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Learning without Teaching: Literature and The REDES Project

Let There Be Light

In Dostoyevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov, Smerdyakov, the young man, asks the following question: “God created light on the first day, and the sun, moon, and stars on the fourth day. Where did the light come from on the first day?” (Dostoevsky 1976: 112) This young man (or rather Dostoyevsky) saw through what nobody seemed to have noticed for the last 3,000 or so years. For us, light comes from the sun. But before there was the sun, where did it originate? The biblical story seems to have got the events in the wrong order, Smerdyakov implies. Something of this happens, we believe, in literature teaching a good deal of the time: first light is created (or so many think) and then the bodies from which this light emanates eventually get their due. We read and discuss poetry, fiction or plays with our students in seminars at length, believing they are being enlightened. But that light is ignis fatuus. So that we create real light, conditions for the source should first be made available, namely an awareness of the ways in which one may find one’s own light in the first place. 

In this chapter we describe how the international REDES Project has introduced young people to autonomous critical thinking in literary studies and Stylistics. The first step is to provide an environment where light may be ignited: learning how to carry out research. Many literature teachers, however, have tended to turn their backs on this fruitful road due to a tradition which emanates from reading and interpreting the Scriptures, a practice which is not subject to research methodology. Their tendency has been to find explanations but not to experiment. We are convinced, however, that it is possible and necessary to change the way texts are studied, and that includes stylistic analyses (Clark and Zyngier 2003; Watson and Zyngier 2006; Zyngier 2006). We understand the time has come to immerse students in active and autonomous research, albeit under supervision. We will ground our conviction in a brief account of what we see as the major flaw in literature teaching at university and will then describe the nature of the project we have engaged in, together with a report of its results. We believe that such projects as the one described here are vital if literature is to survive as a discipline. But we also remain sceptical as to the readiness of some practitioners to give up their entrenched ideas that literature in the classroom must necessarily and exclusively involve textual discussion. That is not to say that there is no value in such discussion. For some purposes analysing and discussing a text in group may well be enlightening. We question, however, whether this is to be taken as the best, or even the main, pedagogical model. Our experiences with the REDES Project in different cultures and settings has shown us that there are more efficient methods to promote students’ cognitive and emotional abilities with respect to literature, both in terms of their intellectual development and study motivation.

A Flawed Model: School vs. University

Here is what we often ask students taking their first seminar: whether they can explain the difference between a university and a school. Most often they cannot. How could they, since most Humanities disciplines are structured along the lines of a school curriculum? Maybe you might say that it is simply much more than youngsters can assimilate at school, or that the content is more abstract or more advanced. While all of these things are true, they do not really catch the real difference between the social functions of schools and universities. Or you may think that what is taught at university is processed by students in a more critical way, which often does not happen at school. But that says a lot about the level of school teaching. Maybe you think that students entering university are not ready for autonomous critical analysis (let alone for carrying out research) and so we must do remedial work, at least in the initial phases of their study. The problem with this argument, however, is that it perpetuates the problem. Instead of confronting the school system with its own deficiencies, we turn our universities into schools. For indeed this is what we can observe: the ‘remedial’ teaching is perpetuated until graduation. Most people believe that what students learn at school is to be digested, memorized and then delivered in an exam. Where is the critical thinking? Well, this is not our idea of how schools should prepare young people for life or for further studies. But even if schools may teach un-critically in most countries, that aspect is not the ultimate difference between a university and a school. The central issue is that schools disseminate existing information while universities produce new information by means of research. However, this is something university students engaged in literary studies only rarely encounter. As a rule, they are almost never involved in research themselves. In Stylistics, the situation is somewhat brighter because there are exceptions to this rule, as the 2009 PALA conference panel specifically for undergraduate work can attest. In addition the concern in ‘pedagogical stylistics’ is a testimony to the awareness of the problem. Still, independent research by undergraduate students in literary studies needs to be stimulated.
In literary studies, the model is that of the scholar who does bibliographical research and creates grand narratives (or denies the possibility thereof), based on a claim and a few quotes. There have been countercurrents, no doubt, such as those by the New Critics and the Russian Formalists. But in most departments, students graduate without having been involved in methodological investigations. Their production is based and evaluated on essay writing. We have witnessed the debacle of the idea of the unity of teaching and research which the German philosopher, von Humboldt, propagated in the nineteenth century and which has been taken over only in name by most literature teachers.

As a consequence, research methodology is hardly ever taught in literature departments. It looks as if studying literature does not require much methodological reflection, entailing that students never really learn how to evaluate the merits of contributions to the field. Why is that so? For some unknown reason, many scholars in the area are convinced that literature must not be subjected to unneeded experiments  Others see teaching literature as just trying to explain the contents of texts. There is little awareness here of any methodological problems that the field would pose (see, for instance, http://www.english.heacademy.ac.uk/explore/publications/newenglish.php., where methodological research problemas are not addressed). In fact, specialists in the area resist getting acquainted with the basics of hypothesis formation and testing, with sampling and data analysis, with alternative interpretations and intervening variables. Nor do they train their students in logical or parsimonious thinking, or in argumentative analysis or historical critique. All that is basically the bedrock of research remains a mystery for them. But precisely that ignorance is then invoked to explain why students are not believed to be able to carry out research themselves. As argued elsewhere, ’Humanities departments are involved in a self-fulfilling prophecy: first we do not teach research methodology, and then we declare that students are unable to engage in research, because they lack the necessary knowledge and skills in methodology!’ (van Peer 2007: 18-19) 


In a nutshell, the state of the art in literary studies is particularly precarious: students are hardly confronted with research, staff are hardly aware of methodological issues, and graduation occurs without students ever having taken part in original investigations. Any reference of exceptions to this should be remembered, indeed, as what they are: exceptions. These conclusions could be somewhat mitigated if they were inevitable or if they could not in any way be overcome. Neither of these objections, however, holds. Over the past years, the REDES coordinators, also called here senior researchers, have prepared students, called junior researchers, to carry out autonomous research, not just in a vacuum, but ‘in the flesh,’ leading to the volume by Zyngier et al. (2007), which belies the reasoning given for the absence of methodology and research in literary studies: the volume (which may be unique in this sense) contains seventeen reports of innovative research carried out independently by students (including undergraduates). It results from several years of cooperation between the three authors of this chapter
 in a project we founded (together with Dr Frank Hakemulder of Utrecht University, The Netherlands) in 2002. The project originated from our dissatisfaction with the present situation in Literary departments as described above. Actively changing that situation, by opening up possibilities for research within an academic curriculum, was the major aim. But it was joined to other aims, laid down in the philosophy of the REDES Project (further information may be found at www.letras.ufrj.br/redes). We believe it is informative to quote the philosophy charter of the Project in full.

The REDES Project
REDES, an acronym meaning REsearch and Development in Empirical Studies, is a new way of doing literature and related areas, namely by coaching students into research so as to make them carry out independent, creative, and autonomous research. (For further information on the Project, see also Viana et al. 2009.)

REDES was born out of the need to offer students a more intense and involved journey towards knowledge. It implies commitment, self-discipline, academic generosity, mutual respect, and, in many cases, volunteer work. Credits for the research are not necessarily linked to grades or to the institutional setting. In REDES we want to prepare qualified thinkers by developing and promoting exchange of knowledge and ideas, and thus to collaborate for a better world.

More than a research project, REDES works and functions as a source of cultural education and international exchange, where friendships develop and where differences are recognized. We understand we are part of a scientific community as individual beings and thus help each other on several different levels [...] Joining REDES means one becomes part of a cooperative effort, a long-term commitment to working together and supporting others' efforts in both their research and lives. [...] In REDES, we try to do away with typical academic niches, with individualism, with self-promotion, and with the academic industry of hoarding titles. In REDES, we share experience and knowledge, doing as much teamwork as possible, and using the Internet as a meeting ground.’ (From http://www.redes.lmu.de/philosophy.htm)

Hence a whole new way of getting engaged with literary studies was conceived: instead of sitting in seminar rooms, students went outside and discussed topics for research. They would set up projects, formulate hypotheses, collect independent data and analyse them so as to gain crucial information needed to test their hypotheses. Moreover, they would do this jointly beyond cultural, geographic, and institutional boundaries as the Project managed to link in virtual space students of three countries in two different continents.

From Philosopy to Practice of Research

Dreaming up a philosophy is one thing; putting it into practice is another. As outlined above, one serious impediment for students to carry out research was their lack of methodological training. This difficulty was further thwarted by the scarcity of introductory books on methodology for literature students. This is why the founders of the project produced such a handbook (van Peer et al. 2007) to cover basic insights in the philosophy of science, types of research design, planning an investigation, methods of data collection, developing questionnaires, setting up experiments, methods for data analysis, including descriptive and inference statistics, and how to communicate research results to the academic community.

When we introduced the project to our students, the pattern of involvement differed radically in the countries where the Project developed. In Ukraine, due to rigorous prescription of the university curriculum by the Ministry, where research by students is off-limit, there simply was no room (nor the needed ministerial permission) to integrate such a project in the learning programme prescribed by the government. So all REDES activities occurred outside the university programme as a form of idealistic involvement on the part of the highly motivated students (and their lecturer) who strongly believed in what they were doing. In Brazil, some forms of activities could be incorporated in the university curriculum, most notably studies carried out in the framework of an MA or PhD project, but most students also joined the project as an extra-curricular activity on a voluntary basis. In Germany, the activities initially also started voluntarily, but soon requests were made by students to provide opportunities to acquire study credits for REDES activities, which – due to the highly flexible and free curriculum in Humanities departments at German universities – was easy enough to grant. But in all three countries students’ involvement with the project went far beyond the usual time and effort invested in seminars (see Zyngier et al. 2007).

When the materials that were later to become part of the handbook started to be created and used, the practice changed overnight. Students went out for themselves to look for ideas and possibilities to carry them out. They started their own links with other students in the REDES Project in the different countries where it operated. Lecturers were no longer expected to set readings of particular texts. Instead, students started to read the texts they needed for their research – of course, making use of the teachers’ experience and expertise where it could be used meaningfully. A more correct description of what happened is to say that teaching, in the traditional sense, stopped altogether. The seminar room became transformed overnight into some kind of laboratory, where students tried out ideas, supporting each other, getting involved sometimes in two or three projects at a time – all independently and autonomously, marking the difference between school and university. Reading lists disappeared, and no topics for discussion were necessary: students provided all this themselves, collaborating, asking for information from their peers. And instead of being text-oriented, seminars became problem-oriented: text analyses were needed to answer research questions, not because they had been demanded by the lecturer.

We made a point also not to provide topics for work – making it abundantly clear that finding or developing such topics is an integral part of research. Often they found this a rather frightening experience in the beginning. Especially in the very first groups, we had to engage in some emotional comforting, mainly through encouraging students to acknowledge these feelings and try to come to terms with them, emphasizing at all stages that these were ‘natural’ emotions that researchers always experience. As time went by, however, and more advanced students could help less experienced ones, the problems rapidly disappeared Another side effect of having students come up with topics for research themselves was that they contributed with topics that sometimes deviated substantially from the immediate concerns of a Stylistics or literary studies programme. In these cases one had to exert wisdom to see whether the proposed topic was exciting enough in itself to allow it to go through. In general, we favoured students’ own choices even when they were not immediately related to course work in the field – but one could, of course, be less lenient, depending on the case. Another feature to be noticed in this respect is that often the proposed topics were not directly amenable to research, either because they were too ambitious or too vague. We saw this as an advantage of the approach: in talking over their proposals we were now able to show the principles of solid research, namely that one should concentrate on a concrete question that could be investigated in some straightforward way. The result of such discussions was not only a heightened consciousness of methodological principles underlying research, but also an emotional relief, to see that they could actually sit down and start doing the research which sprang from their genuine interest. In general, we spent much more time discussing research topics with students – an activity that for the student was more constructive than just getting a paper marked so as to pass a course. Now the responsibility shifted to the students’ side: it was they who had to run the seminars, and ‘passing’ was no longer on their radar screen: all research activities followed naturally, and curiosity was the main engine of their activities.

We also encouraged cooperation where small groups would collect or develop materials that could then be used by another group. For instance, division of labour and team work meant that some students would hunt for text materials to be used in a reading experiment, others would draft a questionnaire, yet others would collect data in different countries, etc. In all cases generosity and mutual help were the norm. Also, the fact that students discovered their own research topics allowed for a far greater identification with their learning than had hitherto been the case: now it was ’their’ research, something unique produced by them, something they could be proud of. And these were presented at international conferences, which many of the students had previously believed was the privilege of professors only
.

Apart from preparing their research for presentations, students demonstrated ability to organize international conferences themselves. Ten ECEL
 conferences in Rio, six REDES conferences in Kyiv, and five REDES meetings in Munich were organized largely by the efforts of junior researchers (the term used by REDES members to mark reassessment of roles in the project) when area coordinators helped them with advice and ideas, but never did the job for them. In several cases, books were published, edited by junior researchers together with one of the coordinators (Zyngier, Viana and Spallanzani 2006; Zyngier, Viana and Jandre 2007; Zyngier, Viana and Silveira 2008; Zyngier, Viana and Jandre 2009, among others) and even by themselves (Fedorova, Ivanyuk, Korolchuk and Yemets 2006).

A word of caution is necessary at this stage. It is all very well to see that students learn how to do research, but there are simply not enough positions for all of them to become researchers at universities or specialised institutes after they graduate. The fear that we were preparing them for university careers for which they would not find a job later, however, vanished when we realized that those students who had been involved in the REDES Project were also much more successful in acquiring interesting (and well-paid) professions on the job market far beyond academia. Many became course coordinators; others took MBA’s or went into management, politics, international business, or industry, and one even changed areas and took an MA at the School of Computer Science at the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro, looking at the way language and computing could integrate. (One could discuss whether we should prepare people to go in business or take up jobs in industry. One can certainly frame arguments against, but we are of the opinion that it is beneficial to have former students of literature taking part in important economic decisions – at least better than leaving these decisions to be made by economists only).
Let us add here some examples on how learning was promoted. One of them was a course on identification and literature taught in 2004/5 in Munich, Utrecht, and Rio de Janeiro. Here is the course description:

Identification in reading a story, or in watching a movie, comes almost spontaneously to most of us. We see through the eyes of the characters, we experience (we think) what they experience, we feel (we believe) what they feel – in short, we identify ourselves with them. This often happens even in the case of characters we would normally find immoral, unjust, or even repulsive. 

Ubiquitous as this phenomenon may seem at first sight, it soon becomes highly problematic once one starts thinking about it at a deeper level. To begin with, what exactly is the nature of these identificatory processes? What happens to us when we identify with characters? Obviously we cannot literally experience the experiences of the characters in a novel or a play – so what exactly is it that takes place in our mental apparatus when we identify with someone else? Moreover, are these processes different when we identify with fictional characters compared to when we identify with real people (for instance the victims of a catastrophe or crime)? Such questions need a finer-grained analysis than the mere label of ‘identification’ can offer. 

Secondly, why do we do this? Why do we have these (often powerful) emotions when identifying with a character? And how are they caused? Precisely what mechanisms trigger the psychological processes that make us identify when reading or watching a soap opera? Are these processes innate or have we learned them (and if so, when, where, and from whom)? Are there situations or factors that may hinder or even make it impossible for us to identify with characters? 

Finally, what are the (short and long term) effects of identification? Or to begin at the beginning: ARE there any effects to be expected? If no, then what function does the identification fulfill? If yes, what kind of effects are these? Do they operate mainly in the cognitive domain, in the affective domain, on our attitudes or behavior? Are there different effects to be expected through different media or different genres?

All such questions we will ask ourselves during the seminar. We start off by critically reading the relevant literature on the subject, after which participants will carry out research projects, in which one aspect of the problem will be investigated. Participants have the possibility of cooperating with students from the other participating universities (Munich, Rio de Janeiro, Utrecht). Students hand in a written report of their research, containing the theoretical background, hypotheses investigated, materials used, data collected, analysis, and discussion.

As a result of this course, several projects were set up jointly by junior researchers across the Atlantic, all in virtual space, resulting in papers and in dissertations, as, for example, Teles’s (2006) study, which looked at the influence of dubbing and subtitling on viewers’ involvement, identification and empathy with films.
Part of the students` work also consisted in learning the skills of writing abstracts. Here is one by Haua (2007), a student who investigated the way elementary public school students from Rio de Janeiro reacted to textual manipulations of fairy tales: 

Following Bakhtin’s social view of language (1929 / 1997), which considers that it is impossible to understand language apart from its ieological content, Machado (1993: 37) states that no work is ideologically naïve, since every literary work reflects a set of beliefs, values, opinions and archetypes in accordance with the historical and cultural moment of its creation. Based on these premises, the present study aims at verifying the influence of two versions of a fairy tale text on the description of the protagonists and on the endings created by participants after reading those texts. It also focuses on whether participants’ linguistic choices are gender-marked.

In what follows, we will briefly outline some of the other projects that were successfully conceived and carried out by junior researchers. One piece of research (Boechat 2008) dealt with the reading of original literary texts compared to that of abridged readers’. Readers’ reactions were compared on items measuring cognitive, emotive, and attitudinal impact. Another study (Paliichuk 2009) looked at priming effects in modern media discourse on human trafficking and responses to media differences in treatment of human trafficking, showing that readers were very sensitive in their emotional perception of the media text saturated with literary devices. Junior researchers from two different universities (Munich and Rio de Janeiro) together investigated the representation of gender-related disease in German and Brazilian literature (Mäkinen and Lemos 2008). Another study, in which a junior researcher from Brazil worked in collaboration with another one from Germany (Coachman 2009), looked at taboo breaking and obscenity in post-modern literature and culture-specific (Irish vs. German, and Brazilian, German and Japanese) and gender-specific reactions to them. Two juniors (Menezes and Mendes 2003) replicated a study carried out by a German student on the influence of authorial prestige on the reception of poetic texts by doing a similar study in Brazil, coming up with interesting differences. More work was conducted on metaphors of restricted space in postmodern literature (Rumbesht 2009). One piece of research (Chychkova 2009) entailed an effort at defining the characteristics of English limericks. Yet another one aimed at finding out how real readers from Ukraine respond to a literary text containing artistic details that present a national symbol-archetype with the view to check whether the symbol-archetype is strong enough not to let a literary piece influence the inherent vision (Shurma and Chesnokova 2010). Also issues of cultural differences in reading were investigated, especially how women and men respond to age difference in love poems (Chesnokova and Mendes 2006). 


These are only some of dozens of research projects that were successfully conceived and carried out by junior members of the project, which gives some idea of the richness of possibilities and approaches that surged.


In addition to publications, meetings, conferences and courses which were arranged between coordinators so that junior members on both sides of the Atlantic would have access to the same course and bibliographical materials, some junior groups (especially those in Brazil) got together on a voluntary basis and organized a Special Interest Group for undergraduates on empirical philosophy and methods. Such groups would meet without the presence of the coordinator and produced materials for future groups. Another example of the idealism generated through the project were the extra-curricular courses conducted by junior researchers themselves, who introduced research methodology to beginners.
Challenges and Problems

The previous description has sketched some of the effects on all participants, both junior and senior. Certainly a lot of the problems of traditional teaching evaporated: suddenly there were no difficulties of finding a topic for BA or MA theses, or indeed for seminar essays. Intrinsic motivation and effort to study rose exponentially. Also, members presenting papers in international conferences not only boosted their own self-image but also had a significant effect on the other participants in the group. Our contribution to classes also took on another form: instead of ‘teaching’ we turned into advisors, whose technical skill and professional knowledge were sought out by junior members – and appreciated for what they were.

This is not to say that there were no problems. One of the major obstacles was the fact that university calendars in different countries do not run synchronically, so planning joint courses was not always easy. Another problem consisted in differences in academic traditions and mentalities, especially with regard to the way in which criticism was formulated and dealt with in the cultures concerned. In some cultures open and direct criticism is not part of the academic politeness, and this sometimes created misunderstandings, sometimes also unexpected emotions. Though one may see the emergence of such differences as another positive part of the project, in practice it was not always easy to deal with. One of the most promising ways we encountered was when students themselves engaged each other about their preoccupations.

When starting out on the REDES Project we hoped that others would join in and that literary studies would thus become reinvigorated. We talked to colleagues and presented the project at a considerable number of local and international conferences, such as PALA and IGEL conferences. The chapter on how such projects could help shape budding researchers in the Humanities is described in Viana et al. (2009). So far the signs of university classes in such departments qualifying students to become actively involved in problem solving and research are not particularly encouraging. Will it work in future? The question is what we want: do we wish to continue on the tradtional road? Or do we decide resolutely for constructive innovation and turn the ’university-as-school‘ into a real university?

Back to the Beginning

In another scene in The Brothers Karamazov, the two children, Nastya and Koyla, are discussing where babies come from. It is an example of the way even young children can build hypotheses and test these, the embryonic kernel of scientific thinking:


“I shall never, never believe,” Nastya prattled, “that the old women find babies among the cabbages in the kitchen garden. It’s winter now and there are no cabbages in the kitchen garden, and so the old woman couldn’t have taken Katerina a daughter.”

“Whew!” Kolya whistled to himself.

“Or perhaps they do bring babies from somewhere, but only to those who are married.”

Kostya stared at Nastya and listened, pondering profoundly.

“Nastya, how silly you are,” he said at last, firmly and calmly. “How can Katerina have a baby when she isn’t married?”

Nastya was exasperated.

“You know nothing about it,” she snapped irritably. “Perhaps she has a husband, only he is in prison, so now she’s got a baby.”

“But is her husband in prison?” the matter-of-fact Kostya inquired gravely.

“Or, I tell you what,” Nastya interrupted impulsively, completely rejecting and forgetting her first hypothesis. “She has no husband, you are right there, but she wants to be married, and so she’s been thinking of getting married, and thinking and thinking of it till now she’s got it, that is, not a husband but a baby.”

“Well, perhaps so,” Kostya agreed, entirely vanquished. “But you didn’t say so before. So how could I tell?” (Dostoevsky 1976: 492-3)

The question we wish to ask ourselves at this point is: why do we see so little of such scientific thinking in literary studies seminar rooms, when even small children can do it?
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� Nominally the University of Alberta in Canada is also involved in the project, but it never really got off the ground there, in spite of several efforts by some of the students there, namely Paul Sopčák and Olivia Fialho.


� In � HYPERLINK "http://www.arts.ualberta.ca/igel/Newsletter11.htm#PALA" �http://www.arts.ualberta.ca/igel/Newsletter11.htm#PALA�


� ECEL stands for Encontro de Ciência Empírica em Letras (Meeting of Empirical Studies in Letters)
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