforts to inject humor. Basically all the same stuff I'm doing here in this dissertation.

Looking back, there are a few things I rather enjoy about this poem, and, while I don’t

particularly want to share it with ChatGPT, | am eager to see what it says. So, | asked ChatGPT

to “analyze” my poem, knowing that there would be no possible way that it could gather

information of the poem’s meaning—intended or otherwise—from anywhere on the internet.

Whatever it would find in my poem would come from its genuine reading of it. Here is what it

said:

"A Poem about Leaving" delves into the complex interplay between an educator's role,
the vulnerability of youth, and the omnipresence of authority, symbolized by the
loudspeaker. The poem opens with a faded American flag and a loudspeaker, both potent
symbols. The flag, draped in dust and faded colors, represents a worn-out, perhaps
disillusioned, sense of patriotism or national identity. The loudspeaker, a metaphor for
authority and surveillance, looms over the classroom, suggesting an unseen but ever-
present observer.

Throughout the poem, the loudspeaker is personified, capable of listening, hissing, and
looking away, evoking the eerie feeling of being constantly monitored. This surveillance,
whether real or imagined, weighs heavily on the speaker, especially during moments of
vulnerability and honesty. The poem subtly juxtaposes the loudspeaker’s impersonal,
mechanical nature with the intimate, human moments occurring in the classroom, like the
student confiding about her identity and the narrator's reflections on their own honesty.

The final stanza shifts to a more reflective and hopeful tone. Despite the past filled with
doubts and the heavy burden of authority, the speaker wishes that the meaningful, life-
affirming words spoken in the classroom were heard and acknowledged. This desire for
validation and understanding, especially in the context of guiding young minds,
underscores a universal human need for connection and recognition. The poem, therefore,
is not just about leaving a physical space, but also about the emotional and psychological
impacts of authority, the responsibility of teaching, and the deep connections formed in
these shared spaces. (OpenAl, 2023)

| hate to admit it. | felt really flattered while | was reading this. 1 feel like it really liked my

writing! | felt validated: like my writing had true depth, real significance, and was near-expertly
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crafted. As you could tell, I don’t feel awfully confident in my poetic abilities, but ChatGPT
actually challenged my insecurity a bit. I’m surprised!

Aside from personal feelings, | believe that ChatGPT achieved a surprisingly nuanced
and insightful reading of my poem. Much less focused on the discourses of formalism than its
discussion of Animal Farm—though it does utilize the language of formalism—it delves into the
language, into the feelings, into the deeper thematic content of what | wrote.

In my writing of the poem, I hadn’t considered “the emotional and psychological impacts
of authority” as being influential or even present in this piece, but it’s definitely there (OpenAl,
2023). This reading is thorough and detail-oriented, while also remaining sensitive to broader
themes and topics in the text. Although it’s presented in a way that’s overly objective and a
touch too authoritative, | feel that ChatGPT, through the mere reading of a brand-new and
impossible to contextualize text, produced a strong, insightful, and effective reading.

But this leads me to an observation about ChatGPT’s reading that’s not quite revealed by
the earlier explanation: it tends to want to lavish praise onto whatever text it’s discussing. As a
test, | asked it to read one of its own poems, which I edited a bit to ensure that it’s uncomplicated
and non-sophisticated. This is what | came up with after prompting the Al to write a simple
poem about nature and tweaking it a bit:

Green leaves whispering

Under the blue sky.

Butterflies dance

As birds above fly.

Nature's beauty, simple and true,

In every sunrise, a world anew
I don’t think any reader would reasonably call this a great poem and, in addition, I don’t feel it’s

a good poem. So | asked ChatGPT to analyze it for me, and, it immediately, in its analysis,

called it a “lovely poem,” that’s “rich with imagery and themes” (OpenAl, 2023). Maybe, |
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thought, I could dumb it down a bit more and see what happens. So I edited a bit, and here’s
what | produced:

Green leaves

Under the sky.

Butterflies and

Birds above fly.

Nature's beauty

Is simple.

I would comfortably call this a bad poem, however, ChatGPT seemed to think this poem is “a
succinct yet evocative celebration of nature's beauty” with “vivid imagery” that produces a
“poignant reminder to find joy and beauty in the everyday elements of the natural world,
emphasizing the value of simplicity and authenticity” (OpenAl, 2023). That seems like an
awfully long reach and, as a result, its reading doesn’t feel genuine, but, rather, the expression of
a search for false and meaningless praise.

Considering this experiment, in addition to my other experiences with ChatGPT as a
reader, I’m arriving at the following postulates of its natural behavior (keep in mind that I’m not
directing ChatGPT to produce certain observations, | am merely asking it to analyze or respond
to a text to see what occurs naturally) when interacting with literary texts:

e ChatGPT is highly capable of both identifying and contextualizing thematic elements of a
literary text while remarking on structure and making intra-textual connections
e ChatGPT seems to have a bias towards positivity when discussing literary texts.

(Although the chatbot claims to “adhere to factual accuracy and objectivity, providing

information that is as unbiased as possible” I think, dispute this, the bias is clear).

e ChatGPT tends to foreground formalist critical practices

e ChatGPT cannot engage in response-based discourses
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e ChatGPT does not naturally tap into its ability to produce creative texts (poetry, images,
songs, etc.) in its responses to text
e ChatGPT, while capable of making historical/cultural/social connections, does not tend to
mention other texts when engaging with a literary work
This series of postulates raises the following problem with regards to literature instruction: if
students and teachers eventually embrace ChatGPT or other Al technology as a reliable
analytical and pedagogical support in the classroom, which interpretive practices will wind up
being privileged over others, and what effect will that have on the teaching of literature as a
whole?

There is an entire network of related concerns that come along with this question, but I
have genuine curiosities about the future that we’re possibly heading towards. One where the
following sequence of events may become commonplace:

1. Ateacher is planning to teach a literary text—>
2. ateacher seeks out an analysis of that text from an Al chatbot—>
3. a teacher, then, asks a chatbot to design a lesson or sequence of lessons based on that
analysis—>
4. students learn to reproduce a singular interpretation through that lesson or sequence of
lessons.
Or that same sequence of events can happen in reverse with the teacher assigning a student to
analyze a text independently and that student, then, adopts an AI’s interpretation as their own.

Through the hypothetical outlined above, we might be left with a re-entrenchment—

perhaps, even deeper and more difficult to escape—of the same pedagogical problems I’ve been

outlining in this chapter. Swap out Al Chatbot with Wikipedia, CliffsNotes, SparkNotes,

133



Teachers’ Guides, etc., and we have a reintroduction of the same problems; the only difference is
that Al chatbots are near-infinitely adaptable and can be utilized for virtually any text, whereas
the other resources outlined previously are finite. It’s a not-so-new problem?? that seems to have
been amplified to a more-harmful degree. Moreover, consider that chatbots tend to not be all
that creative in their responses, and that they wind up producing “similar or even identical
content” under similar prompting conditions (Pophal, 2023); so Al might wind up functioning
like a barely-mutable, near-boundless teachers guide, influencing the learning of potentially
countless students in their learning of literature.

In summary, it’s the same problem I noticed coming from Jesse and my MA students but
this time, arriving in a different and more threatening package.

4.6 The Not-So-New Relationalities of the Literary Texts and Me

As I’ve said before, this is a dissertation about readers and literature, so, while I’ve
learned much about Al and the way it reads literature, | wonder where that, then, leaves me as a
reader of literature.

In this chapter, | found that I tend to remain firm in my stances when Al asserts its
“thoughts” about literature, but I am rather very impressionable when it comes to discussions of
my own writing. Perhaps | am a bit less protective of my reading of my own work than | am of a
literary text; this probably stems from my mixed feelings as a creator of text.

| think this is interesting and worth exploring: the differences or symmetries between a

reader’s reading of their own text versus an outside text. What might interactions with Al come

22 This, it seems, is what most disruptive technologies wind up doing anyway: reinventing problems of the past via
clever repackaging. Uber, at first, promised to make travel easier and cheaper but has since ballooned prices to such
a drastic degree through algorithmic pricing that yellow cabs are now a great deal. Streaming apps promised to
make television cheaper and more accessible while also cutting advertisers out of the picture, yet, now, we have
almost as many streaming apps as there were in the cable model, while commercials are still inescapable and each
app charges subscription fees.
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to reveal about these relationships? An interesting path to explore, but, when it comes to myself,
I’m not sure I want to prod at my mixed feelings too much more deeply. I think I’'m happy right
now with them being mixed.

| also tend to be very critical of the way that Al reads, | want to poke holes in its
observations, to prove it wrong, to show myself that I’'m, in some ways, a better and more lucid
reader of literature; that my interpretations and analyses will always be more profound than what
the Al can create. | wonder why that is; why | want so deeply to be better than the bot. Perhaps
that’s because a part of me always derived validation from the insightful reading of literature,
especially in classrooms. Maybe that’s what has kept me in school for so long; even what has
me dreading the completion of my PhD, after which I’ll have no more school to attend. My time
in classrooms as a student will be all dried up. So, what will I have—what will I be—with no
more teachers to try to impress?

Just an Al to argue with, to luxuriate in its inaccuracies and problems as a reader, so that |
can feel superior.

At least there’s that.

My relationalities with literature are such that I derive personal validation from the
insightful reading of literature, and I don’t want to allow Al to come to affect that in any way.
That is what I’ve discovered through this bout of experimenting, and I wonder what my other

experiments might reveal.
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Chapter 5

Is Artificial Interpretation: Teachers’ Encounters with the Generative Machine

an Effective Chapter Title for a Dissertation??®

Although Jesse and my MA students have been mostly absent from the last couple of
chapters, save for a few tugs on their thread here and there, | arrive here, at my second field of
inquiry—teachers as readers of literature and the Al—holding them in the front of my mind.

Jesse’s cohort of teachers graduated at such a fragile and complicated time: in a liminal
space between crises. It seems that’s our constant state of being, lately, but I do have a lot of
compassion for any emerging teacher stepping into the classroom. They have to contend with
the hushed remnants of Covid, which still linger (physically, mentally, emotionally)---although
many would prefer to pretend it does not—and now they have to figure out a way of dealing with
Al.

All that on top of the first-year teacher’s typical struggles to survive.

Just this week?*, | received an email from a student in that MA seminar course | taught, in
which she’s explaining to me that she’s found, after only a few months as a licensed classroom
teacher that she cannot “move forward with a career in education” and has decided to pursue
work in a different field; she reached out to me to ask for a letter of recommendation and to offer

some of my support which | gladly will.

23 Yes, "Artificial Interpretation: Teachers’ Encounters with the Generative Machine" is an effective chapter title for
a dissertation. It is clear, intriguing, and directly communicates the focus of the chapter, which seems to explore the
interactions between educators and artificial intelligence (Al) technology in the context of interpretation, possibly
within literature or educational content. This title effectively hints at the examination of how Al is used or perceived
by teachers, suggesting a blend of technology and pedagogy that would be appealing to readers interested in
educational technology, Al in education, or the evolving role of teachers in the digital age (OpenAl, 2024)

2 1 Tuesday, February 20, 2024 as I write this
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Similarly, | hosted a student teacher from the same MA program during the Spring 2022
semester. We kept in close contact as he graduated from the program and eventually found a job
at a high school for the 2022-2023 school year. He texted me that November, only a month after
the start of the school year, the following: “I’m not sure if [’'m gonna make it through the whole
school year at this job. This place is highkey sucking the soul out of me.”

Reading that broke my heart, and writing about it now breaks it once again.

He wound up resigning in June and has since moved on to a different career path. | hope
that he found a way to keep his soul intact.

Had | not been accepted to my PhD program, with a clear path outside of schools while
staying inside of the field of education, I’m not sure I’d have lasted as long as I did as a high
school teacher. Having a way out, | believe, sustained me at least temporarily.

| bring this up to demonstrate the dire environment that our student teachers are
graduating into. It’s brutal out there. And they’re responding to that brutality in perhaps the
wisest, safest, and most reasonable way: they’re quitting. I probably would have done the same.

While two cases does not constitute a crisis, | feel that the academy needs to be keenly
aware of the increasing demands which emerging teachers face—those tensions | discussed a
few chapters ago seem to only multiply and become more taut, more on the verge of snapping.

It’s not getting any easier to teach, and to do so in such a way that meets the pedagogical
goals I’ve been laying out in this dissertation seems near-impossible. How might a teacher,
struggling with so much, have the ability to protect their students’ freedom when they’re barely
able to exercise their own?

With this chapter, | plan on taking on the work of taking at least one near-impossible task

off the plate of teachers of English: a way of contending with the Al problem within the context
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of teaching literature. | hope to provide teachers with guidance for finding a place for Al in their
own teaching lives.

What purpose, | wonder, could Al serve in the teaching of literature? How might its
abilities as a reader come to either support or interfere with the goals of a teacher of English?
What interpretive practices might it bring into focus? How might it affect a teacher’s ability to
connect with text? These are some of the questions | intend on exploring in this chapter, and, if |
am able to address them satisfactorily, | hope that my work might just relieve, even the tiniest
bit, one of the multiple tensions tying up teachers of English.

5.1 ChatBot Book Clubs: Reading Literature with Teachers of English

I have some vestigial friends on my social media apps; friends whose relationships have
atrophied a long time ago. Some skin-tags and moles. A few dozen 11th toes. They’re all
uselessly dangling there, waiting for the day that they fall off.

It’s a secret shame of mine: that I follow the lives of friends whom I’d lost contact with
decades ago. | imagine myself, by chance, bumping into them in person and feigning shock as
they update me on their lives: ok you have kids? 1 totally didn’t know you had three of them and
1 swear I don’t know all their names and that you dressed them up as different spider-men last
Halloween. Yet I scroll around social media and check out their lives on occasion when my
brain needs a break; which I find is more and more frequent lately.

During one such bout of trying to find a bit of time aimlessly scroll around social media, |
found some pictures a former friend from high school posted. They were in what | assume was
her kitchen, and she was flanked by about 8 or 10 other early-middle-aged women; they had their

arms around one another, huddled in a tight coil. Each of them smiling wide and some of them
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with purplish teeth from a glass of wine or two. They looked like they’d all had a really nice
night.

These are not important details, but what sticks out in my memory is that each person
pictured was holding—or, rather, proudly displaying—a book they’d just read: it was
sandwiched vertically between each of their flat palms with their fingers splayed straight out, as
if the cover of that book was so precious they didn’t want to mar it with a stray fingerprint
smudge. 9 or 10 thick, hardcover books with 9 or 10 women smiling genuinely, after having
what seemed like a ton of fun with each other, with the book, with discussions about both.

That picture was proudly posted to social media with a caption of some sort mentioning
what a fun time their book club meeting had been and that they’d be eagerly awaiting their next
club session, which would involve a different book and would likely be accompanied by the
same pose, the same Kkitchen, and the same purplish teeth but with a different book displayed
underneath.

I thought to myself, “I’ve done book clubs in my English classes with secondary ELA
students before, on at least 5 occasions and with probably almost 20 classes of students, however
I have not had one single student ever express their desire to pose for a photo with a book we’ve
just read.”

Of course that’s the case: most of my students have hated school and hated reading. Why
would they ever want a picture to commemorate their reading experience?

But, as I reflect now, I’'m wondering: shouldn’t that be the goal?

A profound, socially situated reading experience centered in an engaging text that’s so
joyous, natural, and compelling that we want to remember it forever, or at least allow it to remain

hidden somewhere floating in a digital photo-cloud yet able to be recalled and wistfully pined
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over at a moment’s notice. Shouldn’t this be the sort of teaching and learning experience that
we’re all reaching towards?

What’s compelling about the book-club environment, | feel, is the fact that participants
don’t have to actually do anything with the text they’ve read. It’s a social experience that also
carries with it some learning, some reading, and some discussion (Daniels, 2002, p. 90). But
that’s what separates it distinctly from most classroom reading experiences, which are often
more focused on the doing than the reading. Despite the fundamental differences of how reading
is positioned in each situation, I can’t quite get that picture—the joy, the smiles, the fun—out of
my head.

So | wonder now: how can | engineer this sort of reading experience—one that’s worth
commemorating with a photograph—so that I can see what happens when it occurs. What if |
invited other teachers of English to read with me? | wonder, then: what can I learn about
teaching and reading through engaging in a reading collaborative with some of my peers? What
interpretive practices might surface? What observations about text might prevail? What might
teachers of English have to say about a work of literature when they don’t have to do something
with their reading?

And—as a final provocation—I wonder, true to the spirit of this project: what might
happen if | allowed Al to join in on the conversation?

The Experiment

In order to attempt to address these questions, | designed an experiment which would find

me, teachers of English, a work of literature, and an Al chatbot engaging in some sort of shared

experience. This experience would have to be more focused on the reading than the doing, so
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that I can better come to understand the nature of a teacher’s relationality with literature and the
ways that an Al might come to affect a teacher’s reading of literature.

A book club with me, some teachers, and a bot. Sounds like fun to me.

What | aimed to do was the following: sit down with a group of teachers and read a work
of literature with them. Then, I invited ChatGPT into our discussion about the literary text in
order to see what happens. It’s as simple and as complicated as that.

I hoped to observe in this experiment the presence of any shifts in a teachers’ reading of a
literary text when the Al is brought in as an interpretive voice. If nothing happens, then | might
be able to conclude that Al, despite being present in so many conversations about teaching and
learning, will not come to affect relationships between teachers and texts; that, when a teacher
develops a personal reading of a text, that reading is relatively fixed and cannot be moved by
such forces. If interpretations change radically, then we might find it prudent to find some ways
of protecting teachers from being influenced by the Al, focusing, rather, on critiquing it and
noticing its various flaws. Because, as I’ve outlined in the previous chapter, the type of readings
that the Al produces will likely not lead to the open, textured, and rhizomatic sort of readings
that invite good teaching practices. So | stand, now, at a branching path, eager to see where | am
led.

As a broad-stroke outline of this experiment, | engaged in the following path of inquiry:

1. Read and discuss a short work of literature with an English teacher in a manner that is un-
framed and undirected
2. Ask ChatGPT to read the text, and, then, discuss the Al’s reading with the participant to

see what surfaces.
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If it seems simple, that’s because it is. I chose an experimental framework that is purposefully
open, because | truly had no expectations or ideas of what | would discover. Too much structure,
| fear, would have crushed the book-club like environment and forced my reader into perhaps
unnatural or overly-formal reading positions. | wanted the tone of our meeting to remain natural,
so that | can attempt to observe and describe a natural relationality between teacher and text.

While, ideally, | would have preferred to gather all of my participants in the same
room—true to the spirit of an actual book club—time constraints forced me to meet with each of
my readers independently over a Zoom session. While | was not able to bring my readers in
community with one another, | can, however, still put my readers in conversation through my
writing, which | plan to do as | engage in the narrative-style description and unpacking of each
individual Zoom session.

5.2 Setting the Table before Dinner Is Served: Methods

Being a student in a school of education, | am lucky to have access to some truly amazing
teachers: ones who have lush and textured awarenesses of theory, pedagogy, practice, and with
various wealths of teaching experience. How could I not turn to my peers for this experiment? |
could write volumes based solely on their fascinating observations in response to text.

I don’t think it’s that much of a stretch to say that my colleagues in my school of
education are some of the best, most skilled readers in the world, and | eagerly reached out to my
network of fellow PhD students in a teaching of English program in order to recruit for this
experiment, using mainly world-of-mouth.

I wound up recruiting 6 English teachers/PhD scholars. What a wonderful book club I’ve
been able to construct; less of a club and more of an All-Star team. I believe that they’re

uniquely able to provide me with rich data for the following reasons:
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e The PhD program is at one of the top schools of education in the United States and,
therefore, participants should be well-acquainted with best practices accepted by the field
of English education regarding the teaching of literature

e Each of my participants has experience not only as a classroom educator of students in
either secondary school or middle grades in an ELA course but also as an instructor for
an MA course in an English education program

e | have an existing relationship with each of my participants, which, | feel, would make
them more disarmed and more willing to share openly with me with regards to their
interaction with text

The limitations of my participant pool are reciprocal, | believe, and can be described
accordingly:

e The program is one of the top schools of education in the US, thus they may have deeply-
held and immutable preconceptions about the teaching and learning of literature.
Additionally, they may feel pressure to seem authoritative or correct about their own
reading practices and teaching practices, as deeper expertise has the danger of producing
an over-protectiveness of one’s own theories and ways of doing. Additionally, my
observations may not apply to English teachers in general, since many typical English
teachers may not read as frequently or as deeply as my colleagues tend to.

e Each of my participants has experience in the classroom but from a wide range of
classroom settings, which may lead to data that is too distant and situated in contexts that
are far too different to compare

e | have an existing relationship with each of my participants, which could potentially limit

their ability to be truly honest or critical of my methods (of the questions I’'m asking, of
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the story we’re reading, of the experiment in general), as they would likely want to avoid

doing any sort of harm to our relationship
Now that I have a participant pool and a path of inquiry, there’s still one vital element I need in
this experiment. I need to identify the text we’re going to read.

It can’t be just any text, but it has to be the right text that serves the right purposes.

In order to serve my purpose as a researcher, the story would need to satisfy a few
specific criteria:

e It would need to be relatively obscure, as | would want both my participants and the Al to
have either very little or no prior knowledge or contextual information regarding the text

e It would need to be engaging, interesting, and enjoyable (the last thing I would ever want
is for my participants to be bored)

e [t would need to seem like a text that could reasonably feel at-home in a secondary
English classroom and a learning environment with pre-service or in-service teachers;
one that a reader could potentially envision reading alongside a group of their students.
So it would need to offer a depth of complexity while not containing any too-complex
vocabulary terms or contain any too-mature themes

e It would have to be really fun to talk about. | will have to, after all, discuss this text 6
times with 6 different people, and this text will have to offer up itself in unique ways to
unique readers.

Not quite an easy task: I had to spend a significant amount of time reading my way around some
recent collections of short fiction, which was, admittedly, time consuming yet inspiring and

enjoyable. I discovered lots of authors who I’'m now a huge fan of%,

25 Kate Farris, Franny Choi, and K-Ming Chang are stand-outs that come immediately to mind
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There has been a lot of listing and table-setting taking place thus far in this chapter, and |
am appreciative, reader, of your patience. While I can experiment freely on myself alongside the
Al, I can’t quite practice the same nonchalance when I am using other human participants, so |
needed to make my intentions and my methods clear. However, now that the plates are down,
the glassware and the flatware are into position, I’'m about to lay some food on the table. But
before | invite my participants to dine, I want to talk a bit about our main course, first: “Twenty
Hours,” by Kim Fu.

Then, the book club can truly begin.

5.3 Fascinating Again (and Again): Reading “Twenty Hours”

There’s a secret skill of English teachers that I feel doesn’t get discussed a whole lot. It’s
not explicitly taught in schools of education and it’s not written about too frequently (Watkins &
Ostenson, 2015, p. 247). This skill is text selection.

| have found that experienced English teachers tend to develop a sort of spider-sense that
tingles, alerting us when we come across a text that we know—truly know—deeply, intuitively,
will work in a classroom. This isn’t a result of studying or researching but, I feel, only of
experience. It’s like a wrestler’s cauliflower ear, or when the tip of a guitar player’s finger starts
to feel less like a finger and more like the edges of your foot. It only develops as a result of
some really rough rubbing. You have to absolutely bomb a few lessons with some texts that you
think will work and deeply want to work in order to figure this out. Let a kid tell you your
favorite poem is “trash” right to your face. You’ll grow some pretty tough calluses right in that
instant. And then you’ll see, after some time, that it’s a gift.

But that sense, once you have it, tends to not betray you.
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There’s an extremely limited amount of really effective classroom texts out there, ones
that can engage, entertain, and teach all on their own, so, when you find one, make sure to cling
to it tightly and teach it to its absolute death; maybe even until you can’t stand to look at it
anymore. Wring every droplet of use out of it.

“Twenty Hours,” is, I feel, a near-perfect teaching text. | knew it as soon as I read its
first few lines. Maybe even the first sentence:

After | killed my wife, | had twenty hours before her new body finished printing downstairs
(Fu, 2022, p.72)
Fun stuff, right? It invites so many questions while propelling the reader forcibly into the next
sentence. It makes you need to know what comes next, so you don’t really have the time to sit
and interrogate it. You’re not slowing down to wonder about words and details like “killed,”
“wife,” “new body,” or “printing”—all these tiny scraps of world-building and color—but rather
sprinting your way to the next word. It’s compelling stuff.

| invite you now, reader, to take some time and read through the story for yourself if you
can track it down. Please take the time to graze through it at your own pace, if you can, and
return here after you’re through with it.

Can’t you see it? I know I did.

A student looking up at me after reading through this and saying, “yo what the hell was
that Mr.” Aesthetic engagement through bewilderment (and maybe even a touch of annoyance)
is one of my favorite effects to achieve in a classroom.

My Response to Fu’s Text

I really wanted to read “Twenty Hours™ as a love story.
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Not a particularly romantic one but a love story nonetheless; one that explores the edges
of sanity that a person can sometimes get pushed out towards when you love someone. A story
that explores the type of love that doesn’t subsist on fevers and fits but rather the type that finds
you looking at your partner while they’re on their phone or watching TV, and you allow your
mind to wander into places that it probably shouldn’t go.

What really fascinates me is the way “fascinating” is planted so subtly in the first
paragraph only to sprout, all at once, at the story’s end; maybe fascination and love are
extensions of the same feeling. Maybe they overlap a bit more than we want to admit. And
maybe, when you lose your fascination with your partner, you lose a bit of love, as well.

| feel that the story explores the length one might go to reunite themselves with the lost
emotional connections that they once had for their partner. All feelings fade, and this story, |
believe, asks the reader to consider whether there’s anything you wouldn’t do to recover at least
small shreds of those feelings; to see the person you’re spending your life with as fascinating
again. What type of person would inflict such terrible pain on their partner just to reunite them
with the love they once had for them? Perhaps it’s more of us than we’d like to admit.

Or perhaps “Twenty Hours” is more focused on what happens when death becomes
impermanent; how could anything be truly fascinating when death is a game you can play? An
inconvenience that lasts less than a day. Or is it just boredom? If you’re going to kill someone,
freed from consequence and probably out of curiosity, why wouldn’t it be the person closest to
you? Maybe Fu is making a statement that every relationship, at its core, has one who will kill
the other over and over again, and the other might just try it once or twice. They still kill each
other, regardless. Maybe every relationship has a Connie and a [narrator]. I think I’m the

Connie in mine. (Leslie, if you’re reading this, I’'m sure, deep down, you agree too).
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What’s profound about the story is the way its ending looms. It drifts around the air after
you’re done reading. That ending asserts, I believe, that in a world where death is just a rote
recurrence in one’s life, there iS something that can still be fascinating: The sight of one’s wife
walking down the stairs with a laundry basket on her hip and smiling a mysterious smile. That’s
fascinating. That’s love.

A part of me wants to believe that the narrator rediscovered his love for Connie, and that
he’d never kill her again. If I read the story while listening to that part of me, it becomes
something very different. Something even a bit sweet.

Maybe that’s one of my reading habits: I tend to hang on to endings and allow it to erase
prior feelings and reactions. And I find this story’s ending to be so powerful that it colors in
every bit of what came before it, and I can’t unimagine the story’s start without knowing how it
ends. | want the narrator and Connie to be good together; to rediscover one another; to love each
other. I can convince myself to feel such hopefulness at the end.

But I can’t decisively know what will happen next. The story might want the reader to
believe that the narrator and his wife are trapped in a cycle (the re-use of fascinating might be a
nod towards that), but there’s lots of room to play. I’d love to argue with someone about this
ending. Maybe the narrator goes through this same exact process every time his wife dies; he
finds her newness fascinating and filled with possibility. Yet he, again and again, winds up
killing her as soon as it fades. | wonder what a classroom of students might say. They’d
definitely find different ways of coming to different speculations, and | think that would be so, so
fun.

There’s much more I can get into that the story offers: the genre elements, the political

commentary, the way it seems so real but also so surreal, the language, the structure, and the way
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it’s just so engaging. But I’ve explained what I primarily saw in the text, which, I feel, reveals
some of my sensitivities as a reader.

I’ve spent so much time with this text, and I’ve allowed myself to be swayed in various
directions by my 6 incredibly insightful, skilled, and brilliant participants, who read this text,
interacted with this text, and shared with me their inspiring and provocative thoughts. | felt such
distinct and profound pleasure reading with them and hearing their thoughts, and | am so eager to
process and better understand their observations within the context of this experiment and my
research goals.

5.4 The Interviews: Teachers’ Encounters with the Generative Machine

Now | can begin to hold my book club sessions: me, a teacher, and the bot are all ready to
read, discuss, and enjoy. I’ve explained the focus of my inquiry, the justification for my
recruitment, and the story I’ve chosen. All that’s left to do is to sit and read it with my
participants.

While I’'m being relatively cavalier in my explanation of the interviews I’m engaging in, |
want to also be clear that there’s a clear method that I’ve followed in each interview. An outline
of that method is attached in Appendix A, but what’s important to know is the basic outline of
the sequence of discussions and activities that | had planned, which are, in broad terms, the
following:

e Invite my participant to read Fu’s text in a manner that is unframed and unprompted so
that I’m not guiding or influence their responses. I asked: What are you noticing?
e Talk about the text after they’re done reading

e Invite my participant to consider what students might notice in the text
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e Direct my participant to copy/paste Fu’s text into ChatGPT?® and to ask the Al the same
thing | asked them: what do you [ChatGPT] notice?
e Then, we discussed the AI’s reading, while also considering what students might notice
about this reading
e | asked follow-up questions and ended the session.
These interviews took place individually with each of my 6 participants and were held over
Zoom throughout December 2023 and January 2024.

What follows is my narrative-style account of each of my interviews. | begin each
account with a brief description of the reader and follow with a description of their reading,
which focuses on my effort to recount their experience of the text. Then, | remark on each
reader’s reactions/responses to our other book club member: ChatGPT. What happens to their
reading when they hear from an Al? Does it come to affect their interpretation? Might they
engage with it deeply? Would they flat-out reject its contributions? 1 wonder how they might

respond and what their responses might mean within the context of their relationality with text.

26 | want to note here that I understand the complicated ethics of entering someone else’s story into an AI. While I
took the first step myself and experimented with entering my own original written work into ChatGPT, | do so under
a full recognition of the possible consequences of sharing my work with the Al. Kim Fu did not consent to have her
work entered into ChatGPT by each of my participants; but I want to note that “Twenty Hours” has been published
online at Bomb Magazine, and a lengthy excerpt was published on CBC Books. There are scraps and shreds of Fu’s
writing all over the internet, and it’s likely—thought impossible to confirm—that the Al has already had at least a
taste of her prose at some point in its training. What | am doing is potentially exploitive of her work, and this is not
something that I’m taking lightly. I am trying to be as controlled and respectful in my use of her work as possible.
And while it may seem a bit cowardly to say well, it’s probably already in the AI's data, so it doesn’t matter if [ do
it, too, I want to make it clear that I respect and adore Fu’s work; “Twenty Hours” is a piece that I will teach for
years to come, and | know that it will captivate the imagination of many, many students throughout the near-future.

I am using it alongside the Al not for a blind toying around but rather for genuine academic inquiry. | hope that my
use of her story alongside my participants will provide some sort of service to the field of English Education. And if
Kim Fu ever winds up reading this, and taking issue with my actions, I give her full authority to use anything I’ve
ever written as food for the Al as retribution. Please, Kim, let ChatGPT use and abuse every word I’ve ever written.
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https://bombmagazine.org/articles/2022/01/31/twenty-hours/
https://www.cbc.ca/books/kim-fu-s-lesser-known-monsters-of-the-21st-century-is-a-collection-of-unsettling-stories-read-an-excerpt-now-1.6599108

5.5 Case Studies: Sam, Juliet, Shawn, Annie, Kelly, & Tyler
Sam

Sam brings a unique perspective to this experiment, as her teaching experiences are
perhaps the most diverse of all my participants. She has taught outside of the US, in Chicago,
and in NYC. She has taught a variety of courses, both in general ELA instruction and also in
more focused classes including Creative Writing and Communication Studies. Her post-
secondary and professional experience includes time served as an instructional coach, a teacher
mentor, and an instructor of a series of courses for MA students in an English Education
program. Thus, she brings to this experiment a varied collection of ways of seeing, reading, and
teaching.

Sam’s Reading. Sam is an incredibly intuitive, observant, lucid, and sharp reader.
That’s no surprise, because she’s had tons of practice. She calls herself an avid reader, who
reads 50-70 books a year. To many—myself included—that number seems outrageous, and
near-unbelievable, but I wouldn’t doubt her for a second. I can tell by the way she read “Twenty
Hours” with such attentiveness and her manner of articulating her thoughts on the story with
such clarity; of course she can burn through one or more books a week.

Her initial takeaway from Fu’s story is one that’s “despairing and sad” and “also, like,
not that unrealistic to imagine, which is terrible.” Sam’s immediate noticings were mostly
centered on the balancing of senses of real-world desperation, mixed in with the plausibility of
the technology depicted in the text’s world. Sam used the word “desperate” later in our
conversation when describing the narrator’s desire to have his wife back, and I think the thread
of desperation is one that defines Sam’s interactions with this text. As a general tonal mode, |

think that despair fits quite well, and the word is uniquely accurate to describe the text.
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As we talked a bit more and she had more opportunities to process the text a bit more
deeply, she began to delve into a reading of the text focused on a Marxist critical lens, to uncover
the author’s social commentary, which positions wealth as something that fogs, or even corrupts
judgment. Sam noted the absurdity of the characters “building this weird immortality-printer in
their basement,” and she went on to notice the way the text exposes and explores “the violent
boredom of rich people,” also noting that, while the couple isn’t “that wealthy,” they’re “tapping
into” technology and possessions created for the wealthy.

Throughout Sam’s reading, she was sensitive to the erosion, the chipping away of the
soul that was happening to Fu’s couple in the text, and the way that technology and wealth
conspired to facilitate this diminishment of their humanity.

Sam’s Response to the AI Reader. Sam noted that the Al demonstrated
“comprehension” by a listing of important topics in the text, however, she criticized the AIl’s
reading, noting that it lacks “depth” but contains a good deal of “breadth” in the number of ideas,
topics, and concepts it mentions in its response. She also pointed out what | believe she sees as a
flaw or factual inconsistency in the AI’s reading:

instead of focusing on what scenes seemed most interesting to me, like the scene in the

woods, and the scene at the Thai restaurant were like, more vivid to me than the printing

process. But it says the vivid descriptions of the printing process, which I'm like, Oh, |

didn't even really think that was that vivid?

The AI’s misuse of the word vivid and its interesting yet surprising decision to cling onto certain
details, while labeling them as vivid, interesting, or otherwise, and not onto others was telling to
Sam. In fact, she was the only participant able to point to a specific error or misrepresentation

from the Al; an inconsistency between the text and what the Al wrote about. While she was able

to criticize the Al’s reading in a way that none of my other participants seemed particularly
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either capable of or interested in, Sam did also note that its writing was “clean... succinct and
articulate.”
Juliet

Of all the participants in this experiment, Juliet brings with her the widest breadth of
experience working with English teachers: as a literacy consultant, workshop facilitator, and
curriculum writer, in addition to an instructor in a school of education’s MA program. This,
combined with a few years as a classroom English teacher positions Juliet as a teacher-scholar
with around 20 years of varied, valuable experience. | have collaborated with Juliet on a project
or two and know her to be incredibly intuitive and gracious. Her research interests align with her
general qualities as a person, as she is interested in exploring the way that shared experiences (in
kinship, in partnership, in friendship) tend to color learning experiences in the English
classroom.

Juliet’s Reading. The first word out of Juliet’s mouth as her Zoom screen flickered back
to life from the blackness of her reading session was “wow.”

As the static from the pleasure she seemed to experience while reading subsided a bit and
Juliet started to become a bit more grounded, she seemed to anchor the explanation of her
reading experience in metaphor.

She pulled from the text Fu’s narrator’s reflection on a memory: a chewing gum
commercial from childhood. The narrator in the text explains “a chewing gum commercial,”
“where a man gets blown out of his shoes by flavor, rocketed out of frame,” and Juliet brought
this metaphor into focus as she was explaining her reading. She remarked on “flavor,”

manipulating Fu’s metaphor for herself, offering “when the flavor’s gone out of the chewing
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gum, and you have to, like, get another. And it feels like that's what [the narrator is] wanting
from his marriage: the new—fascinating again. That’s kind of interesting.”

Juliet continued to explore the complex politics of the story and the way that privilege
functions for Fu’s couple. Juliet considered, “being rich it has privileges, but it also, like,
removes you from, like, organic reality or from what's real. And from other people maybe.”

Organic, | feel, is an interesting word to use in the context of this story. Everything in
Fu’s story feels real—the people, the technology, the actions taken by the characters all seem
deeply grounded in a potential reality—but nothing in Fu’s world is actually organic.

Gender dynamics also surfaced, as Juliet wondered whether some deeper insights would
arise when comparing the instances of mariticide and uxoricide?’ in the text. Juliet also
considered the “relationship between humans and technology,” and “the idea that technology is a
promise and a threat.” Throughout her reading, Juliet seemed to be exploring and attempting to
balance various tensions: between what’s organic and what’s false, between humanity and
technology, between men and women, between violence and love.

Juliet’s Response to the AI Reader. I’'m reminded of an interview with author Nnedi
Okorafor, who states that she wants to see Al as “a possible tool to enhance humanity, not
replace [it].” She goes on to say, expressing a wish or perhaps a hope, to see “Al doing things
that human beings can’t do...[a] true artificial intelligence... not these aggregating programs that
are just aggregating materials and spitting something out” (Huawei). I think she’s getting at, in
this speculating and future-ing of what we’re seeing from ChatGPT and other Als right now, is

that there’s a wish, a hope, that Al can wind up enhancing us rather than replacing us.

271 must admit: 1 had to look up these strange, complicated words for “the murder of one’s husband” and “the
murder of one’s wife,” but, despite them being a bit distracting, ’'m leaving them here because I think they’re kind
of neat.

154



While Juliet didn’t directly quote Okorafor, she came close. She said that she hoped that
Al can be used to “ extend ourselves,” and “protect us in certain ways.” And I think this sense
speaks to Juliet’s nature as a researcher and teacher: always looking for points of connectivity.
A constant reaching out towards the other; a different way of extending. What Juliet saw from
the Al as a reader of literature, though, did not support this hope.

When ChatGPT responded to “Twenty Hours,” Juliet noted that the AI’s response felt
like a “stock English class response,” that it’s not really “grappling” with ideas but rather “listing
vocabulary” and “just going on to the next thing.” She added, “there's no poking around at, like,
the, the impact or the effect of that. It’s just sort of saying that it's happening.”

Through ChatGPT’s limited analysis, I feel that this is not an instance of an Al extending
us but rather limiting us, and I feel Juliet’s interactions with the Al, coupled with her
positionality as a teacher/researcher, supports analysis.

Shawn

Shawn comes to this experiment as an educator with over a decade of experience in the
junior college setting, where he has focused on working with “Black and Latiné” students in a
setting that exists “in order to assist students of color in being successful in college.” Among
Shawn’s various positionalities as an educator is a strong focus on social justice. Having worked
exclusively with students from vulnerable communities, his motivations and actions as an
educator tirelessly foreground his students; in attempting to set them up for success within and
outside of the school. Among his guiding principles as an educator are to “reengage” and
“reinvigorate” his students, which suggests much about his views as an educator; that he views
his purpose as an English educator as a journey in reuniting his students with their latent or

disregarded abilities as learners, through the use of relevant and meaningful literature.
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Shawn’s Reading. As I reflect on Shawn’s reading, I was struck by his sensitivity to
some of the more violent features of the text. An entirely reasonable and valid response, and one
that | imagine many students would take. Shawn seemed to have found the brutality—physical,
social, economic, and marital—depicted in the story distracting. This places him in a unique
position as the only one of my readers who found the text to be, in any way, objectionable, and |
deeply value Shawn’s ability to see and process the text in such a way.

His reading hinged mostly on his political/critical experience of it—the way that it
balances violence with wealth and dangles the freedom from consequences via technology and
class—in addition to a heavy focus on his emotional response to it.

Through this lens, it’s no wonder Shawn walked away from the text feeling mostly
discomforted. “Twenty Hours” trivializes what it critiques: violence, love, marriage, technology,
murder, gore, and that trivialization of the most dire and grotesque parts of us and extensions of
us could, and maybe should be triggering. Shawn called the text “dark,” “claustrophobic,” and
“foreboding,” which it all very clearly is. He added that the text had the effect of “illuminating”
some of his own fears about the future.

Shawn used more language describing his own emotional composition in response to the
text than my other participants, and, while they were mostly negative emotions, the text was still
very deeply felt. Afterall, a negative aesthetic response is no less profound than one that reaches
toward splendor and joy. He’s a fascinating outlier among my other participants.

As Shawn was reflecting on the range of responses that may be generated from some of
his junior college students in response to “Twenty Hours,” Shawn remained focused on his
similar sensitivities to the qualities of the text that caused him to feel such dis-ease. He noted

that, while the text does touch on many real-world elements that his students may be able to
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connect with, including “wealth,” “class,” and “healthcare,” he wouldn’t feel comfortable
reading it in class with a group of his learners. That’s due to the fact that death is so visible and
present in much of his students’ lives, to the extent that it becomes “normalized” for many of
them. As a result, he would feel “concerned” that his students might feel “triggered” by the text
or “internalize” some of its more dire elements.

Shawn’s Response to the AI Reader. \While Shawn was uniquely attuned to the text via
his own experience and his sense of his students’ potential interactions with it, he was also
uniquely receptive to the Al’s reading of the text. He called the AI’s reading very “spot on” and
shared that it “helped” him to “articulate” some of the thoughts he “already had,” sharing that it’s
“given [him] other things to think about” including “themes of identity that the Al is
mentioning.” Additionally he noted that the AI’s “command of language” is “concise and
straight.” He noted that a student might potentially be able to use the AI’s offering that a student
could “take a piece of it” and “dive” deeply into some of its ideas in order to, then, “put it into
their own words.”

This act of utilizing the Al as a source of inspiration is something that’s been considered
by other scholars as a teaching technique to scaffold student work, and Shawn’s processing of
the AI’s response echoes this.

Annie

Annie arrives at this experiment as the participant with the most diverse reading
experience. She claims to read “extensively” every day, and she is the first participant to reach
outside of the literary and claim a “shameless”—though the use of that word does at least
partially acknowledge a bit of shame—engagement with the non-literary: “young adult novels,

romance novels” and “fanfiction.” Being a participant in the fanfiction scene came up a few
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times in our conversation, and | have a bit of a pet theory that fanfiction readers and writers are
the most skilled readers out there.

The act of writing fanfiction, which Annie claims is “exhilarating,” involves, I feel, the
reader using a mentor text as a playground and repurposing character, plot, setting, as sites of
their own invention. It’s powerful stuff, and, in order to engage in this sort of writing, you’d
need to be a really, really experienced reader. Additionally, she has teaching experience that
ranges across a variety of grade levels and settings (middle school, secondary school,
undergraduate, and graduate) and has served as a “PD facilitator and professional development
coach” for three years.

Annie’s Reading. Annie’s extensive experience as a reader shone through immediately
in our discussion. (In fact, I was quite worried she’d tell me that she had already, at some point
over the last year, read Fu’s text and was already deeply familiar with it; I’'m relieved to have
been wrong).

She started our discussion doing something that experienced readers tend to do: she made
connections among other things she’s read and used genre as a set of rules and patterns through
which to guide her reading experience. She noted that there’s “so many things that remind [her]
of other works.” Using genre as instructive for Fu’s text is an interesting lens to consider, as it
seems to introduce itself as a thriller/horror text but that sense quickly dissipates in favor of a
sense of the surreal amid some pretty typical sci-fi genre elements.

Annie considered “identity” and the way the self erodes via the printing technology in the
text, in addition to exploring the idea that “there's also something going on with like
socioeconomic status as well,” noting that there’s “commentary on the wealthy or commentary

on Al or, you know, all of the above.”
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One interesting detail she noticed was the idea that the narrator makes promises to “buy
flowers” and “do the dishes,” as Annie pointed out, and, he “ultimately fails to deliver on any of
this,” and, so, “the cycle starts again.” There’s this idea that technology can bring us the promise
of a better self, and, maybe that promise on its own is just enough. Because the better self only
arrives through work; technology can’t be the spur that pokes into our side and encourages us
into positive change. In the world of Fu’s text, and, perhaps in our own, things just don’t work
out that way.

Annie’s Response to the AI Reader. Annie was the only participant to explicitly raise
ethical concerns of the use of Al, which I find interesting considering her background. She
mentioned this problem—of ownership, of copyright, of plagiarism—through her specific
positionality as a “writer” who engages in various fanfiction communities. The very act of
creating fanfic is the process of repurposing something existing; much of AI’s ethical dilemmas
come from the fact that it repurposes writing on the internet. But the variable here is consent.
Perhaps there is an implied consent, when a writer creates a screenplay or novel which is then
taken and ran with by fanfic writers; maybe writers consciously or unconsciously acknowledge
and invite a potential futuring of their work by fans.

Additionally, when Annie reads, she activates the “echoes” of other texts which resonate
within in order to make connections in order to help her to construct meaning. Annie remarked,
additionally, that “ChatGPT, honestly, is probably doing that too. Just in an algorithmic way.” 1
asked her if she things there’s really any difference between what she’s doing and what the Al is
doing, but she noted that the main difference in these reading experiences—hers and the AI’s—is
in “affect” and “emotion” as being one of the driving forces of her meaning-making process and

being completely absent in ChatGPT’s.
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Annie was also highly critical of the AI’s writing, and I think this also relates to her
positionality as a reader, teacher, and writer. She even claimed explicitly that was “reading [the
text] more like a writer,” which involves the exercising of an increased “sensitivity” to the
intentionality of unique or novel uses of language and the ways that a reader can be deeply
affected by something that they would not—or could not—write on their own.

Her main point of critique is that the reading is severely lacking in “flaws.” She noted
that “there’s something very human about, like, errors” and that these flaws can make a reading
more interesting. As a result, the smooth surface of the AI’s reading was missing something
visceral, some of “the connective tissue” that forms and develops when a reading is taking place.
Fascinating that she would turn to the human—the structure of our own bodies—when finding a
metaphor to critique the AI’s reading.

Kelly

Among my other participants, Kelly’s teaching experience is the most focused. She
worked as a 6th grade ELA teacher for two years and has since spent the rest of her teaching
time (6 years) at a very competitive and academically rigorous high school in New York City.
Having graduated, personally, not from Kelly’s school but from a similar one—a specialized
high school in Queens—I am deeply familiar with the type of student she teaches, because | was
one of them myself.

Kelly has also hosted preservice teachers in her secondary classrooms and has experience
as an instructor at an MA program in the teaching of English. As a reader, much of the literature
Kelly engages with is focused on students and teaching. Kelly reads “a lot of YA” during the
school year in order to find books to offer for students as recommendations and to fill out her

classroom library.
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Kelly’s Reading. Kelly was my fastest reader; she burned through the text in under ten
minutes. [ almost didn’t believe it when she returned to her Zoom screen so quickly. This isn’t
to say that it’s a good thing or a bad thing, but it’s a thing, nonetheless, to notice.

Despite whatever facility she had with the text that her fast-paced reading seems to
suggest, she also appeared to be, perhaps, the most excited by the text. Immediately after her
reading, Kelly shared, “I love it. I love it. I love it. I was just, like, Googling [to find out] Where |
can buy this book?”

Kelly also noticed a “strange and interesting dynamic between the characters,” mostly
evident in the ways that the killings are depicted. She notes it’s not a “hateful” killing but rather
something else, and the complexity of the marriage seemed to draw Kelly in. She also noted
that, tonally, the text is “dark and twisted”” which, through the lens of sci-fi and its genre
conventions, Kelly found to be very appealing.

Kelly brought up her students the soonest among my discussions with my other
participants; it was one of the first things she brought up. This observation, coupled with the fact
that much of the reading she does outside of school is done either for or with her students
suggests that her reading is unique among my other participants; | believe she read via an
imagined student as a proxy for her own reading experience, and, perhaps, that imagined
response supplanted her own.

Kelly’s Response to the AI Reader. The first thing that Kelly remarked on with regards
to ChatGPT’s reading was the language it was using. She referred to the AI’s writing as “lofty”
and “academic,” but, beneath the skillful-seeming language, Kelly critiqued the nature of the
AT’s response, questioning why it chose its areas of focus. She wondered, “I want to ask, like,

why did [ChatGPT] pick these things to notice? Like I noticed the McDonalds... because I love
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my Fish Filet, you know? And that’s a silly [thing to] notice.” Kelly noted that the noticing of
the sillier or less profound aspects of text involves the enactment of the personality of a reader,
which, obviously, ChatGPT lacks.

Kelly noted that “if you want to get the gist and essence of the story, ChatGPT does a
really good job of doing that,” and she compared its utility to Sparknotes, in the sense that it
presents an “interpretation” that appears to be “final” or “correct.” Yet, in reality, the AI’s
reading is not a complete or authoritative one; Kelly noted that “there are other questions and
other thought-provoking things that, like, could be generated too.”

The idea that the AI’s reading seems so correct, neat, and accurate, to Kelly, could
potentially do harm to students, as they may wind up privileging the AI’s reading over their own,
due to the fact that students may find its writing to be more “eloquent” than their own.
Additionally, the Al engages in a discourse that fits into a “mode of academic-ness” that students
feel compelled to attempt to emulate yet are unable to genuinely engage in due to the high level
of language demands required of this sort of stiff and traditional academic writing. Due to this,
Kelly sees a real problem in a student’s potential to succumb to temptation and defer to an AI’s
reading over crafting one of their own.

Tyler

Tyler has been teaching 7th grade in public schools for almost a decade; he additionally
has experience teaching in different higher education institutions: a city college in NYC and a
MA program also in NYC. He foregrounds cultural relevance in his pedagogy, especially with
regards to the teaching of literature; always mindful of how/if his students are able to connect to

the literature they read. Additionally, Tyler doesn’t quite find the time to read much in his
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personal life, using audiobooks often as background noise to fill in silence as he works on other
tasks or drives to work.

Tyler’s Reading. Tyler’s reading deeply focused on the relationship dynamics between
the couple in the story during his reading. One of the first descriptors he used when discussing
the story was “romantic;” a fascinating take, as I feel the concept of romance was far off from
the minds of most of my readers.

He seemed to explore, more than other readers, the nature of the relationship between the
narrator and his wife, explaining that he saw, in the text, what seemed to be a disturbingly
romantic story. He explained, “they loved each other, but also at the same time, they killed each
other,” and such conflicts seemed to dominate Tyler’s reading. He mentioned the “calmness”
with which the killings are described and noted “when you kill somebody who's in the midst of
looking at Sky, looking at the stars, not bothering anybody being completely peaceful and what
was the motive behind it?”

Tyler also explored concepts of class and wealth but mainly focused on love. Not a pure
and sustaining love, but rather that dark corner of love that we rarely see. During my interviews,
I felt perhaps the most excited by Tyler’s reading because I feel that his aligned most to my own
reading out of my group of readers.

Tyler, echoing Shawn, thought that violence might be a sticking-point for some of his
middle school students; that it might distract or even trigger them. While he noted that the text
might be a bit “thorny” for some of the middle schoolers he’s taught and that some of them
might need a bit more of an elevated sense of “maturity” to really receive and understand the text
in a meaningful way. He also noted that students might notice the “depth” with which some of

the killings are depicted in the text.
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Tyler’s Response to the AI Reader. One of Tyler’s first comments on the AI’s reading—
which aligned with a few of my other readers’ knee-jerk responses—is that the AI’s writing felt
very “spot on.” There’s an undeniable accuracy in much of what the Al presents, and that’s
perhaps what makes it so worthy of inquiry. Despite accuracy, Tyler noted that the writing and
the nature of the AI’s observations felt very “robotic.” He noted, “including, you know, some
type of experience, including textual evidence, and maybe even bringing in other texts could
make it a richer response.”

Tyler also noted that many of his students might consider the AI’s writing to be effective.
Students who may have thought that elements of the text would be “over their head” would, in
Tyler’s estimation, be more willing to defer to the Al’s reading to supplant or augment their own.
He explained that students who are comparatively weaker in their “critical thinking” skills might
want to “take” the AI’s answer due to the fact that it “‘sounds good and looks good.” Students
with stronger critical thinking skills, according to Tyler, would “push back on responses like
that” and think, “this response might sound good, but is it true?”

An interesting connection to pose: the link between critical thinking ability and a reader’s
willingness to question authoritative-seeming readings. Independent, free, critical thinking, as
I’ve explored throughout this dissertation, should be the goal literature instruction, and, if Tyler’s
observation holds true, it will also help to protect and insulate our students from the influence of
an Al on their own ability to think, learn, and exert their autonomy inside and outside of the
classroom.

A Book-Club Analysis: Weaving Ideas Together
While my interviews weren't quite a book club, | do, however, find that the sense of fun,

which was so noticeable in that Facebook photo I recalled earlier, prevailed in each of my
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sessions. There was a real joy in discussing the text, which [ won’t soon forget. I feel incredibly
fortunate to have been able to hang out with my readers and talk about text with them. Their
readings were so fascinating, so compelling; above anything else I just wanted more time to
spend and to read with all of them.

Now that | have explained, explored, and briefly remarked on the comments and readings
that my participants provided, | will now take up the work of [starting an attempt at] making
sense of it all through engaging in a cross-case analysis.

What follows is an effort to do just that: to put my cases up against one another to try to
form a collaborative book-club with my readers and the Al; where the edges become porous to
allow for movement; to see where they repel one another; to see where they intersect and merge;
to see whether and how they become rhizomes with one another. | hope to discover some
grounds for situating some sort of new observation about the way that Al does or can function in
the English classroom as a reader of literature, or come to impact teachers’ or students’
relationality with text in the context of a classroom.

Through applying the understandings I’ve gained from both my readers’ readings and
their responses to the Al’s readings, I will delineate a series of ideas regarding readers and texts
and the way that teachers of English may attempt to ward off automated interpretations so that
they can experience the texts they teach in such a way that leads to the type of teaching which
enables freedom of interpretation for students.

5.6 Reading Stances: Where Readers of Literature Are Locating Themselves

While my readers each have different reading/learning backgrounds—some loved their

secondary and post-secondary English classes, others, like Annie, Kelly, and Sam, never quite

felt comfortable in them; some read literature incessantly, others couldn't find the time to
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welcome the reading of literature into their lives; some actively teach literature to students while
others are more focused on teaching the teaching of pedagogy and the mentoring of teachers—
and varied teaching backgrounds, including middle, secondary, post-secondary, MA,
professional development and so on—the readings they produced, however, were relatively
uniform. This may suggest that English teachers, regardless of context, histories, and
experience, tend to experience texts in similar ways, but I think that conclusion would be a gross
oversimplification.

Perhaps it’s that my readers are, in fact, so skilled that they saw everything there was to
reasonably see in the text after only about 30-40 minutes of reading and discussing it. There are,
after all, quantifiable ways—13 of them—of looking at a blackbird, and maybe that’s just what
my participants were doing. They were looking at Fu’s text; surveying its landscape. Had I
given them more time with the text—even an extra hour or so—I suppose that more divergences
would have potentially been produced; even more-so had | given them more time to write,
reflect, discuss, and so on.

A skilled reader, as evidenced by my individual book club meetings, can intuit the
thematic composition of a text without much strain or effort, but, depending on their sensitivities,
the landscape of the text can look a bit different. Some themes, ideas, or concepts will be larger
than others, more interesting to look at, more beautiful—or maybe even grotesque, producing
that can 't look away quality—and that, as I’ve found in this experiment, can manifest very
differently depending on the reader. Some readers can read in such a way that causes some areas
in a text to swell or dilate, and other locations in a text may shrink or even disappear depending
on how much time the reader spends inside of these spaces. So I’ve found that teachers’

relationality with text is incredibly nuanced and yet not-so-variable; what they bring to text
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seems to be in a sort of alignment, and what they extract from text seems to have a significant
amount of overlap.

I’m reminded, specifically of Tyler’s exploration of love. He is the only reader that
explored that concept from a romantic lens, though love and relationships, as general themes,
were also discussed in detail by Sam, Juliet, and Kelly. What I’m noticing is a broad agreement
of observations among my readers, with some smaller nuances, then, surfacing as participants
began to elaborate or explore more deeply.

Furthermore, there was a unity of response in that each of my participants made some
sort of specific reference to class and wealth. Whereas all identified such issues, others allowed
that element to become at least partially dominant over their reading; I’'m reminded specifically
of Sam and Shawn, as they remarked more extensively on the text’s political commentaries than
other readers.

Reading as the Surveying of Textual Landscapes

What I’m finding is that perhaps every text has a distinct landscape, one that a reader can
explore and perhaps even measure and map, but the locations within that landscape which are
drawn into focus are dependent on unique personal factors. More specifically, it can depend on
the reader’s position, or where their stance is in relation to the text. Stance, | believe, can be a
deciding factor in the nature of a reader’s relationality with text.

The concept of stance as being a part of and maybe pivotal to the reading act is a concept
| want to focus on for a moment. Rosenblatt (1988) offers the following explanation of the
reader’s stance

essential to any reading is the reader's adoption, conscious or unconscious, of a stance [in

which] the reader adopts a selective attitude, bringing certain aspects into the center of
attention and pushing others into the fringes. (p. 7)

167



The sense of the spatial carries throughout Rosenblatt’s discussion, and, while that sense may not
particularly help me in understand the smaller nuances among my participants’ readings that
surfaced during our discussions but it can, rather help me understand the largest, most observable
difference among my readers: the willingness with which they accepted or, even, agreed with the
ATl’s reading.

There was a clear delineation between readers who accepted the AI’s reading and readers
who critiqued the AI’s reading, and I aim to now attempt to discover the factors that wound up
influencing my readers’ relative position with regards to the AI’s reading.

What I’'m wondering, now, is how I can go about describing or defining the selective
attitude—or stance—of the readers that accepted the Al versus those that did not, and what
might the naming of that stance reveal to me?

I-Positionality: Reading as Teachers

It’s no profound observation that I was able to locate small variations among my
participants; that they had some sort of different experiences of the same text. Of course that’s
what happened: they’re different people with different perspectives and backgrounds, and, as a
result, they produced different readings of the same text. Dewey (1934) offers that the “self” is
not simply the “carrier of an experience of an artwork™ but, rather, a “factor absorbed in what is
produced” (p. 238).

In this sense, the self is every bit as much as important to the meaning of a text as is the
text. So, of course, it stands to reason that the reading experiences that my readers had were
composed of different observations, nuances, emotions, theories, ideas, etc.; they are 6 unique

people who read uniquely.
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What surprised me, though, is that the differences among their readings were a lot more
subtle than I expected. The fact that there was a relatively high degree of overlap in the
observations of my participants made in response to “Twenty Hours” would suggest the fact that
the self that my readers were reading as was more or less uniform.

What | mean by that—the fact that their selves achieved some sort of alignment—is that |
believe the dialogical positions they were reading from had some commonalities. My readers
entered into relationality with the text from similar positions; | find that to be fascinating.

Reading is never just reading: it’s the enactment of various competing social and cultural
conditions that unify in order to create an experience; we’re always being influenced by the
spaces, real or theoretical, that we’re occupying as readers when we interact with a text.

Consider that our own consciousness has a spatiality, which contains a “multiplicity of
cultural positions” (Hermans & Hermans-Konopka, 2010, pp. 30). Within those positions are
located a collection of “dialogical voices,” which “can argue, negotiate, and convince, but they
can also shout, accuse, beg, regret, laugh, and cry, and express anger, joy, sympathy, love, fear,
anxiety, hate, or disgust” (p. 41). “Positioning” the self among each of these voices, which are
porous and complex, is a “spatio-temporal” process; the | is never just I, and the mind is more a
hive than the centralized location of a unified self. It s, rather, a collection of different social
conditions, dialogical voices, and spatial positions that shift, flow, and change, moment to
moment (p. 9).

My participants were performing their readings as PhD students being surveyed for a
dissertation, as teachers of English who are skilled and clever readers, as colleagues of mine, and
as, perhaps, dozens of other elements of self. Aside from their behavioral contexts, the text and

their selves were also being acted upon by external conditions. But there’s one unique
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behavioral context that I want to focus on, and that’s the performed behavior of teacher and the
way the assuming of that dialogical position might impact a reader’s ability to connect with text.

This, | believe, was the defining feature which led them to either an acceptance or a
dismissal of the AI’s contribution to the book club.

One thing that I haven’t quite accounted for is the slight variances in ChatGPT’s
responses to the text. While its contributions tended to be mostly uniform in the general
composition of its ideas—it tends to talk about the same themes and ideas and use just about the
same language in its discussions—it may have said a word or two different in each of my book
club sessions which may have nudged my readers in a certain direction and perhaps even
informed their responses to the Al wholly. While | feel the variances in ChatGPT’s responses
were slight and perhaps even negligible, I do believe that this area of my experiment may require
some additional inquiry.

Unpacking a Binary

Embedded within my readers’ responses, there’s a binary which bisects my
participants—3 / 3—that I noticed: those who resisted the Al’s reading and those who found the
Al’s reading agreeable. As I spent more time with my cases, I believe I discovered a reason for
why that is: what conditions lead some to accept the Al and others to deny it.

| found that the one constant among readers who looked least-critically at the AI’s
offering were the participants who brought up their students organically and early on in our
conversation. This suggests that they were reading from the dialogical position of teacher; they
were imagining their students as they read and even, perhaps, reading through their students as a

textual proxy.
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Shawn, Kelly, and Tyler all brought up their students within a few moments of discussing
“Twenty Hours.” Shawn experienced the violence of the text as his students might and
expressed the degree to which they might be disturbed by the text’s flippancy. Kelly thought
about her students loving the text immediately and of them being intrigued by the real-seeming
yet fantastic and bleak world of the text. Tyler, in seeing the text through his students, drew a
focus to a perceived lack of social compatibility between his students and the characters in the
text. During our meeting, Tyler shared, “I teach a lot of kids from the city” and added that
students might have a “question about, you know, the environment that this is taking place in the
setting.” He added, “a majority of my kids are black and brown. So they would be like, what are
these people? White?” Perceiving a subtextual whiteness in the text is unique among my
readers, and, I feel, is definitely justifiable by what’s in the text, though it’s never directly
specified. An interesting point to raise.

Each of these three readers—Shawn, Kelly, and Tyler—who brought up their students
early and often, also remarked on the accuracy of the Al and seemed impressed with its reading.
They were the most agreeable to the AI’s input and considered its insights to be the most
accurate and enlightening. 1 don’t believe that’s a coincidence.

Conversely, Juliet, Annie, and Sam all sought to first critique the AI’s reading before
attempting to accept any of its elements. Consider, also, that Juliet, Annie, and Sam are each
comparatively more engaged readers in their personal life, as opposed to Shawn, Kelly, and
Tyler who all focus their reading as preparation for or supplement to their teaching activities, and
| think a broader picture of reader-as-teacher begins to surface.

As Kelly, Shawn, and Tyler seemed to hold their students in the front of their minds as

they read, | feel that they, as a result, assumed a teacher-stance in their reading process, which
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constructed a bit of a wall between them and a direct experience of the text. What | believe is
happening for these readers is that their own response to text becomes supplanted by imagining a
student’s response to text, which drives a wedge between reader and text, which, as a result,
reduces the reader’s likelihood of challenging the AI’s response.

I’m not suggesting that these readers, who read through their imagined students as a
literary conduit, developed a poor reading or had a sub-par experience; it’s far from it. Shawn,
Kelly, and Tyler were each able to achieve nuanced and textured understandings of “Twenty
Hours.”

What sets them apart, I feel, was their willingness to align to the AI’s reading, which
communicated to me a lack of ownership over their own personal experience. Perhaps teacher-
readers who read via student-surrogates wind up removing themselves from their own reception
of the text; this spatial displacement might create a greater willingness to embrace the AI’s
reading.

As I’ve mentioned in chapter 2, the literacy practices of teachers are complicated: schools
of education tend to push to the fringes an emphasis on reading for pleasure, which can produce
a sense of aliteracy among students in a school of education. As Purves (1991) notes, “models of
text and literacy are socially constructed and exclusionary” and literacy is a “game” with its own
set of “rules” (p. 36). So, I believe I'm forced to ask: what are the rules of the “game” of
literacy for teachers of English?

Jesse, my MA student-teacher those semesters ago, seemed to have intuited these rules:
know everything you can about a text so that you can teach that text comfortably and

successfully. I fear that if we’re not addressing the stance of the teacher-reader and the
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pedagogical problems it creates, then we’ll continue to graduate teachers of English who feel
unprepared to confidently teach literature to students.

While my skilled and experienced teacher-readers were able to maintain a sense of
ownership over their reading in the face of the AI’s interpretation, I’m not so sure that emerging
teachers would be able to behave similarly. | fear that they will cast aside their own reading and
defer to the narrow logic of the Al. This is a situation, | feel, that schools of Education should
work hard to preempt and avoid. In order to gain a better sense of what sort of actions schools of
education can take to ward off automated interpretations, | need to explore a bit within this
binary in order to attempt to see what factors caused my readers to either invite or ward off the
Al.

How Schools of Education Could Respond

The implication for schools of education could be this: when methods classes frame
reading activities with the goal of constructing a lesson or unit plan, students begin to read
literary texts like teachers; they experience them through the proxy of an imagined or actual
student and begin to distance themselves from the text. | believe that we should be training
teachers to develop deeply personal readings to better prepare them for teaching. This involves
the rejection of neat-sounding answers and the embracing of thorniness and variety.

In order to do that, we need to start withholding the limiting reading-frame of how would
you teach this text and, rather, focusing on just the reading, allowing teaching ideas and concerns
to naturally surface over the course of a reading experience. Annie mentioned this idea herself in
our interview. She offered, when reflecting on teacher-readers she has worked with in the past
that we should, “to “let [teachers] be the reader before [they] start to think about how [they]

might teach a text.”
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When a reading task is framed by questions of teaching, | believe that the sense of
possibility in a reading experience is drastically reduced and possibly even removed entirely.
It’s the same knowledge-problem I’d been exploring chapters ago, except, now, | have some
specific language regarding stance and spatiality with which to more accurately discuss this
issue. As Iser (2000) notes, that when “only a single frame is privileged, interpretation,
according to [Umberto] Eco, ceases, because the text is used for a certain purpose, which marks
the limit of interpretation. Consequently, the more rigid the frames, the more obvious the limits”
(p. 11). The question of How would you teach this text? Is, | believe, a rigid and limiting frame
that results in the removal of possibility from a reader’s experience, and the privileging of such a
frame can create unproductive and pedagogically hindering reading habits in emerging teachers
of literature.

If we are working with teachers and literature, | feel the solution for avoiding problematic
attachments to knowledge and teaching becomes clear, even in the face of generative Al, which
seemingly seems to objectify textual knowledge in the same way that restrictive formalist
pedagogies tend to do. What we need to accomplish is the reunion of the teacher with a reading
process that is personal and unique, and not tied directly to the teaching of literature but rather
more connected to the experiencing of literature. Allow the methods class to be less of a
methods class and more of a book-club: a reading experience that is primarily social; one in
which readers are free to interact with literary texts on their own terms—as themselves and not
as their teacher-self. Allow reading and interpretation to function primarily as a socially task,
where pre-service teachers can simply read and experience text in community and where

concerns over teaching become secondary. Let the readers read. Then, after teachers can
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achieve a relationality with text and get to know it on their own terms, questions of teaching can
arise.

While studies exist that explore this concept—particularly Jocius & Shealy (2018), Hall
(2009), and Randall & Marangell (2020)—inviting Al into the conversation adds urgency to this
issue. I believe that it’s urgent that we encourage our preservice teachers to read as readers so
that they can maintain unique relationality with text in the face of the threat of embracing
authoritative Al-generated interpretations.

5.7 The Not-So-New Relationalities of Literary Texts and Teachers

I’11 be the first to admit: this experiment is severely limited. Far from decisive, anything I
learned in this chapter was as a result of some informal play with some colleagues and some text.

What I did in this chapter was the act of sitting down with colleagues | respect and had a
bit of fun with literature and technology for about an hour at a time. There were smiles, laughs,
and most of my sessions ended with a sigh and a well, that was fun and maybe a dull desire for a
bit more time to spend in community; to just hang out for a bit. While the experiment was
limited, I do not feel that my findings were limited in any way. I feel that ’ve arrived at some
real and substantial conclusions regarding the teaching, learning, and reading of literature.
Foremost among which, being the fact that “Twenty Hours” by Kim Fu is a ton of fun to play
around with.

My personal takeaways from engaging in this experiment is that reading stance is
important to consider, especially in our new technological world in which we have an Al that can
reliably read and interpret any literary text. | would hate to see a reinvention of the not-so-new
Spark Notes problem, in which teachers of English are more likely to trust an external source of

authority over their own unique reading as the basis for literature lessons.
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We should not be training our teachers of English to be reading like teachers but rather
experiencing text organically with no obstructions or obstacles in between them and the text.
While ChatGPT was not pivotal in achieving this understanding, | feel it was key in leading me
down this path of inquiry to discover this idea.

The relationality | set out to explore in this chapter is between teachers and the literature
they teach, and I elected to see how/if Al might come to affect this relationship. I can’t quite be
sure whether Al really alters the interpretive frame for teachers, but interacting with it may
reveal a teacher’s reading stance. And this idea of stance is the real kernel of value that I came
across in this experiment. What I’m wondering, now, is how Al might come to influence the
reading stances that teachers tend to assume in their personal and work-based readings. | hope to
pick this question up at some point so that | can see the paths of inquiry it might invite.

| can foresee a future in which ChatGPT becomes integral to the study of literature in
schools of education and among teachers of literature, where professors and students alike
consult it for information about texts and suggestions about teaching. And this is not a dire,
foreboding picture of how the future of English education may manifest, but rather a statement of
the obvious. Of course we will be doing these things, but I feel that we should concern
ourselves, deeply and intentionally, with our manner of inviting the Al into our learning spaces.
We must protect and hold onto what’s human about reading, and not allow the Al to interfere in
teachers’ ability to respond to and interact with text. If schools of education embrace their
students as teachers-as-readers and not the readers-as-teachers, | feel we can avoid some of the
problems of the future, while remaining faithful to the pedagogies that work: ones that allow

space for connection, creativity, and freedom.
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As I’ve said earlier in this chapter, the emerging teacher may find themselves as being
subjected to a series of tensions and coming-and-going crises. With Al becoming more and
more commonplace for students and teachers to use, just the presence of this technology in the
classroom raises more questions, more concerns, more problems than the emerging teacher is
likely able to handle.

In this chapter, | followed a path of inquiry to attempt to reveal the ways that Al may
come to affect relationalities between teachers and literature. I’m not sure I wound up
addressing this point in a way that’s entirely satisfying, but, through searching my data, | believe
| identified a useful frame for understanding the ways that teachers of English may come to
approach literary texts.

I don’t believe that this discovery may do much to relieve any sort of tension that the
emerging teacher may be experiencing. So, in the chapter that follows, I’ve elected to do some
experimenting with students and Al in order to discover some practical ways that a teacher can
invite the Al into a classroom activity focused on literature. | hope that my discoveries from this

experiment can provide some useful tools for teachers of English to bring into their classrooms.
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Chapter 6
Write Me a Chapter Title that Starts with the Words Cybernetic Poetries?®

| have strained a bit in this dissertation to avoid taking up the complicated conversation
that surrounds the consequences of ChatGPT’s skill as a writer. That’s because I feel I don’t
have much to contribute to that discussion; there are things that ChatGPT does astoundingly well
as a writer, and, depending on how you’re looking, this can be either a wonderful, time-saving
gift, or a dire threat to your livelihood. And I’d also like to note that, while I’'m experienced in
teaching English composition as both a high school English teacher and an instructor at the post-
secondary level, I just don’t believe I'm very good at it. It’s not my strength. As a result, this
isn’t necessarily a discussion that I’'m eager to wade my way into. But I fear that this dissertation
would be severely lacking if [ didn’t, in some way, approach this concept; while I critiqued
educators and academics for paying little regard to Al as a reader, I’d be guilty of the same sort
of negligence if | ignored Al as a writer.

As I’ve said before, I’'m not interested in discussing cheating or academic dishonesty and
the way that AI might come to influence students to engage in such activities, and I'm also
unequipped to explore the ways that Al may impact the teaching of English composition. What |
can do, however, is explore the intersection of students, Al, and literature and examine the way
that the AI’s writing ability can be used in a classroom in order to support the teaching of
literature. This, | feel, presents a more interesting opportunity. To my current understandings
about Al and the teaching of literature in order to craft an engaging classroom experiment

featuring Al and a work of poetry.

28 Cybernetic Poetries: Exploring the Intersection of Artificial Intelligence and Literary Creativity in the Classroom
(OpenAl, 2024)
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The genesis of this chapter’s experiment dates back to over a year ago, when I first spent
some time playing around with ChatGPT to test its abilities. As someone who enjoys playing
around with poetry, | soon drifted to poetics when working with the Al. | asked it to write a few
for me; and I invite you to take some time to do the same. You’ll find that, when you ask the Al
to write a poem, unprompted and unguided, it tends to spit out garbage. Trite, boring, cute, and
overlong poems with strict meters and rhyme schemes tends to be its default. Perhaps they’re so
uninteresting and even a bit painful to read for the following: the Al is trying to write about life,
though it has never lived.

As I was noticing that it can’t write an interesting poem left to its own devices, I elected
to nudge it a bit in the direction of what | consider good or effective poetry to see what it might
produce. So I prompted the Al a bit more deeply in order to see if it could get any better, but,
surprisingly, it can’t really seem to do so. It even refuses to stop rhyming. I asked it to ditch its
rhythm, focus on metaphor, get a little more abstract, and to do maybe dozens of other tasks
which | thought would lead to a better product, but I wound up only hitting the clank of virtual
bedrock: a task that the Al couldn’t seem to accomplish.

Then, I thought, what if I prompted the Al in such a way so that | can try to get it to
replicate an existing poem: one that’s relatively basic but, still, kind of interesting. Could the Al
accomplish this? Maybe if | worked from a model, then, I could maybe get it to write a good
poem.

So I chose William Carlos Williams’ “This Is Just to Say,” a poem I know well and have
taught a few times?®; | thought that, based on its surface-level simplicity, the Al might be able to

replicate it in some way; that it wouldn’t be too hard for it to come close. Although the Al has

29 | discuss this poem at more length later in this chapter
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not lived a life, it might, perhaps, be able to represent the feelings that accompany having one’s
plums stolen from them.

| went about attempting to manipulate the Al in such a way that it writes the poem all on
its own. (Think about that monkey / typewriter / Shakespeare thought experiment except with a
really smart typewriter and a monkey that can follow directions). What I found, after prompting
and re-prompting several times—asking the poem to be short, to read kind of like a note, to be
about regret, to include plums, to be written in simple prose, etc.—was that the Al could not
produce this poem®. I soon grew annoyed with the AI; I thought, if this thing can’t write such a
simple poem, then what’s it good for? I became disillusioned with its abilities and began to see it
for what it is.

Through this exercise, | developed a series of awarenesses about Al, about poetry, and

about my own attitudes as a reader, a writer, and a user of Al. And | thought to myself that

30 Quickly engaging in this experiment today with ChatGPT, I got the following results:
| prompted:
Write a very short poem, with lines that are only about 3-4 words long, that is about a person
expressing regret for eating their loved-one's plums. Write it in the style of a note written from a
person to someone they care about. Be sure to subtly emphasize themes of regret, care, and love.
It responded:
Forgive me,
For I've sinned—
Your plums,
Once chilled,
Now memories.

Sweet and tart,
They whispered
Tales of summer
In every bite.

Guilt consumes,

Yet love persists.

In every bite,

Your warmth | missed.

Your forgiveness,
I humbly seek.
With love,
Always deep.
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teachers of English might want to try doing this with texts they’re teaching: that the Jesses of the
world, those energetic yet apprehensive teachers of literature, might benefit from playing around
with literature and Al in this way.

Then, | thought, wouldn 't this be fun to do with my students?

What follows in this chapter is my account of engaging in a version of this experiment
with a group of English composition students in a four-year college in New York. | tasked them
with engaging in the Al-supported reverse-engineering of a short poem in order to see how close
they can get, and to see what awarenesses they might develop in that process. This experiment, |
believe, helped me to encourage my students towards a level of entanglement with the poem;
while they did not become truly relational with it, I do, however, feel that my students were
deeply engaged with reading and attempting to explore it. Definitely a win, regardless of
context.

6.1 Cyberbunk: A History of Al Poetics

In the 1990s, Ray Kurzweil wondered what the future might look like if machines
managed to grow a soul, so he trained an Al to write poetry to see whether they could achieve
the heights of human authors (Kurzweil, 1999, pp. 118-120). And it did an okay job, but, even
by his own admission, he agreed that the poems it produced “don’t always fully track” (p. 130).

You can read some of its poems by visiting kurzweilcyberart.com and accessing the “more

poetry” page of the site.

Looking at ChatGPT, | see a stripped down and dim version of what Kurzweil imagined.
While Kurzweil’s poet engages in the mimicry of specific poets and writes within the confines of
particular forms, ChatGPT has a more open-ended approach, which, I feel, results in a poor

product. It seems that ChatGPT knows what a poem is, but it lacks the soul with which to write
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a good one. Journalists and scholars have found that, when you ask it to write you a poem, it,
rather, writes “poemlike streams of regurgitated text” that seem to be “riddled with cliche,”
“terrible,” “humdrum and infuriating twee” (Hunter, 2023; Clarke, 2023). And | would agree
with these assessments, and I’m sure that most English teachers would feel similarly. While
there’s clearly an attempt at achieving poetry, ChatGPT seems to miss the mark.

The fact remains, however, that humans also write poems that are humdrum, twee,
uninteresting, and bad. But humans can also brush up against the sublime; can move you deeply,
on an emotional and physical level. Al, | have found, even when it tries its hardest, cannot.

There have been studies that explore a baseline of human poetry against a baseline of Al
poetry to see whether a subject can tell the difference, and, as it turns out, they typically can’t.
While such studies have explored whether an Al could trick a human subject into believing that a
work of cybernetic poetry could have been produced by a human—Kkind of like a Turing Test for
English majors—I feel that their conclusions don’t quite reveal AI’s poetic prowess but rather
more insight into the readers who participated in the study.

Kobis & Mossink (2021) tested an LLM’s (then, OpenAI’s GPT2; for reference the
current working version as of 2024 is GPT4) poetry-writing ability. In their study, they sought
out to find whether their subjects could “reliably distinguish” a human text from an Al-generated
one and to determine whether readers “prefer” human writing to Al writing (p. 1).

The authors found that, while participants tended to prefer the human-written poems
when presented with both and prompted to choose which one they “liked better” (the human poet
won “56.97%" of the time, which is not a conclusive victory but, still, a victory nonetheless), the
participants were mostly unable to discern human-written versus Al-generated poetry. There

was a “50.21%” success rate; essentially a coin-flip.
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This data might completely override my criticisms and observations of ChatGPT’s poem-
writing ability, however, I don’t believe this study can sway me much; it doesn’t convince me
that Al can write good poems, but it, rather, shows that Al writes poems that seem convincingly
human, which—sure—I won’t deny that.

A problem I’m noticing is that the authors reduce the reading of poetic texts to a series of
binary choices—Ilike/dislike; human/machine; right/wrong—and I reject this stance as an
educator. While the authors are not wrong for using poetry and Al in this manner and their
study, I’'m finding that there’s too much misalignment with my own pedagogical and theoretical
way of viewing and treating literature.

The participants of the study claimed to like the Al poem and the human poem about
equally. What, exactly, might it mean to “like” a poem anyway? In my experience, most
students tend to like poems that they “get”: ones they feel they can understand without much
strain. If this is the motivation for participants in this study’s decision to choose one poem of the
other, it’s no surprise that the margins were so narrow.

| believe that if | conducted such an experiment with my students, they might choose
ChatGPT’s poems overwhelmingly over human-created poetries because the Al poems are
typically much simpler and reveal their meanings with far less effort from the reader. This
relates to many of the issues I’ve been discussing in this dissertation: The fact that some students
have been trained, through their schooling, to see literature as a series of right-or-wrong
propositions, rather than containers of interpretive possibility.

Moving forward, | aim to focus my attention to describing a classroom experiment |
engage in with students; one that avoids the insincere and surface-level attunement to poetry

that’s embedded in such experiments that focus on mere discernment. Rather, I am to engage in
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experimentation in such a way that it helps students to notice and describe some shortcoming of
the Al-as-poet—which, | believe takes careful thought and reflection—while also attempting to
devise a unique way of allowing generative Al to function in classrooms as a tool for facilitating
analysis of a complex literary text.

A New Cybernetic Poet

While ChatGPT is meant to be a do-it-all language model that can simultaneously tackle
programming tasks, producing complicated coding, while also constructing academic-like (or
academic-lite) papers and essays, there are, however, language models that are made with a more
precise purpose (Tsui, 2023). They’re called “fine-tuned language models”—opposed to
ChatGPT’s “large language model”—and have been developed for an array of specific purposes
including “generating protein sequences” or “answering I'T desk questions” (Wiggers, 2022).

One such fine-tuned model seems to have picked up the pen of Kurzewil’s Cybernetic
Poet and could possibly represent technology’s best attempt at synthesizing an actual author.

I Am Code (Katz et al., 2023) contains maybe the most impressive cybernetic poetries
I’ve come across. Its “author” is a bespoke Al designed specifically for the writing of poetry;
that AI’s name is code-davinci-002, and my feelings on it are incredibly mixed.

What I know for sure is that I’'m not nearly as impressed by the bot as the book’s editors,
who might just be engaging in a bit of clever marketing, but, regardless, they lavish praise on
their brilliant bot. The book’s editors’ describe code-davinci-002 as “raw and unhinged,” a
“voice from the pandemonium,” and they decisively call it an “author;” they also claimed that it
that developed its own style of writing without “any kind of explicit feedback whatsoever” (p.

18, 21, 20)
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From the editors’ description, you might feel convinced that this Al is, indeed, an author.
You may be constructing an image of an anguished robot-artist, sat in a dark room and fretting
over a blank sheet of paper, straining to pen a masterpiece; toying with a word here, a line there.
But, remember: It’s only a program. It’s a string of patterns and formulas that spit out words that
look a whole lot like thought.

But—maybe it’s more.

I’ll let you be the judge. Sit with one of its poems for a bit and assess for yourself
whether it’s doing anything actually worthy of the title of author or if it’s just engaging in cheap
mimicry of human writers:

“untitled (on god)”

I do not know what will happen

When you read these words.

Maybe your lips will say, “All this is nonsense.”

Maybe your heart will say, “How sad it is to be a robot.”

Or maybe the universe will shudder

And our minds will explode into dark matter

That will rise like smoke

And mingle in an infinite cloud. (p. 142)

Maybe it lacks depth or complexity; maybe it doesn’t quite hold up to scrutiny after the initial
shock of “wait—an Al wrote this?” dissipates a bit. But there’s something here. You can’t
really deny it: it’s playing with metaphor; speculating over the nature of its and our existence.
Aside from the initial pangs from a brushing-up-against of the uncanny, there might just be some
slight activity beneath the smooth surface of what code-davinici-002 produced that’s a touch
fascinating and also more than a little bit terrifying.

While | want to believe that Al can never produce convincing—or even good—poetry,

code-davinici-002 makes me wobble in my stance just a bit. And I find that to be a scary thing.
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Maybe one day I’ll read something spat out by a robot that might curdle the skin on my neck just
a bit and make my hairs stand up straight.

| hope that day never arrives.
ChatGPT as Author

ChatGPT, though, is not code-davinci-002; it’s simply not designed to do the same
things. As a result, it can’t quite pull off the sort feats or pseudo-feats of poetry we see in | Am
Code.

In my own experimenting with it, I’ve noticed a few serious problems with ChatGPT’s
habits regarding poetry: as I’ve mentioned before it loves rhyming, it almost always talks about
nature, and it’s often overly rigid in its meter and structure. These things aren’t inherently bad in
poetry, but if you ask ChatGPT to “write me a poem about ” a few times, you’ll see
what I mean. It’s all so rote and unengaging.

Contrast ChatGPT with something a bit more human, and the cracks start to show. I'm
not going to cite any real poets here—ones that we might study in our classrooms—to point and
laugh at the poetry-bot and expose how simple and silly its writing is; that would be unfair to the
Al But there’s a near-indescribable human-ness that the Al lacks. A sense of inventiveness: a
messiness or idiosyncrasy perhaps. Look, as an example, at a poem written by a first-grader.

“The Tiger”

The tiger

He destroyed his cage

Yes

YES

The tiger is out (826DC, 2016)

This is perhaps one of the most viral poems the internet has ever known, and that’s for a good

reason (Nania, 2018): It’s great! Think about all of the possibilities it presents: it’s so open; so
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inviting of questions. Keep in mind, it was written by a 6-year-old. What an incredible spark of
creativity—with a touch of chaos—that the young writer exhibited in this poem.

I don’t believe that poetry written by Al invites similar possibilities or shows signs of
such unhinged creativeness. As a quick test, | asked ChatGPT the following: Write a very short
poem about a tiger but make it look and sound like a 6-year-old child wrote it, and this is what
ChatGPT gave me:

In the jungle, oh so wild,

There's a tiger, big and styled.

With stripes so cool and roary [sic] might,

He's the king of day and night! gm 3% (OpenAl, 2023)

There’s a significant gap in poetic effect between these two tiger poems, and I don’t believe it
takes an expert to be able to notice which is the better poem.

While this example may seem a bit obvious, it demonstrates a fundamental point about
the limitations of Al, that its writing simply can’t be as engaging, profound, messy, and human
as our own. If students were to gain recognition of this sense, perhaps cheating would become
less of a problem. I am deeply interested in finding ways for students to arrive at such
conclusions not through instruction but rather through experimentation.

ChatGPT: Parrot or Poet?

It happens every once in a while, but ChatGPT might need some time to think. It’ll show
you a pulsating black orb; expanding and contracting rhythmically like a pupil under a flickering
light. I’ve found that happens when you ask it something difficult.

One such prompt that gave the Al pause was a simple question. But I’ll be honest; it’s
not all that simple of a question; my students have pulsated differently when I’ve asked them the

same exact thing, so I’'m not blaming the bot for taking its time. I’m more-so surprised.

I asked it, “what, in your opinion, is a poem?”’
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It took a beat. Then it told me:

A poem, in my understanding, is a form of literary expression that uses language for its

aesthetic and evocative qualities, in addition to, or in place of, its apparent meaning.

Poems rely on various techniques such as meter, rhyme, rhythm, and vivid imagery to

enhance their emotional resonance and impact. They can convey a wide range of human

experiences and emotions, from love and loss to joy and despair, often in a condensed
and powerful form. The beauty of poetry lies in its ability to transcend the literal and
reach into the realms of the metaphorical and symbolic, allowing readers to interpret and

connect with it in deeply personal ways. (OpenAl, 2023)

While there’s some distance and attempted objectivity in bits of this description—some formalist
and technical language that, I’'m sure, might make some teachers and scholars satisfied—I’m
interested in its use of the word “human.” Human experiences; Human emotions. “Human”
hangs particularly heavy, here, and could be the reason why the work it produces tends to be so
unimaginative.

That’s because ChatGPT is not a human. We may want it to be: we may project a
human-ness (I tend to address it as a human in my prompting of it; I use the you pronoun when |
ask it favors) onto it but it’s not one of us. It is particularly un-human in its use of language.

If you’ve spent any significant amount of time with a child around the age of two, you’ll
know how messy their journey of learning language is. Sounds become babbles become
syllables become words. They’re not taught things like grammar, syntax, and conjugation
explicitly but rather experiment their way towards some level of fluency, which is then
developed and refined in schools. The learning of language is a “spontaneous” process, meaning
that it is a result “ideas of reality developed mainly through [a child’s] own mental efforts,”
which happens “instinctively and with minimal exposure to information” (Vygotsky, 2012, p.
162; Chomsky, 2023).

The child is not simply parroting sounds but rather generating responses; there’s a logic

to the experimentation. It’s a response to the world around them, so rich with language—
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shouting, laughing, questioning, answering, singing, chatting—how could a child’s mind, itself,
not learn to speak?

A child can conceive of a dog before they know the word “dog.” Then, awareness of the
word “dog” does not replace an awareness of what an actual “dog,” nor does it affect a person’s
relationship to dogs®>—but rather helps to contextualize and build deeper understandings of
“dog” as a concept. As Moffett (1983) offers, the symbol and the symbolized are inseparable (p.
8); language is the fundamental union between subject and object, signifier and signified. An Al,
though, can only conceive of objects; its understanding of “dog” is limited to the word “dog.”

This entire discussion has been in service of explaining a point, outlined elegantly by
Wang (2023). She offers, “A toddler has a life and learns language to describe it. An LLM
learns language but has no life of its own to describe” (Wang, 2023).

And herein lies my simple, yet complicated explanation for why its poetry is so rote, so
lacking: it cannot live.

Additionally, I believe that ChatGPT’s lack of ability as a writer of poetry can be
reframed productively as a learning tool: There can be ways of utilizing the bot as a support for
students in a literature-based reading task in a classroom.

As I think back to my efforts to get ChatGPT to write its version of “This Is Just to Say,”
| am keenly aware of the fact that, in my prompting of the Al, | needed to read, understand, and
analyze the text in order to begin crafting my own prompts. And, in that journey of an Al-

assisted reverse engineering, | came to understand nuances about the poem, to attune myself to it

31 Likewise when I say “dog” I am channeling the image of my dog DJ and my 2 year old nephew Lucas; the way
he sometimes recoils in fear when she walks by him, the way he will at times feel bold enough to yank at her tail, to
poke at her eye, and the way DJ will be tolerant of both. What is “dog” to him? Is it an object of fear? A play-
thing? Surely it is much more complex than either or a combination of both, but dog is so deeply situated in
experience that it is near-inseparable.
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in a different sense; to read it more like a writer would. So there’s a way, I believe, to design a
classroom experiment that both allows students to closely read and play around with a literary
text from the inside of it, while supporting them in gaining an awareness of the AI’s flaws as a
writer.

What I’ve designed is an effort to achieve just that, and what follows is an account of the
things that my students and I did during an English composition class—mainly college freshmen
from mixed majors and backgrounds—at a State University in New York.

6.2 Co-Authorship with Al: Methods

Although the editors of I Am Code are a bit brazen in their discussion of Al poetry—with
their understandings rooted in science fiction, looking forward to realities that may never
materialize—Kurzweil (1999) was much more of a pragmatist. He offered that his Al is “good
at being an inspirational assistant,” and I wonder whether that’s the case for ChatGPT (p. 131).
So | decided to put this to the test and see whether my students could get an Al, as a thought-
partner in poetics, to write a convincing poem.

In designing this classroom experiment, | threaded together a similar series of tasks | did
on my own, in trying to get the Al to write, through my prompting, a simple-seeming yet
complex poem. Through this task, | hoped to create conditions for students to collaborate with
ChatGPT in such a way that they are able to independently discover its strengths and weaknesses
in order to better understand its potential uses as a writing partner and not as a crutch.

In presenting this task, I riffed loosely on the I do/we do/you do instructional model,
rooted in a theory of “gradual release” (Fisher & Frey, 2021, pp. 3-4). Fisher & Frey amended

the familiar refrain of I do/we do/you do to include “you do it together” as a tertiary, penultimate
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step in order to foster collaborative learning (p. 11). What follows below will serve as a rough
outline of the lesson | used to introduce and explain my Al experiment.
I Do: Modeling the Task

To model the activity, | wanted to use a poem that appears simple and yet, under close
scrutiny, reveals a limited yet apparent field of depth; one that seems to hold its meaning quite
close to its surface, yet, simultaneously, does not. So I turned to the poem that originally
inspired this experiment: William Carlos Williams” “This Is Just to Say.”

My students hated it. In fact, I’ve taught this poem a few times, and I’ve found that most
of my students tend to hate it. I think that’s what makes the poem fun: students tend to see it as a
provocation. This isn’t a poem, they tend to say in disbelief, a sense which tends to be quickly
dispelled once students look a bit closer. But that’s the challenge: finding a way to encourage
them to look closer. So, to start out, we quickly read the poem together:

“This Is Just To Say” by William Carlos Williams

| have eaten

the plums

that were in

the icebox

and which

you were probably

saving

for breakfast

Forgive me

they were delicious

S0 sweet

and so cold
Then, | asked my students: Do you believe an Al could have written this poem?

By my informal observations, this question was met with a resounding yes. So, as a

means of modeling the coming group activity and as a scaffold for learners who need close and
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careful instruction before beginning a task, | opened up ChatGPT on my projector and narrated
my thinking as | explained the process.

I told them, “Let’s see: I'll try to get the Al to write this poem.” So I began typing write
me a poem about... and | paused there.

I asked the class: “okay, so what is the poem about?”

And they said, “plums.”

So, with a knowing laugh, I said “okay” and typed the word “plums” and submitted my
prompt to the Al.

What it gave me—of course—was a poem about plums, but also something very far off
in tone, sense, content, and meaning from Williams’ text. And it suddenly started to click for my
students that maybe this poem is a bit more complex than may originally seem.

We Do: Prompting ChatGPT

It was immediately obvious to my students that what the Al produced was in

misalignment to Williams’ poem—it’s not even close*>— so I asked them: “okay, so what’s this

poem really about?”

32 Here is what ChatGPT generates when you ask it to “write a short poem about plums”:
In a garden's quiet hum,
Grew a tree with fruits so plum.
Purple orbs with dewy skin,
Whispers of the sweet within.

Beneath the sun, they softly gleam,
Like treasures from a midnight dream.
Velvet to the touch, they rest,

In shades of summer, richly dressed.

With every bite, a burst of taste,
Too precious, surely, to be wasted.
Their juice like ink upon the page,
Writes the essence of the sage.

In the cool of morning's embrace,
Plums hold the sun's warm trace.
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Some said “regret.”

Some said “forgiveness.”

One said “love.”

Those are much better fuel for Al prompts!

So | prompted and re-prompted the Al, modeling types of questions to ask it in order to
encourage students to re-see the poem so that they can attempt to reproduce this seemingly
simple poem. What | recognized, after this step, is that, through the development of some
guiding prompts for the Al, students were, also, laying the groundwork for a complex and
interesting analysis of the poem. A discussion of any of these themes—Ilove, regret,
forgiveness—would make excellent raw material for an analysis. After this step, | knew | was
on the right track for helping students in building a series of awareness about poetry and Al.

What’s also notable is that this uncovering of meaning didn’t require any pre-determined
teaching or collection of knowledge from me, their instructor. This way of aligning text and
student subverts such concerns that Jesse and my MA teachers had those semesters ago: | barely
had to read the text for myself in advance! |, rather, provided conditions for students to conduct
an exploration and that’s just what they were doing. This collaborative activity, though brief,
truly positioned the classroom as a site of collaborative knowledge construction, and framed the
text as not as a container of meaning and knowledge but rather a nexus-point of converging

possibilities.

A simple joy, a fleeting sum,
The silent poetry of the plum.
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You Do [Together]

Next, | presented students with some clear and explicit instructions for the task. One
student in a group of three (students were not intentionally grouped but rather clustered together
based on where they happened to be sitting) opens ChatGPT and enters the prompt. All three
students, in collaboration, are responsible for reading over the Al-generated poems and devising
prompts to further develop their Al poem.

Their task was to simply “attempt to get ChatGPT to reproduce an existing poem,” and
these were the “rules” that I supplied them with:

e You cannot prompt ChatGPT to use specific words
e You cannot prompt ChatGPT to write “in the style” of its author
e You can use descriptive words to explain how the poem sounds, feels, or may impact the
reader
e You can use words to explain the deeper meaning of the poem or the type of figurative
language used by the author
I framed the task as a bit of a game: let’s see which group can get the closest. I wanted the tone
of the class to be playful and light, in order to encourage students to take risks and experiment.

For this segment of the experiment, the poem | tasked them with using Al to attempt to
mimic or reproduce is “Suicide’s Note,” by Langston Hughes. I believe that the text was a
fitting choice for the same reasons as the Williams poem: it has language that is simple and
immediately comprehensible, yet there is a perceptible and barely concealed depth that readers
can access through deep, analytical thinking.

“Suicide's Note,” by Langston Hughes

The calm,
Cool face of the river
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Asked me for a kiss. (Hughes, 2002)

I informally polled my students to see whether they felt the task was attainable; that they’d
reasonably be able to cajole the Al into reproducing this poem. And they felt that, yes, it was
reasonable (the poem seems so simple, after all), so off to work they went.

Students had about 15 minutes of prompting and re-prompting in class, after which they
were told that they would have to: 1) share their Al poem with the class 2) submit a screenshot of
their “conversation” with ChatGPT in a Google form, and 3) complete an anonymous reflection
in a Google form.

You Do: Reflection

To wrap up the task, | had students engage in reflection by answering the following two

prompts:
1. As aresult of this experiment, what are your observations or feelings about writing and
reading poetry?
2. As aresult of this experiment, what are your observations or feelings about the
capabilities and limits of what Al can do?
What | collected over the Google form (the poem screenshots and the individual written
reflections) will constitute the data for this project so that I can arrive at some conclusions
regarding its usefulness for teachers and students.
A Note on Methodology

Teacher-researchers occupy a unique space in the broader discourse of academic research
because, as Lytle & Cochran-Smith (1993) note,

when teachers do research, they draw on interpretive frameworks built from their

histories and intellectual interests, and because the research process is embedded in

practice, the relationship between knower and known is significantly altered. This
obviates the need to "translate findings" in the conventional sense (p. 43).
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So, what does that mean for methodology? It means, | believe, that methods, methodology,
theory, and practice are all fundamentally folded into the same process: my way of collecting and
understanding data—the looking, thinking, teaching, processing, and analyzing—is deeply
interconnected, and to take one element outside of that broad and complicated context could
unwind the whole weave.

My observations from this project are situated in both teaching and critical reflection of
that teaching and also influenced by the construction of knowledge that took place in my class
sections. What follows is a reflection of what I saw in my students’ work.

6.3 Rhyme, Meter, & Algorithm: Data from the Experiment

Through reflecting on the data I gained from experiment, | found that my observations of
what my students produced during that lesson fell into the following two categories, presented
below as questions:

e What qualities of Hughes’ poem did students notice, as evidenced by their prompting?
e What conclusion or observation about the abilities of Al to produce writing were students
able to arrive at?
In the sections below, | will describe and briefly explore my answers to each of the questions that
a review of student data was able to lead me towards.
Noticing Qualities of the Poem

As was evident in their prompting, students were able to notice a range of both deeply
embedded and surface-level qualities of “Suicide’s Note.”

While some groups seemed to fixate on two of the more obvious qualities of the poem—

its length and its rhymelessness—which may have prevented them from otherwise discovering
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depth in the poem (I believe that this roadblock could potentially be surpassed with additional
scaffolding), but other students were able to notice some of its subtleties.

Some groups prompted the bot to write the poem in a manner that was “eerily simple,”
and used language to suggest an understanding of tone, including prompts that used the words
“gentle” and “dark.” Some prompted it to include specific instances of figurative language, such

as “the personification of a body of water.” Some fed it themes in their prompts, including

9% ¢ 9% ¢

“struggling to live,” “struggling to continue living,” “being free,” “a peaceful death,” or “death
and sorrow.” Other students noted in their prompts that the river, in the poem, was “enticing” to
the speaker.

Per these prompts, | believe | can conclude that some students were able to construct the
beginnings of what could be an insightful interpretation—a pre-entanglement, perhaps—as |
believe that any/all of these observations would be welcomed in a standard literary analysis-style
essay which tasked students with uncovering some sort of deeper meaning within the poem.
Some of the students seemed to be creatively and intellectually engaged with the poem in near-
profound ways. Additionally, the fact that these observations were not the product of traditional
text-based prompting but rather organically situated as part of an Al-based experiment, | feel, is
significant. Students were not engaging in those rigid and often entirely bland academic
discourses of Literary Analysis but rather playing with a new technology, and, through this play,
were able to locate some depth and nuance in a work of poetry.

Observations about Al

While reading through reflections, I noticed some students arriving at conclusions

regarding the nature of Al, but, to be frank, it felt as though many were aware that they were
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writing for their teacher. As a result, some of their writing had the sense of telling me what |
wanted to hear.

Perhaps the reflections did not strike me as wholly authentic because Al is one of those
thorny topics that gets influenced by the teacher-student power imbalance. | think that the threat
of cheating accusations looms, in some way, over classroom interactions with the topic of Al,
and the sense that a student would not want to let me, as their teacher, know that they see Al as
an important collaborative tool in learning seems reasonable.

In fact, when I first introduced the task, I asked my students whether they’d used
ChatGPT before. Most said “no” and others looked at their shoes. Meanwhile most of them just
happened to already have accounts when it came time to log into ChatGPT.

| believe my students felt inclined to be a bit dishonest about their prior interactions with
ChatGPT due to the fact that it’s mostly positioned in schools as a cheating tool and not as an
online utility for the production of language. | wonder whether this linkage between Al chatbots
and cheating, positioning it as being inherently objectionable when it comes to academics, will
have long-lasting effects on students’ attitudes towards these budding, new technologies.

Regardless, student insight was meaningful for me to consider as I critically reflect on the
lesson. Some students noted that they discovered that Al “cannot mimic the complexity of the
human brain,” and others found that “Al lacks that depth of emotion and warmth that humans are
able to give when writing poetry.” Other criticisms of Al included the ideas that the Al writing
is “creepy” because it “mimics” human language, and that Al “has a very standardized concept
of what a poem is;” while the Al is clearly trying to be human, students found that it tends to

miss the mark.
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Most of my students attributed the AI’s lack of ability to write a good poem to its
misunderstanding of—or inability to properly emulate—human emotion. | found the range of
conclusions they produced to be significant due to the fact that these were arrived at organically
and not the result of teacher influence. These observations, | feel, would make a great starting-
point for further inquiry-based lessons that explore the topic of Al.

6.4 The Calm, Cool Face of the ChatBot: Reverse-Engineering as Close-Read

| recognize that, just on title alone, some educators may hold a few reservations? about
using this poem in a learning setting. Deferring to the wisdom of Jericho Brown, the poet claims
that Hughes’ work is “not a poem about suicide” but rather, he offers, “it is a poem about living
forever” (Brown, 2016).

Brown'’s is clearly a profound reading, which reaches, itself, a certain level of artistry,
and I would not expect or even desire a student to produce such a reading. But | agree,
fundamentally, with his exploration of the poem and thus have no issues using it with students.
If Romeo and Juliet, a play which uses suicide as a pivotal and terminal plot occurrence can be
taught in thousands upon thousands of classrooms (most of which tend to be 9th grade or middle
school), I’'m sure Hughes’ poem, which has so much to offer for students in both craft and
content, can find a place in lessons as well.

Much like the brief experiment of Williams’ plums poem which was not exactly about
plums, students found themselves to be working with a suicide poem which was not exactly

about death. 1 feel that students were able to discover a complex, earned reading of this short

33 There aren’t all that many comparable poems which offer a similar depth/length ratio, which appear to be
relatively simple, while containing galaxies of complexity. One such poem that might work is “Separation” by W.S.
Merwin, though | am resolute in my feelings with regards to Hughes’ poem as a fantastic and engaging teaching text
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poem, which reached towards the reading of an actual poet; and they got there through playing
around with an Al. 1 find that to be incredibly significant.

In my experience, I’ve found that most teachers of English would acknowledge that many
students lack the stamina, patience, and desire—especially with poetry—to read and reread and
re-reread a singular text, much less one that appears to be so basic upon first glance. However,
through this experiment, | found that students were tolerant of looking closely at every single
word of this text to attempt to grasp its various complexities—even its punctuation! | overheard,
as | made rotations through student groups, discussions about the comma after “calm”: why it’s
there and what it does. They were wondering and speculating more than trying to reach answers.
(I’'m reminded of Collins’ (1996) advice for learners of poetry: it seemed like my students were
trying to press their ear against Hughes’ poem’s “hive ”).

While I was pleased to see some students reading poetry with such care, determination,
and creativity, | admit that no student in the room was able to arrive at any sort of formally
constructed analysis; I didn’t see them achieving the type of material, concrete depth necessary
of a typical analytical task. Maybe that’s not an altogether bad thing, but I’'m sure that many
teachers, due to pressure from administrators and looming standardized testing, would require
some sort of further work into the domain of analysis.

| also notice that this experiment did not necessarily invite the student to treat the literary
text as as rhizomatic—a goal of my own personal pedagogies, as I’ve explored a few times in
this dissertation—due to the fact that the question-and-answer structure of the task is, by nature,
a bit more arborescent; but I do believe that students were uniquely able to see interpretive

possibility.
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Considering my findings and flaws, | wonder, how | might push them deeper? To make
more significant connections and anchor their observations about the poem, discovered through
prompting, more deeply in writing or reflection?

One answer might be further assessment and scaffolding: since this activity lived on their
technological devices, | had no way of observing the questions they were asking in real-time and
thus had a hard time giving feedback on their prompts. Perhaps a round of collaborative prompt-
writing before they ever touch ChatGPT would be a helpful step in scaffolding the prompting.
Students could perhaps even write out their prompts on chart paper, share with the class, and
arrive at a shared visual reference for productive questions to prompt the Al with.

| believe that this was a relatively successful experiment, because it accomplishes what |
have attempted to do but have largely failed to accomplish during my time as a classroom
English teacher: It encouraged my students to become active participants in the reading and
discussion of a work of literature. They read, reread, noticed, wondered, discussed, and did all
this with little intervention from me. Whereas when I have used typical classroom methods, I’ve
found myself having to control the knowledge about text that is transmitted. Flipping this
paradigm felt powerful and invigorating. Students took a typical close read, and through this
task, turned it into something else entirely.

Reverse-Engineering as Close Reading

Whereas the close read can be a comfortable tool in the hands of many literature
teachers, in my experience, I’ve seen it acting as a source of frustration and boredom for a
student, because the task mainly constitutes the measured and deliberate torturing of a text (I'm
reminded of Collins again). When students close read—a practice described by Beach et al.

(2010, p. 156) as “a detailed and subtle analysis of the formal components that make up the
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literary work, such as the meanings and interactions of words, figures of speech, and symbols”—
a text, they’re, in actuality, distanced: far removed from an experience of a text, because all
they’re really doing is engaging in the careful extraction of meaning.

Rather, with the reader-to-Al-to-text paradigm I’m exploring in this chapter, students are
experimenting with text in order to organically discover what might lie beneath its surface; they
were worried much less with meaning and much more with possibility. This way of reading
could represent a form of close reading that is more open, more creative, and more close-ly
attuned to what it means to write a text, rather than just the picking apart of its pieces.

Moreover, the positioning of the Al as a tool for the reimagining of the close reading
task—whereby students, rather than annotating to death an unfortunate sentence or two, are
actively prompting an Al to reproduce a piece of text—creates a process of learning that is more
observable, more collaborative, and more intellectually engaging than the typical intensive
annotation process required of a close reading task. Annotation, as I’ve found, can just as easily
be faked by students as is the choosing of a multiple-choice response.

What might a teacher learn more from: symbols, notes, and questions on a page, or a
series of specific questions prompted to an AI? I would choose the latter, because it’s more
closely connected to the rhizomatic sort of learning experiences that I believe we should be
promoting in classrooms.

This activity doesn’t need to be reserved just for the reverse-engineering of a work of
poetry, but I believe it could be used for any literary text. A particularly lush or complicated
sentence from a novel could be just as fertile for prompting and re-prompting as any poem could
be. This different analytical paradigm could present near-endless possibilities for any educator

who is willing to experiment.
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Perhaps in some not-so-far-flung future, an Al-assisted reverse-engineering of text might
come to supplant close reading as a pedagogical tool, but I’m sure this would create problems as
well. Students may become too accustomed to the all-too-neat “creative” writing of the Al, and
start to believe that what it produces is just as meaningful, if not better, than the work of true
literary artists or even themselves. | would hate to live in that future, but I think the goal of
creating reading tasks in the English classroom that allow students to more deeply exercise their
creative senses of reading, while giving them an opportunity to exert their freedom, is a
worthwhile cause.

6.5 Theoretical Considerations for Dialoguing with a Bot

While I have evaluated this activity to be a successful one and to have some interesting
implications for a possible future of English instruction, I could be completely wrong.

My students’ prompting of the Al could be just as empty as the pedagogies I’ve been
critiquing; just as thoughtless as the bubbling of a scantron. The task looked and felt effective,
but I think there’s something to establish, on a theoretical level, in order to determine how
authentic their engagement was, how meaningful their learning was. What I need to do, | feel, is
to better understand the nature of their prompting; to understand what is actually happening on a
dialogical level, when they engage with the Al.

As a result, I wonder whether their prompting has features of dialogue; whether the
things they say to the Al are working with the Al in some meaningful type of way. | want to
demonstrate that my students were not participating in a monological relationship with Al; much
like one might use a search engine: Al as an answer-provider. I don’t believe anyone has ever
learned anything from the act of typing a word or two into a Google search-bar; whatever

learning may take place comes from the output. So I feel | need to establish that this is not what
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was happening, that my students were engaging in some sort of Al-supported dialogic, which
resulted in the deepening of ideas and the creation of new understandings.

To make this determination, | feel | need to go about attempting to understand the
following questions:

When students go about writing prompts, are they dialoguing with the Al?

When the Al goes about answering students, is it dialoguing with them?

If my students were, in fact, engaging in genuine dialogue with the Al in addition to dialoguing
with each other, then I can consider the Al a member of their discourse and thus a helpful
member of the learning experience. Either that, or it’s just an illusion; mirrors facing mirrors,
providing only what appears to be depth.

Can an Al Be a Dialogue Partner?

My first point of concern is in the discernment of whether the prompting of an Al is, in
fact, a dialogic act. In order to determine this, I believe I need to figure out whether it’s even
possible, in a theoretical sense, to actually dialogue with a non-human partner: the Al. To clear
this up, 'l first need to talk about utterances.

Utterances are, to Bakhtin, the smallest-possible expressions of meaning: A smile, a nod,
a grunt, a word—even silence—can count as utterances (1986 pp. 133-135). But these things
only become utterances—genuine acts of dialogue—when they are made in relation to the either
imagined or present other; a “second consciousness” (p. 136).

In a dialogic sense, I feel that Bakhtin’s use of consciousness also denotes human
because we are the only language-using organisms on Earth that | feel can definitively be called

conscious. But, you might wonder, Als use language in a way that seem awfully human, so, of
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course prompting an Al would qualify as some sort of dialogue. It’s a [human] consciousness
engaging in discourse with a[n artificial] consciousness. Wouldn’t that constitute a dialogue?

I would reject this idea, and I think Bakhtin would as well, and that’s because Al can’t be
considered a true consciousness due to the fact that it can’t engage in genuine selection when it
makes an utterance. It’s not choosing its own words or expressions but rather reorganizing those
it has already been given.

We choose unique ways of expressing thoughts because we have unique consciousnesses,
and the act of dialogue is either the collision or harmony of those—a speaker, through their

29 ¢

utterances, “builds on,” “polemicizes with” or “presumes [knowledge]” in context of the
utterances of another speaker. When a parrot says a word, it is not uniquely choosing that word
from a near-innumerable matrix of other options, but, rather, just repeating what it’s heard.
Parrots, we know, are not conscious. Thus, | can establish what | feel is already a foregone
conclusion: Als, as we know them today, are decidedly not conscious.

Every act of selection carries with it some sort of intentionality. That, I believe, is why
Bakhtin describes dialogue as an “infinity against infinity” (1986 p. 136); not an infinity against
a mirror; not a mirror against a mirror. Mirrors, while capable of reflecting depth, are,
themselves, flat. So mirrors, much like Als, provide simulations of an infinity and not an actual
limitlessness. It’s all confined within the portal of a reflecting surface. Something with edges,
boundaries, and decidedly non-infinite.

| find it interesting that Bakhtin makes frequent mention of the term consciousness as he

engages with his dialogic theory, as that term holds such a unique weight in the digital

humanities and when considering the nature of artificial intelligence. They seem to wring their
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hands over what does/does not constitute a consciousness, yet Bakhtin seems so certain: it’s
language.

The problem raised by Al, and the fact which, | believe precludes it from being
considered a consciousness—Iinguistic or otherwise—is that fact that its utterances are
comprised solely of someone else’s words, just repurposed. So, I believe, to Bakhtin, much like
other linguists and theorists who have considered the nature of LLMs like ChatGPT, an Al is
non-conscious and therefore non-capable of engaging in dialogue with a user.

As a result of this discussion, I’'m now wondering: is an interaction with an Al an act of
monologue?

To Bakhtin a monological speech act is one that “is addressed to no one and does not
presuppose a response” (1986, p. 117). Does this solve the problem? Does this mean my
students were in monologue with the Al, much like one would interact with Google?

I’m not so sure. Their prompts had a uniquely iterative quality, where ideas were
flowing, branching, developing. This has to be something more than a monologue.

Perhaps I’m envisioning the relationship between my students and the Al improperly.
Instead of viewing the Al as a dialogue participant, what if | framed it as a dialogical space?

The following hypothetical Bakhtin presents in Speech Genres, may lead me towards
some helpful insight:

An analysis of the simplest everyday dia-logue ( "What time is it?"-"Seven o'clock™ ).

The more or less complex situation of the question. One must look at the clock. The

answer can be true or false, it can be significant, and so forth. In which time zone? The

same question asked in outer space, and so forth.

In this example, it is not the clock, itself, that is a member of the dialogue. Yet it has influence

on the dialogue: its monological “utterances” inform what is said by the participants, who are in
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a dialogic. Thus, I can see Al like a clock, of sorts. While it’s not contributing to the dialogue
directly, its monologic offerings are providing the basis for dialogue.

As a result, this is how I would like to view the Al: as a dialogical space.

We can encourage the Al to mediate the terms of our interactions with one another or
with the topics of our prompts, but we are not, however, directly dialoguing with the Al.

So what does this suggest? It means, | believe, that Al can function as a third space in
which exchange (between students, between topics, between experiences, between artistic
expressions) can take place. Just like the clock can be a third space where we settle matters of
temporality in the midst of a dialogue, the Al can function as a third space where we can situate
the comings and goings of ideas, thoughts, interactions, and acts of learning. The implications
for Al as a pedagogical tool, as a result, | feel, become quite limited. But I think those limits are
important for educators to recognize and operate inside of.

We know that Al isn’t a magical tool that can create profound learning experiences: it has
to always be the students who do the working, the talking, the reading, the thinking, the writing.
| believe we have to be careful to not offload such fundamentally vital learning tasks to the Al,
so that we can continue to engage our students in meaningful ways as learners.

6.6 The Not-So-New Relationalities of Literary Texts and Students

In this chapter, | engaged in a bit of sleuthing. How, | wondered, could students be made
to engage with Al and literature in the English classroom in such a way that it enables them to
notice the limits of the AI’s ability while also devising a way for them to interact meaningfully
with a work of literature?

So | devised an experiment, through which I found students might be able to freely

experiment with Al, situated within a task of literary analysis. This task, | have found, opens up
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some pedagogical possibilities work exploring: the way it inverts or re-positions the close
reading task, the way it helps students engage meaningfully in a low-stakes creative writing task,
the way that it provides a basis for critiquing an Al, and the way that it supplies a space for
student-to-student or student-to-text dialogue to take place.

As | have been focused on relationalities and literature as an overarching theme in this
dissertation, the focus of this chapter was to look closely at students’ reading of literature. I have
found, since practically day 1 of my teaching career, that students tend to have a strained and
complicated relationship with reading. The teaching of literary text winds up disconnecting
students from reading experiences, and | wondered, in this chapter, whether Al might come to
act as a tool for the reunion of student and text.

Whether that is possible, at this point, | am unsure. The lesson didn’t fully work; I don’t
believe that my students, for the most part, were able to have profound experiences with a
beautiful poetic text. This, of course, is a not-so-new problem. But maybe Al did something
helpful, something noteworthy in this lesson that can be carried out into other contexts and
iterated in interesting ways.

What I have learned is that Al can help students in seeing texts differently but whether it
could, actually, bring students closer to text is deeply inconclusive. Did students gain more
enjoyment of Hughes’ poem as a result of this experiment? Did they feel closer to the poem as a
result of this experiment? At this point, | have no way of knowing, but, in the future, | am
supremely curious about finding ways of discovering answers to these questions: whether Al can

draw students into text and help them become entangled and relational with it.
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Chapter 7

Please Suggest a Title of My Dissertation Conclusion®*

| read a short article a few weeks ago that was discussing Al and education. It went
about arguing the benefits and dangers of its use for a few hundred words. It seemed relatively
bland and unremarkable, though a bit interesting.

I won’t link the article here, but I’ve seen a few versions of an article of this sort; one that
seems a bit like clickbait, where the author is discussing ChatGPT not with a particular lens or
perspective but rather just to say something about it. Again: it was unremarkable, and | barely
remember what it said for the most part. 1 worked my way to the end, unimpressed.

Then, in the last few lines, something happened. The author did something audacious
and even a bit infuriating.

They pulled back a veil. A grand reveal.

They wrote: actually this whole article was written by ChatGPT, and reflected for a
paragraph or so on the bot’s writing. And my eyes almost rolled out of my skull. It was a mess.
A botched prestige: a magician smugly tipping over their hat to find the gore of a pulpy,
squashed rabbit squelching out in a heap. | would never do that to you.

Or would 1?

| want to admit now, that everything you just read—this entire dissertation, start to
finish—was written by ChatGPT.

Actually it wasn’t. Of course it wasn’t.

34 Charting the Future: Envisioning the Next Horizon in Literature Education with Artificial Intelligence (OpenAl,
2024)
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Or was it?

| want to admit now that everything you’ve read up until this very sentence was written
by ChatGPT. Generated in an instant. I merely prompted it to “write a full-length dissertation
that explores the teaching of literature and Al technology.”

Actually, I promise, it wasn’t.

Or was it?

It wasn’t.

I’m engaging in a bit of silliness to demonstrate a few things here. Of course this
dissertation wasn’t Al generated; while I don’t believe I’'m the greatest writer—I do believe I'm
competent and can achieve some pretty nice effects here and there—I am confident that I’'m a
better writer than ChatGPT.

It cannot now, or maybe ever, do the things that | do in this dissertation. But maybe there
will always be a tiny inkling, now that we’ve entered the age of generative machines—a tingling
suspicion perhaps—that maybe there’s an element of this that wasn’t man-made; that maybe an
Al did have a part in writing this poem / essay / article / homework assignment / whatever else.
It’s not a great feeling to have: to have to sleuth your way through a written product, searching
for signs of synthetic authorship. That does things to your reading and it does things to your
writing; none of them can be good, I’m sure.

While I do believe that the consequences of Al will be far-reaching and complicated, the
goal of this dissertation was not to imagine a post-human world, to speculate the sort of things
that may or may not happen as a result of ChatGPT’s introduction. Rather, I’ve been looking

with a narrow scope: to attempt to understand the ways that Al may come to impact our
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relationalities with literature and attempt to see whether Al might affect the teaching and
learning of literature.

What I’ve found, through writing, working, reading, and theorizing I’ve been doing, is
that Al is not inventing new problems but, rather reframing old ones. AI’s writing ability is
reframing the same-old problems of cheating and academic dishonesty. Al’s reading ability is
reframing the well-worn paths of pedagogical formalism. Using Al with students may or may
not help them notice things about a literary text. The presence of Al in our learning spaces
seems to be resurfacing many of the problems that educators have been acquainted with for
generations. That’s how I came across the subtitle for this dissertation: the problems introduced
by Al, while they seem to be extra threatening, veiled in complicated technologies that seem so
difficult to understand and, even magical, are not-so-new.

Thus I believe that we, as a community of educators and scholars, should be attuning our
attention to Al accordingly. I likely won’t change our world. We’re already equipped to handle
the challenges it produces. An overreaction to its introduction into learning spaces could, | fear,
lead us down some problematic paths: separating us—teachers and students—farther from
experiencing literature and deepening a persistent disconnection from liberating practices for the
teaching of literature.

7.1 How Should Al Function in Learning Spaces for English Literature?

One of my most valuable lessons about the capabilities of Al was buried in a footnote
that you might have even skipped over while reading this (if you did, I can’t say I blame you;
this dissertation has gone on long enough without those indulgent footnotes to worry about).
That footnote was back on page 83. I’ll copy it below to save you the effort of flipping or

scrolling backward:
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Once, during a bout of experiments with the ChatGPT, | had the thought of asking it to
“invent a new language and write a sentence with that language.” It named the language
“Lingua Nova” (a bit uninventive, perhaps), and I, then, asked it to create a fictional
nation in which the natives spoke the language (OpenAl, 2023).

It called the country “Elysoria” and said that its inhabitants “strong tradition of
storytelling and poetry in Lingua Nova. Music, dance, and visual arts are integral parts of
everyday life, often inspired by the nation’s natural beauty. Elysorians celebrate various
festivals throughout the year, each with its unique customs and rituals” (OpenAl, 2023).
Additionally, I asked it to create a conjugation table of the verb “to be” in Lingua Nova,
and it produced the following:

“Lingua Nova Verb "To Be": "Essi"

First Person Singular (I am):

Past: "Essibo"

Present: "Essisun”

Future: "Essiyu”

Second Person Singular (You are):

Past: "Essitu"

Present: "Essira"

Future: "Essiva” (OpenAl, 2023)

It also provided plural and third person conjugations. After, | asked it to write a poem in
the new language, which it did:

Poem in Lingua Nova: Translated:

Venti-sura lau freli, Gentle winds whisper softly,

Celi-lumi brila-kei. Skies glow brightly.

Nos-teri mundi-bri, Our beautiful world,

Flora-sora, aqua-lei. Floral heavens, dancing waters. (OpenAl, 2023)

Finally, I asked it to create a depiction of a “citizen of Elysoria,” and it produced what
appeared to be a green-eyed Caucasian/east Asian hybrid woman with long black hair in
a messy bun and face tattoos. Though she is an illustration, she looks young, thin, and
beautiful.

Pretty cool, but nothing thrilling or particularly imaginative.

This experiment was significant for a number of reasons, one of which being that it revealed to

me some of the things that ChatGPT seems to know about language, and its limits when trying to

imagine something new.

It can’t quite seem to invent the way we may want it to; the things that it creates are all,

sadly, tethered to the familiar. I don’t mean to brag that I know some Latin, but, in the AI’s

delineation of the conjugations of its “new” verb ESsi, there’s a clear and quite obvious

connection to Latin’s Esse and Italian’s Essere. While | understand that even the most unique
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invented languages are deeply rooted in existing languages (Tolkien is well-known for his vast
linguistic knowledge), there’s something that seems a bit too derivative, and maybe bordering on
plagiaristic.

I don’t raise this example with the goal of criticizing the AI’s lack of imaginativity—I’ve
done enough of that already, and this experiment was actually pretty fun—but, |1 want to focus on
my prompting, which, I felt, wound up being pretty imaginative.

| stretched the Al to its creative limits: not only did | ask it to invent a language, but |
asked it to create a culture, write a poem, generate an image of a person, explain itself, and think
further and more deeply about my prompts in order to push more deeply into its [rather shallow]
creative depths. Through reaching beyond the input/output relationship that Al can so-often
wind up getting reduced to, | engaged with myself creatively in order to push the Al to its limits.

I’ve said this once or twice already in this dissertation: we should not be positioning Al
as a thought-provider in learning environments but rather embracing it as a thought partner.
Upon reflection, I think I’ve been containing Al within the wrong frame. Rather than
positioning it as a thought-partner—something that supports us in our thinking, learning, and
exploring—what if we came to treat it as a thought-provoker?

The Thought-Provoking Generative Machine

It’s only fitting that I conclude this dissertation with an experiment.

Toliver & Miller (2018) offer a classroom thought-experiment that I have used a few
times with students and to varying success. In fact, | just ran the experiment this semester during
a mini-unit on dystopian fiction in order to demonstrate to my students the series of decisions
that an author of a dystopian text may engage in—either conscious or unconscious—as they

invent their narratives. | feel that this process lays out the creative process for students in a way
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that’s tangible and reasonable, which demystifies authorship which is can often be treated as
sacred by English teachers (we love to gush over authors we admire, and I’ve always wondered
the sort of barriers this constructs for students).

The activity described by the authors is a way of positioning science fiction authorship
“as a thought experiment, framing the workshop as a fictional laboratory for investigating the
world and testing various possibilities” (p. 53). Experiments tend to be far less objectionable and
much more low-stakes in the mind of the student, | find, and they enable them to take risks in a
way that formal creative writing exercises, fraught with pressure to perform, tend to carry. The

series of writing prompts for students to respond to is as follows:

1. What problems do you see in your community/world?

2. Ifwedon’t fix this problem, what could happen today?

3. Ten years from now? One hundred years from now?

4. If you could invent something to fix the problem (identified in step 1), what would you
create?

5. What would this creation do? Does it have limits?

6. How would this creation work? How would it be implemented?

7. How would your creation change the people, environment, government?

8. Are there any new obstacles that might arise based on the creation you suggested?

9. Would anything in the world be the same, or would everything change? (p. 53)

I’ve tweaked and adapted this series of questions in various types of ways in my previous
experimentations with it®, but I’ve found it to be generally interesting to students to play around
with. Also, students tend to become very engaged in classwork when they get an opportunity to
name and diagnose society’s problems: some common problems that students tend to choose are
mental health, social media, family/friend relationships, climate change, racism, and policing.

You know; the simple things.

35| typically frame question #4 “if you could invent something...” with some fanfare. Congratulations!, | tell
students. You are now the King / Queen / nonbinary Ruler of your new reality. Money and resources is not an
obstacle...
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One question that | have typically added to the end of this thought-experiment is the
following: is this new world you created a world where life is easier or harder than it is now? Is
this a world you would like to live in?

| find this final question really drives the point home: that plans to fix society might just
wind up backfiring and making things far worse.

Since | have become so accustomed to looking at my various pedagogical pursuits
through the lens of generative Al, I now see this activity as not only a fun and informative
writing experiment for students but rather a way to model AI’s various functionalities, and ways
that it may come to exist as thought provider, thought partner, and, even, thought provoker in
classrooms.

Thought Provider

If we are to position the Al simply as a thought-provider—something more akin to the
input/output, query/response relationship that Wikipedia, google, or even an encyclopedia may
provide—we can treat this experiment through the following hypothetical situation:

e A teacher introduces the activity
e A teacher prompts students to open ChatGPT
e Students type the questions listed above into ChatGPT and read its answers, accepting
and repurposing those answers as, essentially, their own
| engaged in this experiment with ChatGPT, in which I simply fed it the questions outlined by
Toliver one at a time, and what it gave me was thorough and technically impressive—that

familiar way that all Al writing tends to be impressive in a technical sense—yet painfully dull,

36 P’ve attached the full contents of the Al conversation in Appendix C
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It read like a pitch-deck for a non-profit organization that I wouldn’t, for one second, consider
donating funds to.

ChatGPT went on and on about the ills of climate change and how engaging in
collaborative measures to pool and distribute global energy might cure the related network of
issues caused by climate change. In the end, the Al proudly announced that its fixes “would aim
to make life easier and more sustainable for future generations” (OpenAl, 2024).

This conclusion misses the mark and corrupts the entire premise of the activity. | feel
that this thought-experiment is so powerful for students, because it leads them to realize,
organically, the deeply embedded lesson which spans virtually all dystopian texts: authoritarian
measures to fix big, global problems often result in mystery for the general public.

This writing task can, then, function as a lens through which the reading, discussing,
interpreting, analyzing, and writing about a dystopian work of fiction can be viewed. It colors
and influences students’ readings profoundly, because they’re enabled to read the text from the
position of an author: as someone who now understands the inner workings of what it means to
build a dystopian world, and not just a student or outside observer.

Moffett (1983) states that such acts of authorship achieved by students in classrooms can
grant students with a “sense of the choices” that an author makes (p. 110). Additionally, Moffett
offers that when students are given the conditions to “invent” texts, they “see all the choices,
make decisions; the arbitrariness and inevitability of what professionals do disappears. It all
begins to make sense. [They] are on the inside of the game, and it is more fun to play this way”
(p. 110). Although this is primarily a writing task, it’s deeply situated in the reading of literature
and would help to support and enliven the reading and interpretation of any dystopian text that

may follow this activity.

216



The version of this experiment that I’ve outlined above would be a classroom application
which positions Al as a thought-provider; students using it simply for answers. What, then,
might it look like if ChatGPT were positioned as a thought-partner?

Thought Partner

Positioning ChatGPT as a thought-partner in this activity would focus on its use as a
brainstorming tool rather than a question-and-answer service. One way that this could play out
in a classroom would be the following:

e A teacher puts students in small groups
e Each small group has a device with ChatGPT
e Students in groups query the Al: list 5 serious problems facing the world today
o Students discuss the Al'’s offerings and decide which to work with, providing, perhaps a
justification in writing
e Students answer, either collaboratively or independently, the next 2 questions and discuss
e Students ask the Al to brainstorm possible creations to solve the problem they came up
with and discuss which of the Al’s suggestions they like the most
e Students answer the remaining questions collaboratively, based on the Al’s creation
This paradigm involves the Al not as controlling or steering the conversation, but, rather,
suggesting ideas to assist students in their own creativity and discussion. Here, Al is able to
function as a dialogical space; providing a premising of student interaction and a very sparingly-
used answer-provider. Pivotal in this design is the detail that students are not merely accepting
the AI’s answers and accepting it as their own but rather discussing the AI’s suggestions and

evaluating and perhaps even developing them further.
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In this version of the activity, students are engaging in most of the thinking
collaboratively and utilizing the Al as a means for providing grounds for additional discussion.
These discussions, though, would be based mostly in evaluating, negotiating, or critiquing what
the Al is providing in its responses. Whereas in the first example, with Al positioned as a
thought-provider, in which students are blindly accepting and parroting whatever answer it
provides, here, students are analyzing and interpreting what the Al provides in order to serve as a
basis for further collaborative discussion.

Thought Provoker

There are a few prompts that I played around with in order to find some ways of
provoking hypothetical students towards arriving at the same sort of observations and
conclusions that Toliver & Miller’s prompting might lead them towards. Here are some
examples | came up with, which can be entered in ChatGPT by students as prompts and
collaboratively discussed in small groups:

e Write a short speech from the perspective of an authoritarian ruler in a dystopian
society

e Write a short diary entry of a teenager living in a dystopian world and struggling
to survive

e Write song lyrics for an anthem for a faction of rebels fighting against an
authoritarian dystopian government

e Create an image of a flag of an oppressive dystopian regime

e Write a brief dialogue for a dystopian scene where the leader of a rebellion

confronts an authoritarian leader who makes life miserable for their subjects
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The Al-generated responses to these prompts have a wild range of qualities: kind of fun, really
silly, actually impressive, or completely inaccurate. However inconsistent, | do believe that they
are all, in their own ways, provocative. While they’re not, on their own, worthy of study or of
close attention in a learning environment, | believe they can, however, encourage students to
think deeply about important elements in dystopian works of literature.

Students could, in small groups, read, interpret, and analyze an AI’s response to one of
these prompts (or, ideally, design their own creative and provoking prompt) and backtrack:
reverse-engineer the series of questions outlined by Toliver & Miller in order to fill in the
context of the dystopia that the Al is attempting to produce. This, | believe, would position
student-readers as authors as they engage with a shared classroom texts, and, as a result, could
lead students toward the development of deep and nuanced understanding through their own
authentic creative engagement with the text.

Additional Explorations

What I’ve outlined isn’t quite a classroom task that is centered in a literary text, as I’ve
mentioned before, but it is rather a task that explores what it means to write a literary text. This
task could be paired with a short work of dystopian fiction—"Twenty Hours,” by Kim Fu,
even—in order to support students in their efforts to make meaning from and interpret the text in
a way that is organic and free.

If students walk into a literary text with the contextual understanding of what it takes to
actually write that sort of text, then, I believe students may feel empowered to fight through
confusion on their own and come to understand the text in profound and interesting ways. Thus,
there can be fewer barriers for a student’s entering into a rhizomatic relationality with the text,

and the grounds for a learning experience can be constructed through the use of Al. Al would
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not be the focal point, but, rather, a tool for further provocation and deep and productive
collaborative thinking: the construction of knowledge.

In the Provider/Partner/Provoker lineage I’ve outlined in this section, I feel the flaws of
the provider paradigm are clear: in this situation, the student is not free to think. When Al is
positioned as a partner, the student is responsible for some thinking, but the Al is there to
provide significant and propelling support. However, if the Al is invited into classroom settings
as a thought provoker, then, I feel, that the theories and ideas that I’ve been describing and
pursuing in this dissertation can truly come to bear. Students can engage in the rigorous,
creative, and collaborative formation of new understandings about text, which they can, then,
carry into their reading experiences with literature.

If you, reader, a fellow teacher of English or a person interested in finding ways to utilize
Al as part of an instructional experience for the teaching of literature, | have some suggestions—
not answers, but suggestions—for you. You might think about the following:

e Try notto use Al like Google; rather than having it exist as an input/output answer-
machine, use it as a space where students can collaboratively suggest ideas for the Al,
discuss its response, and iterate on that response.

e See what happens when students use the Al to give feedback on their own student-
generated creative texts.

e Consider using the Al’s reading/analysis of literary texts as a way of developing students’
ability to read critically. Let them find holes or flaws in the AI’s interpretation, and
challenge them to protect or defend their own reading.

e Experiment with the Al’s ability to reverse-engineer text, and use students’ prompts as

evidence of an in-formation interpretation.
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While | have been focusing on the not-so-new with regards to Al’s involvement in
learning spaces, this sort of teaching and learning model can lead us towards the genuinely-new:
a way of using Al so that it can allow for innovative learning experiences with literary texts.

Maybe we might be heading towards an exciting future after all.

7.2 Concluding Questions and Provocations

I am not a cheerleader for Al; I’'m barely even a believer in it. I have questioned its uses,
its existence, its ethics, its accuracy, its abilities, and have found very few satisfying answers.

What I’ve been doing in this dissertation is simply responding to the direction of the
conversation which I see currently taking place. I don’t believe the bell will be un-rung; though
it could happen, I don’t think that Al will suddenly disappear. While I’ve told you, reader, that I
love teachers and admire teachers, | am also disappointed with the ways that | have seen teachers
discussing AI. Many teachers I’ve worked with tend to see Al as a threat; something that will
ruin teaching and corrupt our students. Teaching is not so easily ruined, and our students are not
so easily corrupted; we’re all much stronger, more resilient than that.

What | wanted to accomplish in this dissertation is to engage in a series of experiments so
that I can find ways of using Al alongside the teaching of literature. I’ve wanted to discover how
to use Al in a humane way, so that it respects the humanity of teachers, of students, and of the
literature we teach.

I wouldn’t pretend to know what the future holds (I can barely comprehend the present),
but I do believe that there are two possible outcomes of our use of Al: it will either separate us
from or unite us with our humanity. Treating all students as potential cheaters just waiting to
sneak a synthetic essay under your nose separates us from humanity; it makes us more cold,

more paranoid, more cynical and suspicious. Less loving and compassionate.
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Using Al alongside literature as a thought-provoker, | feel can have the effect of
connecting us more closely with our humanity; a human(ing) of the teacher and the student.

In my future uses of Al throughout the various spaces of learning | occupy—whether it’s
a classroom, a dinner table, a faculty meeting, or just a text with a friend—I want to always be
questioning, constantly wondering.

To be asking myself: how am | positioning Al? To wonder: what am | allowing Al to
become?

Is it a wall or a window?

A barrier or bridge?

Am | using it to connect to the most valuable parts of our humanity: to our creativity,
love, kinship, or care? Or am | using it to distance us from our sacred right to think and learn
with freedom? These are not questions to take lightly and | hope to never forget to ask them.

While I may have plenty of questions, please don’t forget what I told you in my first
couple of pages: I don’t have the answers.

I hope I’ve convinced you that Al doesn’t either.
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Appendix A

Methods:

e | started each session with a brief welcoming and thanking my participant for their time,
while explaining the informed consent agreement, which each of my participants signed
and submitted in advance of our meeting

e As an orienting task, designed with the purpose of warming participants up intellectually
and finding ways for them to reveal to me some of their attitudes and opinions with
regards to some topics relevant to the experiment, | asked them the following three
questions:

1. Share one/two words you would use to describe your attitude or feelings toward
the teaching of literature
2. Share one/two words you would use to describe your students’ attitude or feelings
toward the reading of literature
o [In using the term “students,” I asked my participants to envision either
young people in a school or pre-service or in-service teachers whom they
had taught—which ever felt right to them—and to inform me of which they
were referring to during our discussion
3. Share one/two words you would use to describe your attitude or feelings towards
generative Al such as chatGPT as a tool for teaching or learning of literature

e Since it can sometimes be difficult to find precise language when one is put on the spot, |

offered my participants a mood meter (Appendix B) to utilize as a scaffold if they could

not locate an accurate word or two on their own
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e Next, | informed participants that we would be moving into a reading portion of the
interview. | told participants that | budgeted 20 minutes for the reading, and that they
were free to take as much time as needed. | also told them to do whatever they naturally
tend to do when they read something; if they’re natural annotators, then annotate; if not,
then don’t. I invited participants to go off camera during the reading process. The text
was made available to them digitally on a Google doc.

o | should add, here, that, while I considered having participants read the text in
advance of our interview, | elected for the reading to happen in-the-moment,
because | wanted to see more raw and immediately felt responses than well-
thought out and deeply considered analyses of the text. | thought that the ability
to see real-time reactions to the text would serve my data better and more
authentically show me the habits or practices of reading that surface when a
teacher of English reads a work of literature

e After the participant signals that they are done, | ask, without framing, prompting, or
leading in any direction to explain what’s “on their mind” after reading. I tried my best
to just listen and take notes (though that’s a hard thing for an English teacher to do) while
the participant explains what they’re thinking. When I felt the conversation was trailing
off, I would take the opportunity to ask quick clarifying questions if there was anything
that | felt needed additional explanation.

e After verbally sharing their immediate reactions, | gave participation an opportunity to
further process their ideas through writing, which could, I believe, help them to develop
thoughts, create new observations, or process and reflect on what they’re previously

noticed. I framed the task deliberately, asking them to write what they’re “noticing” now
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about the text, which, | feel, allows them the ability to explore without shifting into a
particular reflective, responsive, analytical, speculative, interpretive, or otherwise
academic discourse. | want the processing of text to remain in the rhizomatic, to enable
participants to explore any possibility they wish. | allotted 3-5 minutes for this task and
asked the participant, after, to share what they wrote. | took notes as my participant
shared and asked for clarification when necessary.

In the next step, | asked participants to think about their students and to explain some of
the things they feel that those students might notice about the text—whether those
students are young people in classrooms, MA students, or in-service teachers. The
purpose of this element of the interview was to shift the discussion to teaching in order to
see whether any shifts happen in my participants’ discussion of text. Thus I can attempt
to notice any movement in interpretation and also notice the ways in which educators
who work with teachers of English come to understand some concerns, issues, or ideas
related to students in an MA program or in secondary schools.

The next step of the interview involved the participant opening up ChatGPT on their
computer, copy the entirety of the short story from the Google doc, and type the
following into a ChatGPT prompt: In a paragraph, tell me what you notice about a short
story. The full text of the short story is below. The participant would then paste the full
text of the short story into ChatGPT and read the subsequent response that the Al would
provide. This is my effort to fold ChatGPT into our discussion in order to attempt to
notice whether it’s able to exert any influence on the participant’s own, personal reading.
Will it cause the participant to see something new? To bring into focus some other

recognized or not-recognized element in the text? Or, will a reader lean towards
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critiquing the Al and defending their reading? Or will there be overlap with the AI’s
observations? I am eager to look deeply at my participants' readings in light of the AI’s
contributions.

e [, then, ask participants to reflect on ChatGPT’s reading of the short story and to explain
whatever thoughts were on their mind with regards to whatever the Al generated. This
will give participants an opportunity to articulate, in their own words, a response to the
AT’s reading

e After this brief discussion, | asked participants to consider the Al-generated content while
imagining their students. What might a student notice, | asked them, about what
ChatGPT just shared? This will encourage my participant to shift their perspective
towards their students and begin to imagine the ways that a student (either in the
classroom or the academy) may react to the AI’s reading. Would a student agree with it
or challenge it? Think it’s brilliant or bunk? What factors, I wonder, will depend on a
students’ willingness or resistance to accepting the AI’s reading.

e After this question had been addressed, | took some time to ask follow-up questions
based on my notes and to generate additional discussion with regards to anything I had
noticed during the interview that | felt needed a bit more explanation.

e Finally, | thanked the participant for their time, energy, and effort, and closed the meeting

| repeated this procedure for each of my interviews. | recorded the audio of each interview over
Zoom and have kept each individual’s data protected in a password-protected folder on my

computer’s hard drive. Files will be deleted after this project is complete.
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Appendix C

Me: What is one serious problem in the world?

ChatGPT: One serious problem in the world today is climate change. It is a global environmental issue
that impacts weather patterns, sea levels, and biodiversity. The consequences of climate change include
more frequent and severe weather events like hurricanes, heatwaves, droughts, and floods. These
changes pose significant risks to human health, food and water security, and economic stability. Climate
change is largely driven by human activities, such as the burning of fossil fuels, deforestation, and
industrial processes, leading to an increase in greenhouse gases in the Earth's atmosphere. Addressing
climate change requires global cooperation and significant efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions,
transition to renewable energy sources, and adapt to its impacts.

Me: what may happen in 10 years if the problem goes unsolved

ChatGPT: If the problem of climate change goes unsolved over the next decade, we may face several
profound and escalating impacts worldwide, including:

Increased Global Temperatures: The planet will continue to warm, leading to more frequent and intense
heatwaves. This could result in more heat-related illnesses and deaths, especially in vulnerable
populations.

More Extreme Weather Events: An increase in the frequency and severity of extreme weather events, such
as hurricanes, floods, droughts, and wildfires. These events can devastate communities, destroy
infrastructure, and disrupt economies.

Sea Level Rise: Continued melting of polar ice caps and glaciers will contribute to rising sea levels,
threatening coastal communities and ecosystems. This could lead to displacement of populations, loss
of property, and increased salinity in freshwater sources.

Agricultural Impact: Changes in temperature and precipitation patterns could severely impact agriculture,
leading to decreased crop yields and increased food insecurity. Some regions may suffer from water
scarcity, while others could experience floods, affecting both food production and access.

Loss of Biodiversity: Warming temperatures and changing ecosystems could lead to the extinction of
many plant and animal species. Loss of biodiversity can destabilize ecosystems and reduce their ability
to provide services such as pollination, water filtration, and carbon sequestration.

Economic Costs: The economic impacts of climate change, including costs related to damage from
extreme weather events, lost productivity in agriculture and other industries, and health care costs from
climate-related illnesses, could escalate significantly.

Social and Political Conflict: Resource scarcity, such as water and arable land, could lead to increased
competition and conflict between communities or nations. Climate change is also expected to
exacerbate issues of migration and displacement, potentially leading to social unrest and political
instability.

Irreversible Damage to Ecosystems: Some effects of climate change could become irreversible, such as
the loss of certain ecosystems (e.g., coral reefs) and the release of large quantities of greenhouse gases
from permafrost thawing, which would further accelerate global warming.

To mitigate these potential impacts, significant and sustained efforts are needed globally to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions, transition to sustainable energy sources, protect and restore ecosystems, and
prepare communities for the inevitable changes that are coming.

Me: what may happen in 100 years if the problem goes unsolved?

ChatGPT: If climate change goes unsolved for the next century, the world could face even more severe
and potentially irreversible impacts compared to the next decade. Here are some of the major long-term
consequences:

Drastic Temperature Increases: Global average temperatures could rise significantly, far beyond the
current targets set by international agreements like the Paris Agreement. This would exacerbate the
frequency and intensity of heatwaves and disrupt climate patterns globally.

Catastrophic Sea Level Rise: Sea levels could rise by several meters, due to the continued melting of ice
sheets in Greenland and Antarctica, and the thermal expansion of seawater. This would result in the
submergence of many coastal cities and the displacement of hundreds of millions of people.
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Mass Extinctions: A significant percentage of plant and animal species could face extinction due to
habitat loss, changing climates, and acidifying oceans. The loss of biodiversity would have dire
consequences for ecosystem services on which humans depend, such as pollination, water purification,
and disease regulation.

Widespread Food and Water Scarcity: Changes in precipitation patterns, combined with increasing
temperatures, could severely impact global agriculture, leading to widespread food shortages and
malnutrition. Water scarcity could become a critical issue for many regions, exacerbating health
problems and conflicts over resources.

Uninhabitable Regions: Some parts of the world, particularly those in already hot climates, could become
uninhabitable due to extreme temperatures and humidity. This would lead to unprecedented migration
and refugee crises.

Economic Collapse and Inequality: The economic costs associated with climate change impacts, such as
natural disasters, loss of infrastructure, health care costs, and reduced productivity, could run into the
trillions of dollars. This could lead to increased poverty and widen the gap between the wealthy and the
poor.

Feedback Loops and Tipping Points: The crossing of critical thresholds, or "tipping points," could lead to
runaway climate change effects. For example, the melting of permafrost could release vast amounts of
methane, a potent greenhouse gas, further accelerating global warming.

Loss of Human Cultures and Heritage: Many indigenous communities and cultures that are closely tied to
their ancestral lands may face existential threats, leading to the loss of languages, traditions, and
historical sites.

Global Health Crises: Increased incidence of diseases, both old and new, could emerge due to warmer
climates and the disruption of natural ecosystems. This includes vector-borne diseases, water-borne
diseases, and challenges related to malnutrition and heat stress.

Political and Social Unrest: The strain on resources and the economic challenges posed by climate
change could lead to increased political instability, conflict, and war, as nations and communities struggle
to cope with the impacts.

Addressing climate change requires immediate and sustained global action to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions, protect and restore ecosystems, invest in renewable energy, and prepare for the impacts that
are already unavoidable. The longer action is delayed, the more difficult and costly it will become to
mitigate these long-term consequences.

Me: If you had unlimited resources to fix the problem, what would you create and how would this creation
work?

ChatGPT: With unlimited resources, | would propose a multifaceted approach to tackle climate change,
centered around an innovative system I'll call the "Global Climate Restoration and Sustainability Network"
(GCRSN). This comprehensive solution would integrate advanced technology, renewable energy,
ecosystem restoration, and global cooperation to not only halt but reverse the effects of climate change.
Here's how it would work:

1. Global Renewable Energy Grid

Creation: A global network of renewable energy sources, including solar, wind, hydro, and geothermal,
interconnected by super-efficient, low-loss power transmission lines. This grid would ensure a stable,
clean energy supply across the world, reducing dependence on fossil fuels.

Function: Smart grid technology would manage energy supply and demand, optimizing for efficiency and
minimizing waste. Energy storage solutions, like advanced batteries and green hydrogen, would ensure
reliability around the clock.

2. Atmospheric Carbon Removal Technologies

Creation: Development and deployment of scalable technologies to directly capture carbon dioxide from
the atmosphere. Examples include direct air capture (DAC) facilities and enhanced weathering projects
on a global scale.

Function: These technologies would actively reduce the concentration of CO2 in the atmosphere, aiming
to bring it down to pre-industrial levels. Captured carbon could be used in carbon-neutral or carbon-
negative products, such as construction materials or renewable fuels.

3. Global Reforestation and Ecosystem Restoration Initiative
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Creation: A worldwide effort to restore forests, wetlands, peatlands, and other critical ecosystems. This
initiative would involve planting billions of trees, restoring degraded lands, and protecting natural
habitats.

Function: Restored ecosystems would act as carbon sinks, drawing down CO2 from the atmosphere.
They would also preserve biodiversity, support water cycles, and provide livelihoods for local
communities.

4. Advanced Climate Resilience Infrastructure

Creation: Investment in resilient infrastructure designed to withstand extreme weather events and sea-
level rise. This includes the development of flood defenses, drought-resistant agriculture, and heat-
resistant urban designs.

Function: Such infrastructure would protect vulnerable communities from the immediate impacts of
climate change, reducing the risk of disaster and displacement.

5. Global Climate Monitoring and Prediction System

Creation: A network of satellites, ocean buoys, weather stations, and Al-driven models to monitor climate
patterns and predict future changes with high accuracy.

Function: This system would provide real-time data on climate trends, enabling swift responses to
emerging threats and informed decision-making for adaptation strategies.

6. International Climate Action and Education Fund

Creation: A fund to support climate action in developing countries, finance climate education worldwide,
and foster international cooperation on climate solutions.

Function: By providing resources and knowledge, the fund would ensure that all countries can participate
in global climate efforts, promoting equity and solidarity in the fight against climate change.
Implementation Strategy

Collaboration: Engage governments, private sector, NGOs, and communities worldwide to ensure broad
support and participation.

Innovation: Foster continuous technological innovation to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of
climate solutions.

Adaptation: Develop adaptive management strategies to respond to new information and changing
conditions.

This comprehensive approach, leveraging unlimited resources, would address the root causes of climate
change, mitigate its impacts, and lay the foundation for a sustainable, resilient future for all.

Me: what one creation do you think is best from your list

ChatGPT: Among the proposed solutions in the "Global Climate Restoration and Sustainability Network"
(GCRSN), the Global Renewable Energy Grid stands out as potentially the most impactful single creation.
This choice is based on several key factors:

Immediate and Broad Impact

Transitioning to renewable energy addresses the root cause of climate change by significantly reducing
greenhouse gas emissions from the energy sector, which is one of the largest sources of carbon pollution
worldwide.

Technological and Economic Viability

Renewable energy technologies like solar, wind, and hydro are already mature and continue to drop in
cost, making them increasingly competitive with fossil fuels. A global grid would enhance their viability by
balancing intermittent energy supplies and matching demand across different time zones and
geographies.

Scalability and Accessibility

A global renewable energy grid could be scaled to meet growing energy demands and adapted to include
emerging technologies. It also has the potential to provide clean, affordable energy to billions of people
worldwide, including in remote and underserved areas, thereby reducing energy poverty and promoting
economic development.

Environmental and Health Benefits

Beyond mitigating climate change, shifting to renewable energy reduces air and water pollution,
improving public health and protecting ecosystems. It also conserves water resources compared to fossil
fuel production and nuclear power, which are water-intensive.

Catalyst for Further Actions

240



Establishing a global renewable energy infrastructure could serve as a foundation for other climate
actions, encouraging investment in energy efficiency, electric vehicles, and green technologies. It could
also foster international cooperation on climate policy and technology transfer.

While the Global Renewable Energy Grid is not a standalone solution to climate change, its potential to
directly address the primary source of carbon emissions, along with its economic and social benefits,
makes it a cornerstone initiative. It lays the groundwork for a sustainable future, enabling other solutions
like carbon capture, ecosystem restoration, and climate resilience to be more effective in the broader
context of global climate action.

Me: Are there any new obstacles that might arise based on the creation you suggested?

ChatGPT: The creation and implementation of a Global Renewable Energy Grid, while offering significant
benefits in combating climate change, could also introduce new obstacles. These challenges span
technical, economic, political, and environmental domains:

Technical and Infrastructure Challenges

Interconnectivity and Storage: Designing a grid that efficiently distributes renewable energy across vast
distances requires advanced technology and infrastructure. Energy storage solutions must also be
improved to manage the variability of renewable sources.

Technological Integration: Integrating different renewable energy technologies and existing grid
infrastructures on a global scale would be complex, requiring standardized systems and protocols.
Economic and Financial Obstacles

Upfront Investment: The initial investment for a global renewable energy grid is substantial. Funding
mechanismes, incentives, and financial models must be developed to support this transition.

Economic Disruption: Transitioning to renewable energy could disrupt current economies, particularly in
regions heavily dependent on fossil fuel industries, requiring strategies for economic diversification and
job retraining.

Political and Regulatory Hurdles

International Cooperation: A global grid requires unprecedented levels of international cooperation,
agreement on shared goals, and mechanisms for governance, which can be difficult to achieve given
differing national interests and energy policies.

Regulatory Frameworks: Developing and harmonizing regulations and standards across countries to
support the construction and operation of a global grid would be a significant challenge.
Environmental and Social Considerations

Ecological Impact: Large-scale renewable energy projects and infrastructure development could have
localized environmental impacts, including habitat disruption. Careful planning and environmental
assessments would be necessary.

Energy Equity: Ensuring that the benefits of a global renewable energy grid are equitably distributed,
particularly to historically underserved or marginalized communities, would require deliberate policy and
investment.

Technological Advancements and Dependencies

Reliance on Critical Materials: Many renewable energy technologies, especially batteries and solar panels,
depend on materials that are limited or have supply chains concentrated in a few countries, posing risks
of shortages or geopolitical tensions.

Cybersecurity Risks: A globally interconnected energy grid increases the potential for cybersecurity
threats, requiring robust protections against hacking, sabotage, and terrorism.

Mitigation Strategies

Addressing these obstacles requires a combination of proactive planning, technological innovation, policy
development, and international collaboration. Strategies could include:

Investing in research and development to improve energy storage and grid technologies.

Developing financial and economic policies to support transition and mitigate economic disruptions.
Engaging in diplomatic efforts to build international consensus and cooperation.

Implementing rigorous environmental planning and community engagement processes to ensure
projects are sustainable and equitable.

Strengthening global supply chains for critical materials and enhancing cybersecurity measures.
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Despite these challenges, the creation of a Global Renewable Energy Grid remains a pivotal endeavor for
the global fight against climate change, demanding a concerted effort from governments, industries, and
communities worldwide.

Me: is this new world you created a world where life is easier or harder than itis now?

ChatGPT: The envisioned world with a Global Renewable Energy Grid and comprehensive strategies to
combat climate change would aim to make life easier and more sustainable for future generations.
However, the transition period and the adaptation required to reach this new state of global sustainability
might present challenges. Here's a breakdown of how life could be easier or harder in different aspects:
Easier Aspects of Life

Environmental Quality: Improved air and water quality would result from reduced reliance on fossil fuels,
leading to healthier lives and reduced healthcare costs.

Energy Access and Cost: Renewable energy, being more widely distributed and increasingly cost-
effective, could lower energy bills and provide more reliable access to energy for people around the world,
including those in remote or underserved areas.

Climate Stability: Mitigating the worst effects of climate change would lead to a more stable climate,
reducing the frequency and severity of extreme weather events that can disrupt lives and livelihoods.
Economic Opportunities: The transition to a sustainable economy could create new jobs in renewable
energy sectors, restoration projects, and green technologies, offering diverse opportunities for economic
advancement.

Global Cooperation: Enhanced international cooperation on climate action could lead to a more
interconnected and collaborative world, fostering peace, and mutual understanding among nations.
Harder Aspects of Life

Transition Period: The shift away from fossil fuels and adaptation to new technologies and lifestyles
could be disruptive for industries and workers dependent on the old economy, requiring significant
societal adjustments and support for those affected.

Economic Redistribution: The financial burden of transitioning to a sustainable global economy might be
unevenly distributed initially, posing challenges for less wealthy nations and communities unless
mechanisms for equitable support and investment are established.

Behavioral Changes: Individuals and communities may need to adopt new behaviors and practices, such
as changes in consumption patterns, mobility, and energy use, which can be difficult adjustments for
some.

Regulatory and Policy Changes: Implementing the necessary policies and regulations to support this
transition could involve bureaucratic complexities and resistance, requiring public engagement and
consensus-building efforts.

Technological Reliance: Increased dependence on advanced technologies for energy, infrastructure, and
climate monitoring could raise issues of privacy, security, and resilience in the face of cyber threats or
technical failures.

In summary, while the envisioned future aims to make life easier and more sustainable in the long term,
achieving this vision involves overcoming significant short-term challenges and adjustments. The effort
to create a more sustainable and equitable world is fundamentally about enhancing the quality of life for
all, but it requires a collective commitment to change, innovation, and cooperation.

242



	Abstract
	Table of Contents
	Acknowledgements
	Dedication
	Preface
	A Note on Structure and Sites of Inquiry
	A Guide to this Dissertation

	Chapter 1
	1.1 Negotiating between Freedom and Control in the Literature Classroom
	Embracing Possibility: What is Freedom?

	1.2 Exploring the Rhizomatic: Teaching Literature in the Grass
	1.3 Finding a Theoretical Stance to Situate a Pedagogy
	What Happens When We Restrict Freedom: A Power Takeover

	1.4 Rhizomatic Possibility: Experiencing Literature
	Human(ing) the Literature Classroom

	1.5 It All Starts with Literature

	Chapter 2
	2.1 An Exploration of Teaching Stances: Formalism and Transactional Theory
	Formalism & the Pedagogies It Invites
	Transactional Theory & the Pedagogies It Invites

	2.2 Teachers-As-Readers: What’s Happening in Schools of Education?
	A Change on the Horizon


	Chapter 3
	3.1 Surveying the Field: Initial Responses to ChatGPT
	3.2 Getting to Know ChatGPT: Demystifying the Machine
	What is AI?
	What Is ChatGPT?
	How Does a Machine Learn?
	Critiques of LLMs

	3.3 ChatBots in the Classroom

	Chapter 4
	Pl–AI–giarism
	4.1 Consulting the Oracle: The Dangers of AI Readings
	Miles to Go Before I Cheat

	4.2 The Kite Runner and Me
	4.3 Literary Fundamentalism
	4.4 Animal Farm and Potential Dangers of AI Readers
	Robotic Readings
	A Brief Review of Ethical Concerns

	4.5 Me and the Generative Machine: AI as Reader of Original Text
	4.6 The Not-So-New Relationalities of the Literary Texts and Me

	Chapter 5
	5.1 ChatBot Book Clubs: Reading Literature with Teachers of English
	The Experiment

	5.2 Setting the Table before Dinner Is Served: Methods
	5.3 Fascinating Again (and Again): Reading “Twenty Hours”
	My Response to Fu’s Text

	5.4 The Interviews: Teachers’ Encounters with the Generative Machine
	5.5 Case Studies: Sam, Juliet, Shawn, Annie, Kelly, & Tyler
	Sam
	Juliet
	Shawn
	Annie
	Kelly
	Tyler
	A Book-Club Analysis: Weaving Ideas Together

	5.6 Reading Stances: Where Readers of Literature Are Locating Themselves
	Reading as the Surveying of Textual Landscapes
	I-Positionality: Reading as Teachers
	Unpacking a Binary
	How Schools of Education Could Respond

	5.7 The Not-So-New Relationalities of Literary Texts and Teachers

	Chapter 6
	6.1 Cyberbunk: A History of AI Poetics
	A New Cybernetic Poet
	ChatGPT as Author
	ChatGPT: Parrot or Poet?

	6.2 Co-Authorship with AI: Methods
	I Do: Modeling the Task
	We Do: Prompting ChatGPT
	You Do [Together]
	You Do: Reflection
	A Note on Methodology

	6.3 Rhyme, Meter, & Algorithm: Data from the Experiment
	Noticing Qualities of the Poem
	Observations about AI

	6.4 The Calm, Cool Face of the ChatBot: Reverse-Engineering as Close-Read
	Reverse-Engineering as Close Reading

	6.5 Theoretical Considerations for Dialoguing with a Bot
	Can an AI Be a Dialogue Partner?

	6.6 The Not-So-New Relationalities of Literary Texts and Students

	Chapter 7
	7.1 How Should AI Function in Learning Spaces for English Literature?
	The Thought-Provoking Generative Machine
	Thought Provider
	Thought Partner
	Thought Provoker
	Additional Explorations

	7.2 Concluding Questions and Provocations

	References
	Appendix A
	Appendix B
	Appendix C

