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T he Child As Criticis based onthe convictionthat it is both wise and

possible to educate the imagination and traintruly literate individuals

who turnto books with increasing awareness and commitment. What
matters above allelse is that works of literature be given a primary place
inevery child's life. Not as an occasional diversion or, worse yet, as a
supplement to a regime of skills and drills, but rather as an attractive and

powerfulsource of personalengagement.

Sloan believes that what is needed is a rich and varied literature
program, not the piecemealtokenism which plagues so many schools,
but a sequential course of study informed, inthis case, by Northrop Frye's
notion of the structural principles underlying the universe of literature. As
Sloanwould have it, literature accepted by children must at last become
the focal point of the language arts curriculum: "Children's literature
must cast off its Cinderella rags. Fortoo long it has beenaservant inthe
classroom: used to teachreading, inculcate moralvalues, develop

positive self-concepts....But literature is first of allanart and should be

taught as literature forits own sake and forits inherent values." (12)

Following Sloan's route, students of literature—regardless of ageare
led inductively toward a recognition of the one fundamentalstory which
gives the universe of literature its shape and coherence. Through Frye's

Anatomy of Criticism (Princeton, 1957), Sloanreports that allliterature is

single mythtold not so much from various interpretations or points of
view, but rather from distinct visions of humankind's attempt to recover
a lost identity. Every piece of imaginative literature reflects an
archetypalquest to rediscovera formerstate of being when humankind
lived in harmony in the universe. Forthose who interpret literature—as
wellas those learning how to do so—the taskbecomes more thanan
analysis of isolated themes: "If this central myth envisions the fulfillment
of humandesires, the establishment of the totally humansociety,

criticism is the activity that can unite literature with society." (16)

Inthe first part of her book, Sloanidentifies the "four fundamental

themes" which derive from the hero's quest to gain controlof his or her



destiny. Tragedy and irony-satire are associated with a downward
movement into a nightmare world of darkness and a stark recognition of
the hero's limitedness and mortality. The opposite movement,
characterized by images of spring and summer, renewaland
regeneration, and categorized as comedy and romance, leads us toward

a vision of hope and recovery. The Tale of PeterRabbit, Where the Wild

Things Are, and Dominic exemplify the cycle and temperament of
romance, while Armstrong's Sounderdemonstrates the journey of a
tragic, noble characterbroken physically but stillvery much intact

spiritually.

My reservations concerning The Child As Critic begin when Sloan

attemptsto translate hervery plausible theories into classroom
practice. Throughout, one finds occasional hints of a disturbing type of
formalism which surfaces when she presents a series [End Page 9] of
simulations intended to demonstrate to teachers aninstructional
strategyforrevealing Frye's structural principles. At her most formalshe
is able to predict animage of child readers analyzing the characteristics
of literature inan extremely objective way long before she assures us
that theirsubjective levelof response is as it should be: vitaland ready

to be shared no matterhow "imperfect."

Sloan contradicts one very crucial observation she makes early in her
study: criticism must include the reader's response, which I take to mean
any response whichis a result of the child's personaltransaction with the
literary text. Forinactuality it is not the prime aim of literary training to
nurture readers who can discuss the imagination of others as Sloan
suggests. The purpose of literary studyis to increase one's powerto see
inthe sense that Joseph Conrad used that term as a literary critic. The

purpose of literary training is not...
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