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I’m very pleased to have the opportunity to speak with you about the skills that our students need to develop in order to thrive in their worlds and in the future unfolding before them. Speaking to you all has proven a very interesting process for me because it has focussed my mind on what it is I think I do as a teacher of English, and I’m delighted to be able to share some of these thoughts with you today.
Recently, I was asked by my colleague Lyn Wilkinson, who teaches with me at Flinders University, ‘What do you think the study of English gets you, or allows you to do?’ To this I replied without pausing, ‘Everything. English allows me to do everything.’ What did I mean? How to begin to start defining ‘everything’? Filling out requests for funding would be so much quicker if, when asked what the aims, purpose and outcomes of my discipline are, I could simply write ‘everything’. That, however, is not going to satisfy the box tickers and overseers of funding grants, is it? It’s not the sort of answer that sends students (and their parents) away feeling satisfied. So, part of what I’d like to do today is unpack what it means to say ‘I teach English and it is an area that offers me, and my students, a wonderful “world of opportunities.”’

This subject is particularly pertinent and timely because we have in our profession, more than ever, the job of arguing our case for where English should be in the curriculum at both secondary and tertiary levels. Today I’ll look briefly at what opportunities there are for students to connect with the world via English studies and at how we can connect our students and their English skills to the so-called ‘knowledge economy’—a term infused with jargon and reasoning drawn from the social sciences; it is a term that has been developed by what I like to think of as the Ministry of Voldemort. It is a term, nonetheless, that we have to tackle if we are to make obvious to the external world the reason for our continued existence as a discipline.

We need to remind ourselves of our value and worth, and this is best done by looking at what our legacy is: what do we offer our students? How do we open up worlds of opportunity for them? I will be arguing that in our role as English teachers we not only teach students how to interpret their world through stories but also give them the tools for creating their own stories; we establish a culture of legitimacy for their storytelling. We teach them how to be part of the national story. Moreover, at the base of all public discourses about our country, at the core of all public policy and funding, are stories. In our way, we are in the business of teaching students about how to harness the ability to tell stories across their professional and personal lives and engage in narratives of self-knowing.

In this paper I’ll be suggesting that our prime job as teachers—and one for which we should feel protective and proud—is that we are in the business of teaching cultural value and engaging students in an on-going discussion of what that term might mean.

I’ll touch briefly, also, on the world of opportunity that English has opened up for me: how does one go from Year 12 English, through university, to a life spent analysing and interrogating the tropes within biographies of the Royal Family? And indeed, should one even aspire to such things? I’ll be referring to my own experience not, I hope, out of some over-inflated idea that my own trajectory through English has been glorious, untroubled and eminently desirable, but because it offers a real-life example of how there is a demand for our skills in the community. Even though it can sometimes feel that the wider community is of the opinion that what we ‘do’ in English is trivial and fund-wasting, introverted and indulgent, this same community nonetheless relies on our work for the shaping of public discourses about society’s meanings. 

It is easy to feel dismayed at the bad press that English studies gets in the press and by conversations in the public sphere generally: what’s the point of doing that? Where will it get you? What jobs can it get you? Or, as one of my Law students so bluntly put it to me one day: ‘English students are a waste of time; as far as I’m concerned they use up my oxygen.’ This comment stayed with me and I sometimes wonder why it is that this Law student thought that this is what we do.  How has he soaked up, possibly even unconsciously, the wide-held belief that English is something we ‘do’ when the proper business of the world is over with and there’s time to spare?
W. J. Carpenter interprets the bad press that English gets in the following way: ‘Since at least the 1980s, it has been fashionable to speak of English Studies as being in a state of crisis. Budget cuts, theory wars…and identity politics have made the curriculum a site of great contention among teachers and scholars’.
 
English departments in the universities see their job as preserving knowledge and recovering ‘lost’ knowledge, yet there are many out there who feel that this ‘art for art’s sake’ approach is a luxury that the economy can no longer afford.
  

Certainly, we have a hard time proving that we make a contribution to ‘new knowledge’. As J. Hillis Miller states: ‘New knowledge about…Beowulf, Shakespeare…or even Toni Morrison is not useful in the same way new knowledge about genes is when it leads to the making of marketable medicine’.
 W.J. Carpenter suggests that,
Whether or not we invoke the rhetoric of “crisis”, it is easy to see that English Studies needs to square its configuration with the current economic and political climates. To do so, it must be prepared to articulate the purposes and benefits of its curricula to students, administrators, and legislators. Such articulation requires us to reflect on how we structure our curricula in the first place, and how these structures hinder or enable our responses to economic and political pressures.
  What we need, then, are ‘ways [to] justify to our new constituency’
—and to ourselves—what it is we do in English studies.
Here’s a standard blurb from a university web site about why students should study English:
Studying English teaches you how to analyse complex information with the help of sophisticated ideas and theories. That ability to read, reflect, critique—and then synthesise your conclusions clearly—is essential to many kinds of work—as is the ability to defend an argument…
 
A key word here is ‘critique’ and it is a word that plays an important role in what some are calling the ‘knowledge economy’. Why do we, as teachers of Senior English and university lecturers, need to know something about the ‘knowledge economy’? Because the writers of government strategy papers and the shapers of public policy are very keen on such things, and if we can think of some strategies of our own to meet the demands and expectations of the so-called knowledge economy head on, we’re in a better position to let our students know why they need us.

Contributing to the ‘Knowledge Economy’

A broad definition of the knowledge economy reads like this:
[The Knowledge Economy] is an economy based on creating, evaluating, and trading knowledge. In a knowledge economy, labor costs become progressively less important and traditional economic concepts such as scarcity of resources and economies of scale cease to apply.
 
As we witness an economic shift from a world of the manual worker to the ‘knowledge worker’ we find ourselves in need of workers who can produce ideas and weave patterns and connections between bodies of information. One government document tells us that in this paradigm, 

Intangible assets—our human and intellectual capacity—are outstripping traditional assets—land, labour, and capital—as the drivers of growth. If we are to take the high road, a road of high growth based on the value of our intellectual capital, we need to stimulate, nurture, and reward creativity and entrepreneurship.
 
With the focus in government documents on the role of Information Technology and Telecommunications as being the sectors that will lead the way in this knowledge economy, it is easy to wonder where the Arts, and English especially, might fit in.

In the United Kingdom the arts sector is also grappling to find a place for itself in the new economic order. As Estelle Morris, the British Minister for the Arts, said in October 2003: ‘I know that Arts and culture make a contribution to health, to education, to crime reduction, to strong communities, to the nation’s well being, but I don’t know how to evaluate it or describe it. We have to find a language and a way of describing its worth”’.
 Bullen, Robb, and Kenway suggest the following key factors need to be invoked when talking about English’s worth. English and Humanities topics should be noted, they argue, for the ‘vital role [they play] in intellectual freedom; the indispensable service they provide through critical analysis; the provision [they give] of a sense of place in history and the world; [their] function as a key player[s] in public culture; [their] preservation and transmission of traditions from one generation to the next; [their] questioning and maintenance of ethical values; and [their getting us to think] constructively about what the future may hold’.

Through the study of different literatures and communication skills, our students develop analytical tools. The close reading of a poem, for example, develops what Regenia Gagnier calls an ‘awareness of the structure and meaning of language that forever sensitizes [students] to all forms of discourse’.
 It allows them to ‘grasp how ideology works through language, categorization, taxonomy’, and offers that ingredient which Gagnier views as central to the successful operations of any democracy—the power of ‘empathy…the sympathetic response to the predicaments of others; the visceral response to beauty; emotion, taste, feeling…[the] feeling space of the body itself’.
 This idea is echoed in the Australian poet, Les Murray’s description of the act of writing as one that is ‘done in every part of your muscles—you can feel it in your muscles’.
 Indeed, for many who write, and for many of us who read, good writing becomes the ‘visceral thing’.
 ‘Literature’, Gagnier continues, ‘tells us how people feel, their subjective experience—however mediated that may be by structures of power, discourse, and ideology’.
 And literature gives us ‘historical perspective’. Indeed, unlike many social scientists who ‘think in linear, progressive terms [and] believe that the history of their discipline is the history of error and that the current state of knowledge is all the knowledge that has survived’, students of English learn ‘that history can provide possibilities, roads not taken, gardens of forking paths’.
 

The trouble, of course, is that ‘these things are also largely intangible, certainly not technology-driven, and problematic in terms of producing measurable outcomes’.
 And yet, we should assure our students that the ‘cultures industries are undergoing unprecedented growth in the global economy’
 and students who pursue English are not only ‘knowledge workers’ but the ‘“new intermediaries” of the knowledge economy, those involved in the production, marketing, and dissemination of symbolic goods’.

In other words, our students in whatever career path they eventually choose, will have the job of articulating what the knowledge economy is. For example, all workers now are also communicators of what it is they do and of how their work is connected to the work of others. As Bill Hart-Davidson notes, ‘the knowledge that underlies “action-centred skill” is increasingly encoded in network systems where it was previously ephemeral and oral in nature’.
 As such, our economy needs people who can articulate what their skills are, and share with colleagues, through networks, what the aims and outcomes of their skill base might be. This ‘textualisation of work’, says Hart-Davidson, ‘frees workers from action-centred work, and frees them to act on their work in a more…explicit way [through literacy].’ But these freedoms, he says, ‘depend on two critical conditions: the presence of individual competence and the opportunity to express that competence’.
 The role of English in the knowledge economy lies in its capacity to teach students the crucial skill of turning ‘information into knowledge’, by teaching literacy skills and the use of language in different social contexts.

Admittedly, turning information into knowledge sounds to some like something from the dark arts, but I would argue that such a skill requires great flights of imagination. As English teachers we’re in the business of teaching students how to exercise the power of their imaginations. John Carey suggests that reading literature, 
gives you ideas to think with. It stocks your mind. It does not indoctrinate, because diversity, counter-argument, reappraisal and qualification are its essence. But it supplies the materials for thought. Also, because it is the only art capable of criticism, it encourages questioning, and self-questioning.
 
Carey is struck by the power of our imaginations and the imaginative process that takes place when we commune with a text:

[Readers] know that imagining has happened inside their heads, and that it is special to them. Watching the grotesque liberties that a film or a TV version takes with something you have read confirms that this view of the situation is correct. How can they have got this or that character so wrong? How can they have missed out this or that vital bit? Of course, these grotesque liberties merely reflect someone else’s equally special and authentic reading of the text. Literature’s power to strengthen one’s sense of selfhood and individuality…depends, to a large extent, on this capacity to cultivate and enfranchise the readers’ private, individual imagining. The reader creates and feels a creator’s possessiveness.
But how can a text, which comes fully formed to the reader’s eye, leave space for the reader to create? I want to argue [that] a vital element in all literature is indistinctness, and this empowers the reader...Literary indistinctness generates multiple individual readings, which is why we can all feel we have produced our own.
 
Language skills, clear writing and creative thinking will be as crucial in the ‘knowledge economy’ as they have always been, only now their value will be couched in terms of how such skills serve ‘knowledge workers’. Similarly, English graduates in their roles as English teachers and as practitioners of the creative arts will need to, not so much sing for their supper as, write for their supper. A wealth of opportunity exists for people who can not only critique the structures of the knowledge economy, but also write that world into being.

Telling Stories: English in the Public Realm

Recently I was reading a biography about the American President, John F. Kennedy, and was struck by how much use he made of poetry in his speeches. I think a similar poetic disposition can be detected in the current American President, Barrack Obama. The Kennedy biography I was looking at notes how:

Ever since he was a child, Kennedy had been drawn to verse. Now poetry decorated and flavoured the Kennedy tenure. He asked [the well-known and respected American poet] Robert Frost to read a poem at his inauguration. The poet, complying, introduced his work with a salute to “A Golden Age of poetry and power of which this noonday’s the beginning hour.”

The biography’s narrative tells us that ‘[J.F.K.] kept anthologies of poetry in his sitting room and read aloud to [his wife] Jackie, who in turn could quote his favourite poems and did so often. One of them was Alan Seeger’s “I Have a Rendezvous with Death”:

It may be he shall take my hand

And lead me into his dark lane

And close my eyes and quench my breath…

Bu I’ve a rendezvous with Death.
J.F.K. taught couplets to [his young daughter] Caroline:
Safe upon the solid rock the ugly

Houses stand:

Come and see my shining palace

Built upon the sand!
A passage from Shakespeare’s Henry V—a speech given by the King to his knights on the eve of battle—was another of Kennedy’s favourites:

…we shall be remembered—

We few, we happy few, we band of brothers…


And gentlemen…now abed

Shall think themselves accurs’d

they were not here.
J.F.K.’s love of poetry inspired others to use verse on official occasions. One such occasion occurred six months after his assassination when his brother, Robert, at a memorial presentation, softly quoted from Romeo and Juliet:

When he shall die,

Take him and cut him out in little stars,
And he will make the face of heaven so fine,

That all the world will be in love with night,

And pay no worship to the garish sun.’
 
We can contrast Kennedy’s prolific use of literature with speakers in the public domain today. Here is what Australian writer Don Watson says of our current politicians and world leaders:

It seems incredible that since 11 September 2001, no leader has uttered words that will ring forever in our minds, or even for a year or two. …We should never miss an opportunity to quote things by others: as Proust said: they are “always more interesting than those one thinks up oneself.” There has not been so much as a “Farewell sweet prince…”, or “Why should a horse, a dog, a rat have breath…” Not these days: our leaders think up nothing and look up nothing… and yet people like good words. Play them Martin Luther King and they will listen and you can be sure in any audience of a dozen one or two will brush away tears.
 
Watson is spot on here. Like many of you, I’m sure, I’ve played students the Martin Luther King speech and it never fails to electrify, to impress. Creative and aurally-stimulating language can be, should be, central to all public discourses. Creative language should not be mere window dressing but should aim to inform, change, and stimulate people to thought, to action. Indeed, as John Carey suggests: ‘Poetic ideas do not tell you what the truth is, they make you feel what it would be like to know it’.
 Yet, when we tell our students about how the best politicians and public commentators harness the language of poetry and persuasive rhetorical device to formulate their messages, we should also remind them that the study of English furnishes them with the ability to critique these very same uses of poetic device. For example, when Kennedy’s aforementioned biography remarks that it is ‘No wonder Jacqueline Kennedy, in her great sorrow, wished to have the time just passed, a time of poetry and power, remembered as Camelot,’
 we are able—because of our knowledge of literature and stories—to  critique why it was that Jackie Kennedy needed to insert this mythical element into accounts of her husband’s tenure as president, why she needed to align him with the ‘mythical’ knights of the Round Table and Camelot. 

A seemingly inconsequential statement about Jackie Kennedy’s shaping of the Kennedy mythology, for example, inspires me to interrogate what it was about the Arthurian myth that appealed to the Kennedy clan. How did they use the structures of myth to shape their own public story? And what can the almost wholesale subscription to this version of the Kennedy ‘reign’ tell us about the American public’s need to believe that once there had been a spot, known as Camelot, with a golden-haired man at its helm? This becomes the story that is interesting. By reading between the lines and applying a meta-textual interpretation to the Kennedy biography, I can start to weave a story of my own. Furthermore, my knowledge of the ways stories are structured, of the ways humans have shaped narratives to explain their communities and their worlds, allows me to observe—some might say ‘dismantle’—the meanings in public discourses. In doing this I become an informed participant in the narratives of democracy.

To again borrow from John Carey, we may not be able to tell our students what the truth is, but we can make them feel what it would be like to know it, and we need to do this using the materials that students can relate to. I agree with J. Hillis Miller when he suggests that the way to open up reading and writing to our students is to acknowledge that such things as ‘Radio, television, cinema, popular music, and now the Internet—are more decisive in shaping citizens’ ethos and values, as well as filling their minds with imaginary worlds’.
 To this end, we need to look at the ‘literature people really read, that is, romances, detective stories and the like, the study of film, television, popular music, and so on’.
 Furthermore, we will need to teach our students how their culture ‘interfaces or overlaps with neighboring national cultures…[because the] skilled workforce needed to make us competitive in the global economy will need to have knowledge of our culture in all its diversity’.

Hang on: did that quotation mention ‘romances’? Over the past two days I’ve been at a conference in Brisbane held by the International Association for the Study of Popular Romance that has been considering romance literature and its trans-national influence. At this conference speakers presented on a range of areas related to popular romance, including romance Manga from Japan, web-based Chinese matriarchal popular romances, chick-lit and romanzo rosa from Italy, Bengali women’s access to popular romances, woman-authored romances from South Korea, Indonesian women’s response to popular romance, and the cultural impact—globally—of  the Twilight novels. Here was a scholarly community from the world over brought together to share knowledge about aspects of their different social and discourse communities. Through the study of romance literature I learned more about Chinese, Indonesian, Indian and American—and my own—culture than I would have thought possible. My own contribution was titled: “‘There Were Three of Us in this Biography, So it was a Bit Crowded’: The Biographer as Royal Suitor in Andrew Morton’s Diana: Her True Story.” What, I asked, can a narrative about a member of the royal family tell us about narratives of the self? What can responses from the social and media establishments to this particular biography tell us about the power structures operating in Britain at the time of the book’s release? 
My World of Opportunities

Here I pause to ask: how on earth did I go from Year 12 English to a scholarly life spent interpreting narratives about Diana and the British Royal Family? My own world of opportunity in English has involved a marvellous journey involving some wonderful teachers, from Year 12 English, through a B.A. where I read everything from Beowulf to Virginia Woolf, through to a life teaching literature and professional writing at university. I teach ‘everything’, from professional writing to poetry, from legal grammar to American literature. I help prepare B.Ed students for the senior curriculum by teaching topics like ‘Adaptation’ which looks at the ways two mediums such as literature and film can complement one another in the classroom. My research about royal biography is an extension of my Ph.D. which looked at how gossip functions as a narrative device. A study of a communication strategy like gossip allows me to learn about how gossip functions in the public sphere. For example, knowing something about how people actually utilise communication channels in unofficial ways can show me things about what the gaps and slippages in sanctioned modes of information flow are. For example, if everyone in your workplace is on Twitter and costing the company millions of dollars in lost time, wouldn’t it be useful to come up with ways of harnessing this energy, this desire? How might informal communication be integrated into public forms of information dissemination?


To study ‘gossip’ I could have enrolled in Sociology and studied communication models there, or Psychology, or even Law and focussed on public defamation law, but I feel strongly that English has given me the opportunity to look at how gossip has functioned across the centuries in what are often the only surviving texts—literary ones. The Roman poet Juvenal gossiped as much as any character in Jane Austen, as much as any reporter in the Canberra Press Gallery. Gossip is an essential element in storytelling and storytelling is the province of the discipline we call English.
Were it not for my study of the power of stories from the private sphere and the human need to tell stories, I might not have been able to consider the other, possible discourses discernible in the seemingly inconsequential comment about Kennedy and Camelot. Kennedy’s love of literature served him well, not least of all in his self-fashioning of his own story along mythical lines.
This leads me to the last world of opportunity that I’ll share with you today: the boom that we’re experiencing in the tertiary sector in creative writing programs. The growing demand that we are witnessing for places in creative writing programs suggests that in the new millennium people want to fashion their own stories more than ever before.
Creative Worlds of Opportunity

English in the university is undergoing considerable change. Just as we have got our heads around the need to teach students as much Buffy as we do the Brontës, a newer, more striking development has occurred—the desire of hundreds, and I mean hundreds, of undergraduates to study creative writing.

John Dale from University of Technology, Sydney has observed that ‘Creative writing courses are spreading while traditional English literature courses are declining’.
  The extraordinary demand for places in creative writing topics and programs is due, says Dale, to ‘the new generation who want to express themselves. Gone are the days when a student sits there passively taking notes. We are not teaching them right and wrong answers in creative writing. We are teaching them to engage and explore for themselves…[Students like this] because it’s interactive’.
 It’s an irony, of course, that ‘while the under-25s are often perceived as a generation of reluctant readers…unprecedented numbers of them apparently want to be writers’.

Although some movement away from literature topics can be detected as a result of this interest in creative writing topics, I know that we at the Department of English, Creative Writing, and Australian Studies at Flinders University aren’t that concerned. Business is booming. More importantly, however, we recognise that the way for our students to become better writers is for them to become accomplished readers. We argue that the study of literature alongside creative writing topics helps students understand the history and context of their own writing.

What are our students writing? The under 25s are blogging; they are displaying their writing through the various avenues of e-publishing. And while most of them—in fact very few of them—will ever become published authors, we think that’s ok because we know at Flinders, for example, that the majority of creative writing students will become school teachers, and we believe that the community will benefit from students who are able to apply their technical knowledge in creative ways.

To close, I’d like to share with you an example of some fine writing by one of our country’s best writers and teachers of creative writing, Kate Grenville. In the following excerpt from her 1984 novel, Lilian’s Story, Kate Grenville sketches a portrait of a young girl named Lilian who lives in the opening decade of the twentieth century. Lilian is a precociously intelligent little girl who loves reading stories; she is the type of student who wants to know ‘everything’:
Miss Vine [the teacher] approved of Ursula’s neat drawing of A Roman Invading Britain… She was pleased to explain just why the sun never sets on the British Empire … But she did not wish to hold up the whole class for questions such as mine. What are knavish tricks, Miss Vine? I asked, or, When did they invent bathrooms?

On the boys’ side of the room, Rick made a noise like a fart with a piece of best-grade rubber his father manufactured, but that did not stop me wanting to know everything. What is universal suffrage, Miss Vine? I persisted…and she said, That means everyone can vote, Lilian. Who is grown up, of course, she added, in case my next question concerned my own voting. That was not my next question, but she added again, And the insane do not vote, of course. But I had other questions: Why is it called suffrage, Miss Vine? Does it hurt? Miss Vine was exasperated at last. Lilian, for heaven’s sake! She was sweating lightly under her Ashes of Violets, for it was a hot day and there were times when the children filled the classroom with their smell of bananas and ink, and there was not enough air for a person to breathe. Miss Vine had been brought up in Kent, and she hated the way birds in Australia laughed at a person from the tops of chimneys, and the way the sun brought the moisture out of a person. She decided it was time for stammering Gwen to read aloud. Page fifty-three, Gwen, under the picture. Gwen could not be prevailed on to stand and read, nor would she read sitting down, and continued to shake the silky mouse-brown fringe that hid her face, and make tiny anguished gestures with her fingers until the bell rang for recess.


Poetry was Miss Vine’s special pleasure. Her voice became creamy, and the poetry book trembled in her hand as she read ‘The Death of Arthur’. But what did he die of, exactly?  I had to ask. She waved her lace-edged hankie at me as if at one of those flies that love eyes. Poetry, children, is for people with souls, she said, and called on Ursula to recite.

I drew my picture of the Lady of the Lake as a portrait of [my neighbour] Miss Gash, but Miss Vine was scathing about the white face and red cheeks, the hat like a green blancmange, the parasol I had added with poetic licence. I said to use your imagination, Lilian, I did not say to use your sense of humour, Miss Vine said and jabbed the clasp further into the French roll that clung like a sausage to the back of her head’.

One can only imagine what young Lilian would do were she to tackle documents from the Ministry of Voldemort! Certainly, Lilian has been created by an author who understands that good writing and literature can open up worlds of opportunities for our young. And while this particular English teacher, Miss Vine, gets a bad rap, I would guarantee that somewhere, at some point, her creator, Kate Grenville, had an English teacher (or two) who furnished her with the skills and the urge to become the writer she did. Now that is a world of opportunity; that would be something to be proud of.
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