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OBSERVER

Assign Books, and Students Will Read
By NANCY BUNGE

After watching an instructional film informing us that only 26 percent of today's college students
do the reading for their courses, I announced to a colleague that I give reading tests; he looked at
me with what seemed a mixture of shock and pity. Indeed, the video in no way suggested that
instructors compel students to read; instead, it implied that we must accept students' aversion to
books and find a more palatable way to deliver information to them.

Caleb Crain's New Yorker article "Twilight of the Books" makes explicit this resigned outlook: "No
effort of will is likely to make reading popular again. Children may be browbeaten, but adults
resist interference with their pleasures. It may simply be the case that many Americans prefer to
learn about the world and to entertain themselves with television and other streaming media,
rather than with the printed word." Crain's article also suggests that this development may have
dire consequences, citing, among other studies, Maryanne Wolf's book Proust and the Squid,
which warns that the well-documented decline in Americans' reading may also compromise their
ability to think.

My classroom experiences suggest that blaming university students for this depressing
development makes little sense — and not only because faculty members have the power to
challenge students' self-destructive behavior. I've discovered that a sizable number of my students
enjoy engaging hard books. When I ask them why, they give the reasons that researchers are
beginning to validate: Students believe that complex reading nourishes their brains, and they find
the experience satisfying. Or, as one of my students put it, "The books were tough but made me
think."

In 2004 I dreamed up a sophomore-level humanities course that I expected to teach only once
before angry student evaluations would force me back to serving lighter fare. But I still teach the
course. I had the notion of requiring students to read difficult philosophic works along with
literary works that expressed the same concept. I hoped that students would come to understand
the critical role their writing skills and styles play when they attempt to convince others of their
points of view.

So, the students read Immanuel Kant's Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, Martin Buber's
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I and Thou, and Toni Morrison's Song of Solomon and then wrote papers comparing how well
those various renditions of the notion that people should be treated as ends in themselves worked.
Then we moved to two more sets of literary and philosophic works handling different themes. At
the end of each section, students wrote analytic papers, developing their own notions of the works'
comparative impact and value.

The course fulfills part of the general-education humanities requirement at Michigan State
University, where the students, understandably, want degrees that will allow them to pay off their
student loans quickly. Should they lose sight of that long-term goal, the jobs that most Michigan
State students must balance with schoolwork remind them daily that money eases life's burdens.
People at liberal-arts institutions may regard the practical orientation of universities like Michigan
State with bemusement, but John Dewey, one of the philosophers inevitably included in this
course, explained a century ago that one learns as much, if not more, handling practical materials
and issues than one does by losing oneself in abstractions.

Most students who take the course readily understand and accept Dewey's ideas, and their strong
papers validate Dewey's faith in the educative power of practical experience. But they can also
handle the abstract, conceptual realm of authors like Kant and Buber. Not only that: Much to my
astonishment, they enjoy it. A class of 50 down-to-earth men and women pays close attention as
we move, sentence by sentence, through passages like this one from Kant's Groundwork of the
Metaphysics of Morals: "Thus the moral worth of an action does not lie in the effect expected
from it and so too does not lie in any principle of action that needs to borrow its motive from this
expected effect. For, all these effects (agreeableness of one's condition, indeed even promotion of
others' happiness) could have been also brought about by other causes, so that there would have
been no need, for this, of the will of a rational being, in which, however, the highest and
unconditional good alone can be found. Hence, nothing other than the representation of the law
in itself, which can of course occur only in a rational being, insofar as it and not the hoped-for
effect is the determining ground of the will, can constitute the pre-eminent good we call moral."
And then they reflect on those ideas, writing about them in exercises and papers.

When asked on course evaluations to elucidate their patience with the difficult reading, one
student wrote, "I think that students given an opportunity to step up to the plate and challenge
themselves, will do so." Another student explained: "The hard books were a huge challenge for me,
but it's the challenge that makes them interesting to get through and worth learning." These
practical students repeatedly declared that reading difficult work is "useful." One found it "useful
to read something that requires your full attention"; another guessed: "I think it will be useful in
real-life situations." Again and again, students talked about learning from the books: "Sometimes I
wanted to rip my eyes out because the books didn't make sense, but I do think I learned a lot."
Even the texts' strangeness contributed to learning; as another student pointed out, "You see
things differently than you're used to."

The students recognize the same thing as those who worry about the study by the National
Endowment for the Arts documenting declining reading skills. Despite their affection for visual
media and technology, my students realize that if they do not grapple with difficult, abstract texts,
they will miss an important dimension of human learning and thinking. As one student wrote: "I
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like a challenge when I am trying to learn. Putting in more effort yields better results."

Perhaps students who choose to fulfill a general-education requirement with a course titled
"Philosophy in Literature" that promises to consider philosophic and literary works with the same
themes constitute an especially serious group, but new students seem to share their ambition. I
pointed out to my freshmen class that there was a movie available of one of the books on the
syllabus, Zora Neale Hurston's Their Eyes Were Watching God; the students said that they would
rather just read the book. And before my former chair ordered me to stop using The Norton
Anthology of American Literature and suggested that I show movies instead, I had freshmen
choose the modern authors we would study. Robert Frost often won the vote, and sometimes even
T.S. Eliot made the syllabus.

So, rather than resigning our students and our culture to the easily understood, we need to
encourage students to grapple with difficult material and allow them to tell us how they like the
experience, rather than doing them the disservice of assuming the worst.n

Nancy Bunge is a professor of writing, rhetoric, and American culture at Michigan State
University.
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