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As language is one of the most
important of man's instruments for understanding
tne world areund him, it sheuld be one of the
aius of any study of language to ESfIXEXENE develop
our comsand of this instrument. This comamand is
developed both by practising its use in our own
speaking and writing, and possibly learning some
rules to guide us, and by studying the ws.y others
have used it in vorks of literature. Altheugh these
two activities cunnet be separated either from each
othnr‘\er from many other parts ef learning and
working in which the same skills are used, for
convenience we can label the first practice Exgkkszhk
Bxpression and the Second Literature. It 1s with the
second of these that 1 am cencerned.

i1t is a pleasant but ultimately profitless
task to define literature. For the purposes of this
st .dy, 1 prapxzmxis understund it as the work whiech
results when XneExX a man fgiilliﬂxiﬂ;ﬂltfﬁ%ﬁ words his
understanding of any part of his experieunce. In
considering the literary background or environment of
students, 1 am concerned not enly with work which
fits this desoription, but also with that whicao
purperts é; and whic: the student wmay take as actually
doing so. Thus 1 am interested mot only in a poea
by silfed Owen which the student may enceunter in
class, where the post tries te find words to define
his experience of the Great war, dut also witu the
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war comic which purperts to show what is happening in the
Jungles of Vietnam today.

FPor esach of these experiences makes a
difference to the child's umnderstanding of the language
and thus to his perception of the world about him. The
actual content of both poea and comic may be s00n
forgotten, but words acquire their meaning only by their
use, and everything we read or hear makes soae
contribution to mxxxumaExxkamsing the significunce we
place on various words and phrases. 1f the study eof
literature has a value beyond the immediate enjeymeat
»ot reading the selected works and the significance of each
particular experience to the child, then this value lies
in the extension eof our perception and the develepmen: of
our awareness and sensitivity, through -the-prograassive

-f1ttututﬂt:ﬁfeﬂﬂf;iiﬁ!ﬁassffThus, the ultiuate distinctiou

between the two wor ‘1 have cited is made not by

reference to any olservable fao in France or Vietn m,
but by attemtion fo the use of language in each.

i

wve pust loock at the rode lifterature plays at each

stage of & child 's develo t. . 1t should be realised
that a ld's ewn use of/l:.nguage will be develeping
parall te and probabl;-inflg::ﬁ?gdgy his reading or
hearijig of literature, dut this lf;a outside the scope of
this onaay.’ ! 4
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At the earliest st.ge of his life, the

child is possibdbly enter?nlnad b{ such apparent doggerel as
“Be peeper, Hose dreeper . . ." vwhich helps him define his
physical identity. coven while the words are deubtfully
comprenend.d, the sound and rhytha corresponds to the
exploratory movements of the hands, directed probably by
the mother. Later, the rimes express feelings, such as the
Joy of "Dance to your daddy,” im' the security of lullabies,
while the meaning oI the words i: atill enforced by aovement.
As the child's comprehension growa, 80 does his curiosity
and his fear as he confronts new and puzzling experiences
or doubts. Kow the songs dramatise the doubtas, as well as
providing si.sple solutions, necessary to his continued
security:

"Here's Sulky Sue,

what shall we do?

Turn her face to the wall

Till she comes to."
The very real experience of naughtiness i1s turned to a joke,
and so put into a form which the child can handle safely.
"0ld Hother Goose"” deals dramatically with many of tuhe problems
of growing up. Juck is just an ordinary lad, "not very goed,
Horyesry bad, " but he grows threugh the stages of gaining
independence (he is entrusted with the mission to market),
learning the deceptiveness of the world (the merchant cheuts
him), love and courtship, and eppression (the squire and the
aerchant beat him). But he is 8till uoy enough for Mother
Goose to solve all problems by the use of her wand, and at
the end of the poem she flies far above all the sordid creatures
of the earth as a symbol of triumphant motherhoed. s5uch poems



in -Xb cases cows fros the far nythology of the race, and can
be aszsociated with the most intricate rimes of the fertility
cults by whici wan tried to establiash his place in the

world of mature, but they slso reflect much comwsonsense

and down-to-earth observations of our fellow-men. There can
be much debate about their precise mythelegical er psycho-
legical significance, but the essential thing froam the
literary peint of viev is that they use words and imxgax the
ipages suggested Dy these words to assist the child to

place himself in his environment, to prepare hiw. for troubdles
to come, and to understand the truth of his comuon humanity.
Lo poeu will have precisely the same significance to any

tvo nearers, out each will use 1t for his own purposes or
emotional needs. Nevertheless, the fact that the werds are
the sase for all means that the various readers are sharing
a comuon experience, ang,ax 1ndividualg,are learning that
their own experience and perception is not umique. They are,
in other words, acquiring a comion culture or frame of
reference within which to work out their own lives.

Death, fear, lonolinesq}:nt lovqf and
aggreasion all have a part in these songs, wkkgk but the
child's feelings are dramatised rhythmically, and 30 made
manage:ble, in the third person, and thus made bearable,
and in the context of an outside world where an outside
power can always rescue hia froa tne worst of his troubles.
Thus they protect bis security while preparing him for the
ti.e when he must leave it. In this way, literature gives
a conorete form to our feelings, anabling us to cope with
thes, at the same time as it initiates us into the



fellewship of numanity by bringingyf us
to the undersitanding tuat our predicameut nas Leen shared by
evaryone who rusz ever lived. Siailarly, this shared experience
gives us a comuon frase oi reference tirough which we comsunicate
with other people.

A% a later stage, liter.ture woves away froa
our imzediuste experience anc explores sll the poseibilitfes of
life. The world of fiction is bounded neither by ti.e nLor place,
she when xexfixerxkxaprrazhe the ehild first approsches it bhe will
probably enjoy the most far-ranging tales of actiou and adventure.
After he h.s left the nursery behind, he will probably aove
through tales of animusls &nd other gentle auu tractadie crestures
who reflect nuawn qualEQtti Eg iﬁe’ﬁ!ﬁl ﬁi‘lnturta of the
western prairies or the Spanish Main. He proartsuos«ﬁi stage in
bis self-awareuesz,  ust &8s kistericalliy civilizatieon progressed
froe tue Udyssey, where Athena's timely interfereince brings the
hero's troubles to & conclusica, t0o the works of bBuripides,
wvhere toe goas act according Lo cuprice, and the individual man
has to make his bsst way on his own. Slmilarly, in such a work as
*Kidnspped,” probably sajoyed oy ooys Juat before adolesceuce,
the herc nas o stout coupanion tu nelp hia, bul - tHe bavid's
ultimate decisions are bis own responsioility (and i¢ is bavia
wit.. wnom the rsader 1s eacouraged to 1dentify). pefere or while
reactuing tul. stage, tae cailu has probuvly enjoyed the
successid villainy of brar dAwubbit, the comuva-sense which
unr=ilingly guides Alice tnrougn the aoat faprosably circusstances,
or the usto wbich ensbles Nr. Toad to vvercoas the rascally
usurpers, not to menticn tne forces of good o:aer and respectability.



The thing to note about this chilcren's
literzture is tn.L through it the cnild saius an understunding
of the variety of humin character «na nuzan conduct, and 8o
is able to build up bis cwa mori.l umiverse. Although he
engounters a vewildering array ef haa possible human experience,
he is however s8till secured by the kinowledge that good will
finally triumph if it is persistent enough. Only later will
he be ready for worke which question tuis easy assumption, or
for works which eveu juestien the existeuce of sucn values as
good and evil. But when eventuall y he aoes come to such works,
he is goling to have a context within shich to place them ds he
Taxxkerendyxfamkiingxukkix his alrecdy beenn forced to emcounter
these moral prodleas and aorul choices in works wnich treat theam
honestly but at his level of coumprenension anu maturity.

For the other point to be nmoted about o cnild's reading is that
be naturally turns to stories of experieaces which he has still
to meet in real life.

As the child passes lnrougn adolescence, he »Ezyans
xux starts $o encounter adult literature. This is characterised
by its shedding of the props of fantasy aud escapisa which have
helped the reader ip his early years. i:w he will want to face
hoenestly to life, to shed his illusions and to find the truth. But
there wiil be many books which mauke only a pretence of this, which
display & tougn exterior as apparent proof of their realisa but
are bullt areund a soft and flually false and sentimental core
vhieh makes them eusily digestible but seriously misleading. One
of the functions of literature teaching must be to enable the
student to recognise this false fare which is designed to mxxXuxs



stunt the reader's mental and emotional growtn Dy leading him
avay from reality into a suxix teaporarily satisfying dream
world which must prove ultimately barren. ’

1t is ny intention to look at the actual
literary influences encountered by students at Kyabram High
School from this point of view, to cellect responses from the
students to what they read and hear und = see, and to analyse
this material acoording to its literary quality. By this I
wean the honesty with which the work presents humen pxa
experiences ana izces up to human prodlems, and the significance
of the literary form im showing a soral pattern. The students'
responses should show with wvhat acturity they are able to
respond to tne muaterial preseantea to them. 1 hepe that the study
will show the picture of XkmxwxxXaxw humun life which is being
presented to students in one Victorian hig: school by the
litersture they encounter in and out of school, and 1X¥ the
contribution it effers to their caotional growth.
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l. xxxk A valia Judgement of this particular coamic could

be made merely by glancing =t the iliustrations, but it is not
logically necessary that tne pictures .nd the words should be
of the same stanaard. My concern is with the view uf life
being effered in the words.

2. 1 sam pot arguing that literature 18 the zole or even a
necessary influence, but it is a probably influence and the
one whicn is the concern of the cnglian teacher.

3. kor a discus:zion of & child's developmen. as shown in his
own use of l.n uuge, scc Kormei Chukovsky, "Jdrom Two to Five,"
translated by Miriam Morton, Australian edition frem
Jacaranda rress, srisovane, 1963.

4. otations irom the Oxford surusey ijpyme ook, assembled by
lona and reter Ople, Oxford ut the Clarenden Freca, 1955.
Corrected edition, 1960.
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