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“Pressing an Ear against the Hive”

Reading Literature for Complexity

Nancy L. Chick, Holly Hassel, and Aeron Haynie

Iask them to take a poem
and hold it up to the light

like a color slide

or press an ear against its hive.

— Billy Collins, “Introduction to Poetry”

In Billy Collins’s poem (1988), the tension between how the speaker wants
“them” to read poetry and “all they want to do” captures a central concern in
literary studies: how readers approach literary texts. In “Preparing Graduate
Students to Teach Literature” (2001: 516), John Schilb notes that literature
pedagogy’s “chief goal” is “to strengthen students’ willingness and ability
to court subtlety and nuance,” echoing Collins’s later poetic exhortation
that readers “drop a mouse into a poem / and watch him probe his way out.”
Mariolina Rizzi Salvatori and Patricia Donahue in The Elements (and Plea-
sures) of Difficulty (2005: xiv-xi) argue that we should “encourage students
to see those moments in their reading when they feel stymied or confused
as gateways rather than barriers to understanding” so that students might
approach literature as literary scholars do, “find[ing] such work valuable and
liberating, pleasurable and intellectually fulfilling.” They say that “the identi-
fication (description and naming) of difficulty” is “an important precursor to

understanding,” just as Collins asks readers to “walk inside the poem’s room /

Pedagogy: Critical Approaches to Teaching Literature, Language, Composition, and Culture
Volume 9, Number 3 D0I10.1215/15314200-2009-003  © 2009 by Duke University Press

399



and feel the walls for a light switch.” Even “The Joy of Teaching Literature,”
the final chapter in Elaine Showalter’s Teaching Literature (2003: 141- 42),
begins with Laura Nash’s affirmation that the last class of a semester should
“break out of the frame, . . . direct attention to the next logical question, and
most of all . . . leave the students not in panic but in perplexity” to inspire
“the rebirth of intellectual spirit that one hopes to encourage in students.”
This “courtship” of “nuance” and “probing,” reframing of complexity, dif-
ficulty, and confusion as “pleasurable gateways” or “joyful” invitations to
meaning —rather than frustration, silence, or what Collins sees as “[tying]
the poem to a chair with rope / and tortur[ing] a confession out of it” —is a
signature trait of literary studies and effective literary pedagogy.

However, many students have learned to offer flat, reductive readings
that torture the “one true” answer literature might confess. When these stu-
dents are confronted with a difficult' text or complex idea, instructors may
experience them as shutting down and refusing to venture an interpretation
or even to continue reading. Salvatori and Donahue (2005: 2) describe this
response to ambiguity by citing The Oxford English Dictionary’s entry for
“difficulty,” which contains a 1716 quotation by J. South: “They mistake dif-
ficulties for impossibilities.” Given this challenge in the classroom, it is useful
to try to recognize its sources —not to blame but to understand in ways that
would lead to a more informed and effective response. Of course, this prob-
lem is larger than literary studies alone. As Helen Regueiro Elam explains in
“The Difficulty of Reading” (1991: 73),

American culture does not take well to the idea of difficulty. Our penchant is for
one-step, one-stop solutions to problems, and we expect and demand in all areas
oflife, including reading, an ease of achievement that is antithetical to thought

itself. . . . Difficulty is there to be overcome, disposed of, certainly not to become

the invisible partner of our daily lives.

Indeed, reducing a text to a singular, unambiguous message that may or may
not actually emerge from the language itself both reflects and informs the
students’ perspectives about the world around them. Robert Scholes’s “The
Transition to College Reading” (2002: 165 - 66) diagnoses students with what
may be called textual narcissism: the complexity of the text is lost as students
conflate what they are reading with their own lives and fail to appreciate the
text, the author, the characters, and indeed everything outside of the students
themselves. “We have a reading problem of massive dimensions,” he writes.
“One is a failure to focus sharply on the language of the text. The other is a
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failure to imagine the otherness of the text’s author.” These related failures
in reading, he argues,

can themselves be read as a symptom of a larger cultural problem. We are not good,
as a culture, at imagining the other. After 11 September 2001 we have begun to learn,
perhaps, that this deficiency is serious. . . . It is our responsibility as English teachers
to help our students develop this form of [empathetic] textual power, in which
strength comes, paradoxically, from subordinating one’s own thoughts temporarily

to the views and values of another person. (167-68)

Our students and the culture at large ultimately are unaware of and even
resistant to what Joanna Wolfe calls the “literary community’s shared value
of complexity” (2003: 407).?

This essay emerges from a collaborative research project responding
to the challenge of teaching students to acknowledge and appreciate com-
plexity through (and beyond) literary texts. Our project responds to Hazard
Adams’s observation that “the difficulty of difficulty is not that it is difficult
but that we do not face the difficulty soon enough” (1991: 46). This delay has
several consequences for literature teachers, according to Adams. Pragmati-
cally, we make learning difficulty even more challenging “in the same way
that we increase immeasurably the difficulty of learning a foreign language
when we delay it past the earliest grades in school”; more generally, we forfeit
“the fascination of difficulty itself, . . . prolong . . . ignorance[, and] applaud
superficiality” (46). In addition, if we do not make these values more explicit,
we simply reward students who have already internalized these disciplin-
ary moves and punish students who have been trained to value one correct
answer. Yet how, exactly, do we teach students to value complexity? This
essay documents a study based on a particular lesson designed to address
these problems” in teaching and learning — and, we hope, a lesson that intro-
duces students to the pleasures of difficulty, complexity, paradox, ambiguity,
and the multilayered meanings in literary texts. Our lesson also taught us, as
instructors, about our own pedagogical practices and about the need to make
our values more explicit for students who are not yet experts.

Although this project builds on previous scholarship, we do not offer
a detailed argument for the importance of this reading practice. Such pub-
lications already exist, and the literary community —indeed, the academic
community at large —already agrees. We also do not offer a collection of
readings for students, because these already exist as well. Instead, we offer an
account of how a single lesson can serve as a springboard for larger disciplin-
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ary conversations about the values we share with our students in the literature
classroom and those we keep implicit. We describe the results of that lesson,
reflect on how the process forced us to examine our pedagogical processes,
and offer questions for further research. A more immediate purpose of the
current study is to extend the scholarly discussion of the pedagogical values
in the literature classroom and instructional strategies that support them in

visible and intentional ways.

The Lesson Study Approach
This lesson study project was developed by a team of five English professors
from across the University of Wisconsin (UW) system, including the authors
of this article as well as Terry Beck and Bryan Kopp of UW-LaCrosse.
Although all of us work within the same state university system, we are from
four different campuses (which include both two-year and four-year colleges),
and our teaching duties vary from teaching primarily composition to teaching
only literature classes. When we first met and began discussing our common
challenges in the classroom, our conversation evolved into one central ques-
tion: what is a crucial skill we would like our students to learn in introductory
literature courses? Most of our introductory courses do not specify a particu-
lar content (other than covering the three main genres of poetry, drama, and
fiction), and we agreed that what they read was less important than Zow they
read. For some of our students, this course is a requirement for the English
major; for others, the course serves as a general education requirement and
may be the only English course they take. It is equally important that both
groups of students learn the central moves of our discipline: those students
beginning their study of literature need to understand the discipline’s values
while students going into other fields benefit from learning to recognize the
complexities of a variety of texts. When we reflected on the kinds of skills
or moves that helped students begin to offer more original, nuanced read-
ings of literature, we quickly agreed that reading for complexity was key. Yet
although each of us considered this an important disciplinary move, none had
explicitly devised a lesson with this goal. What can we do to encourage stu-
dents to offer interpretations of literature that show an awareness of multiple
levels of meaning? How do we guide students to see language as multivalent?
We decided to use the method of lesson study to investigate these questions.
In brief, a lesson study is the “observation of live classroom lessons
by a group of teachers who collect data on teaching and learning and collab-
oratively analyze it,” the method “credited for Japan’s steady improvement
in elementary education” (Lewis, Perry, and Murata 2006: 3). Bill Cerbin
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and Bryan Kopp of the Lesson Study Project of UW-LaCrosse describe it as
“a process in which a small group of teachers collaboratively plans, teaches,
observes, revises and reports results on a single class lesson.” This lesson
study model would allow us collaboratively to create a single lesson that
could serve as a microcosm of how to teach reading for complexity. Since
its first accounts in the United States in 1999, hundreds of K-12 and college
and university settings have become the testing grounds for lesson studies in
a variety of disciplines. Cerbin and Kopp define a lesson as simply “a teach-
ing and learning episode that usually takes place in a single class period,” a
“manageable ‘unit of analysis’”; however, the lesson’s activities may include
class preparation and follow-up activities, as ours does. Although some char-
acterize lesson study as a “teaching improvement activity” or “professional
development approach,” the solid foundational research, rigorous data collec-
tion, data analysis appropriate to the study and to the discipline, and broadly
disseminated products typical of lesson study expand the approach into the
realm of the scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL) (Cerbin and Kopp
n.d.; Lewis, Perry, and Murata 2006: 3). Our actual lesson and this detailed
analysis of our data serve as such products. We do not suggest that our lesson
is a “best practice,” because certainly there are many ways to teach students
to recognize ambiguity in literature. What we offer instead 1s a description of
how we mindfully, systematically, and collaboratively identified a disciplin-
ary move central to our students’ ability to analyze literature and explored
the complexities of teaching this move through a systematic analysis of our
students’ language. Our experiences with this lesson study and others sug-
gest that this kind of project, in its focus on different types of data from a
single learning moment, can afford a unique depth of understanding of stu-
dent learning. As a handful of specialists engage in the cycle of theorizing,
constructing, observing, analyzing, assessing, revising, and repeating, the
results about student thinking and learning (or not) become a synecdoche for
broader learning goals.

The collaborative nature of the lesson study model radically decon-
structs what Parker Palmer has called the “pathology” of isolation in college
teaching (qtd. in van Gelder 1999) and helps further Lee Shulman’s (2004:
140) goal of making teaching “community property.” Shulman asserts that
most faculty development gatherings that bring teaching out in the open,
however, treat teaching as “generic,” removed from the concerns of specific
disciplines, which serves to devalue teaching in the academy (141). The sus-
tained labor of designing, performing, and evaluating a common disciplinary
lesson —and thus making explicit our goals, our pedagogical techniques, and
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our assumptions about student learning — signals our valuing of pedagogical
research that is intrinsically tied to our discipline and opens it to the kind
of scholarly scrutiny that will lead to a fuller articulation of our discipline’s
pedagogical priorities.

Our lesson begins with students reading and writing an initial inter-
pretation of Theodore Roethke’s poem “My Papa’s Waltz” (1988). We picked
Roethke’s poem in part because our collective experience has taught us that
students have difficulty reading the poem’s complexity. They tend to interpret
it dualistically: positive or negative, happy or sad, good father or bad father,
loving son or abused son. Yet although the poem invokes such varied read-
ings, it immediately defies them in its ambivalence. A closer reading reveals
contradictions, paradoxes that do not fit a single, coherent interpretation.
According to an anthology’s online supplement, “Although the word order of
the poem tends to move from lighthearted words to more ominous ones like
‘hard’ and ‘dirt,’ the poem is too ambiguous to let us pass judgment so easily”
(emphasis added; Miller n.d.). Novice readers tend to reach for one of two
options: ignore those pieces of the poem that do not fit or force them out of
the poem itself and into their monolithic interpretations. In the past, when we
taught this poem in our courses, we usually discussed it as a whole class, with
the instructor drawing students’ attention to particular lines. Students who
had not considered the poem’s images of abuse seemed surprised, sometimes
debating with other students in the class, insisting that the poem was really
about a loving relationship. Unless the reading was tied to a writing assign-
ment or unless such responses were part of class discussion, we did not know
exactly how students’ initial interpretations of the poem had changed and
what they made of the conflicting readings. Did they assume that they had
been wrong in their interpretations? Did they look to the instructor for overt
or subtle signs that one interpretation was correct? Where did they locate the
meaning within the text? We wanted greater insight into the ways our stu-
dents made meaning out of the poem as an example of the many literary texts
with such multilayered meanings and ambiguities. We intended to design an
exercise that prevents students from dismissing what does not fit and requires
them to acknowledge these textual tensions. We wanted to challenge students
to move toward a more sophisticated understanding of language, of relation-
ships, and of how they approach literary texts.

This lesson occurs early in an introduction to literature course, one
that is designed for freshmen, and it assumes no prior knowledge of literary
terms or strategies. To help students begin with their own impressions of the
poem, we ask them to read it for homework, write down their initial interpre-
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tations of the poem, and bring to class these writings. Once in class, students
begin by writing down the patterns (or themes) they see in the poem and the
elements of the poem that do not fit one or more of these patterns, and then
form small groups to annotate each of the group’s patterns on separate over-
head transparencies —underlining elements of their patterns and crossing out
elements that do not seem to fit, a low-tech illustration of the poem’s layers
of meaning. The purpose of the annotation is for students to work at linking
themes to the concrete language of the poem. Each group then presents its
transparencies while explaining to the class the accompanying interpretations
of the poem. After the group presentations, the professor overlays all trans-
parencies at once as a visual representation of the poem’s layers of meaning
and complexity, and students write about how they see the patterns relating
to each other, how it is possible for these patterns to coexist in one poem, and
how they explain the elements that do not seem to fit the patterns. A whole-
class discussion of these questions ends the class period. After class, students
reflect in writing on how their initial interpretations of Roethke’s poem have
changed and, more metacognitively, what the class activities suggest about
the process of reading literature.*

Our approach to data collection and analysis in this project emerges
directly from our discipline and our disciplinary training: as literary scholars,
our expertise comes from closely reading, interpreting, and analyzing writ-
ten texts, so as literary teacher-scholars researching and disseminating what
Shulman (1986: 9) calls “pedagogical content knowledge,” we closely read,
interpret, and analyze the written texts from students. Salvatori and Donahue
(2005: 70-71) have noted that a key technique of research in English stud-
ies has been “discussion of student language and the status of student text”
(emphasis in the original). They also explain that a “baseline for scholarly
work” in English studies scholarship is the “deployment of dominant styles
of inquiry and methodologies — for example, textual interpretation and cri-
tique, discourse analysis, historical analysis, theoretical formulation” (2002:
82). Consistent with our disciplinary values, then, our methodology of close
reading, textual interpretation, and critique is also consistent with the goals
of this project regarding reading complex texts for complex meanings.

Pressing Their Ears against the Hive:

Students’ Initial Interpretations

The sixty-five responses (taken from two iterations of the lesson on two cam-
puses) fell into several general patterns that illustrate the pedagogical chal-
lenge faced by teachers of literature in introducing students to the art of com-
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plex, multidimensional interpretations of literature. As we expected, based
on previous experiences teaching this poem, the majority of the students
(thirty-seven of sixty-five) initially interpreted the poem either as express-
ing the speaker’s loving, nostalgic memories of his father or as remembering
abuse. As they “press[ed] their ears against the hive,” they heard either the
buzz of danger or the hum of honey processing. Consequently, students’ pre-
class responses to Roethke’s poem fell into two categories: those who identi-
fied a single layer of meaning in the poem and those who saw more than one
meaning or even multiple tensions and ambiguities suggested by the poem.

Many of these initial responses illustrated this proclivity toward flat-
tening the poem or attempting to reduce it to a clear, definable, single expla-
nation, which confirmed the hypothesis our research team initially proposed.
Usually these readings were cursory and impressionistic, offered without tex-
tual evidence or what Joanna Wolfe (2003: 402) calls those “academic features
such as . . . the elaboration of ideas through explicit textual references, and
movement between textual details and a context outside the immediate text”
valued in literary studies. Although their inclination to read with a singular
lens 1s a common novice approach to literature, reading the poem closely
enough to identify the specific textual details that suggest violence or abuse
1s a more sophisticated strategy, especially when contrasted with the students
who glossed over the undertones of violence altogether. For example, two
students saw the poem as a nostalgic homage to Roethke’s childhood rela-
tionship with his father, writing that “his father was not prone to displays of
affection with words or gestures —yet when the father does come forth with
attention, the boy clings to him” and “the father seems to be very affection-
ate towards his son and I think the author sees this as a happy memory.”
Each of these readings elides the poem’s subtext of violence and hardship. A
similar oversight characterized the other students who fell into this category
of single-layered reading. They focused on four miscellaneous patterns: the
poem as mourning the father’s death, the poem as fond memory, the pattern
of dancing, and a specific focus on the rhyme scheme. Although each of these
patterns offers insight into the poem, focusing solely on one of them is not
reading for complexity, nuance, and ambiguity, the skill at the heart of this
lesson and certainly at the core of literary studies. Regardless of the interpre-
tation this group of students generated, their preclass writing suggests they
interpreted the poem as possessing a single meaning.

The rest of the students offered a more advanced initial reading: some
identified tension within a single pattern, and other students were able to see
competing patterns and paradoxes within the poem. Each group approached
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the tensions differently; a few were content to let them lie but most strategi-
cally attempted to resolve the paradoxes, ambiguities, and tensions. Fahne-
stock and Secor (1991: 87) have argued that “the more elusive object of the
critic’s search is the paradox,” upon which “critics seize . . . with special
delight.” This “unification of apparently irreconcilable opposites” is a partic-
ularly important habit of mind of literary studies. Students who address more
than one pattern or acknowledge tensions, ambiguities, or contradictions that
coexist in the poem are approaching the lesson’s larger goal of engaging the
complexity and multilayered meanings in a work of literature. A large group
of students in our study (twenty-six out of sixty-five) were able to pick out a
pattern and puzzle over its relationship to another pattern. For example, one
student noted that although the poem “seems to tell the story of a young girl
or boy dancing with her father, certain phrases can be thought of as seem-
ingly violent.” Another wrote that she saw an “abusive” pattern evident in
the poem but later mused that “it shows that the father cared and put him to
sleep.” Often these students acknowledge more than one layer of meaning:
“It’s such a difficult poem to decide what exactly is being said because it could
be interpreted in two different ways.” Another student noted the apparent
contradictions in the poem, stating that the immediate response was “that of
a young boy with an abusive father” but later acknowledging that “the child
is alternately enjoying and slightly fearing the experience.” Although these
students did not directly address or even use the terms ambiguity or tension,
they did acknowledge the poem’s richness and that it is conducive to multiple
interpretations. This proximity to the lesson’s pedagogical goal suggests that
a significant number of students are poised to move their readings to a more
advanced level with the guidance and support that such a lesson would offer.

Only three of the sixty-five students explicitly identified multiple pat-
terns and pushed further to speculate about their coexistence within a single
poem. One student wrote that “the poem could actually be about love, abuse,
and dancing,” suggesting that the tension does not frustrate him; instead,
the student grants that the poem maintains internal equilibrium between
the competing patterns. Two of the three students explicitly referred to the
concept of paradox: one mused, “Sometimes the purpose of a poem 1is to
convey multiple messages and represent the struggle of internal paradox
within us. Do you hate the man who causes pain or love the only father you’ve
ever known?” and another commented, “In almost all of the passages it is a
conflicting love-hate relationship between Roethke and his father. Roethke
wants the love of his father, despite their conflicting, paradoxical relation-
ship.” Again, however, the majority (thirty-seven out of sixty-five) recognized
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only a single layer of meaning — the more troubling reading practice our les-
son study addresses. That such a small number of students enter our classes
ready to “do” literary studies in the ways we expect points to the urgency of
disciplinary conversations about our pedagogical values.

“Holding It up to the Light / Like a Color Slide”:

Small Group Discussion

What happens when students’ individual interpretations of the poem are
challenged (and reinforced) by those of other students and when they more
closely examine parts of the poem that do not fit their interpretations? In this
next step, students share their individual preclass interpretations in small
groups and then together annotate patterns and parts that do not fit these pat-
terns using overhead transparencies that overlay the poem. As they annotate
the words of the poem —both the elements that contribute to patterns and the
elements that do not seem to fit—they actively and directly engage with those
words. Also, each transparency represents a layer of the students’ meaning in,
above, beneath, or surrounding the poem but always connected to the actual
words in the text. After all, in On Poetry and Craft, Roethke himself (2001:
120) reminds us that “the most difficult thing to remember [is]: that a poem
is made of words.” If part of the “reading problem of massive dimensions”
identified by Scholes is “a failure to focus sharply on the language of the text,”
this step in the lesson is crucial (2002: 165 - 6).

In our two classroom iterations of the lesson, twelve groups (fifty-six
students) identified thirty-five patterns of meaning in the poem, most of which
continue to fall into dualistic responses. Indeed, each set of class patterns
provided an almost even split. Specifically, twelve of the patterns could be
categorized as positive (“dancing,” “father-son relationship,” “child’s admira-
tion for his father,” and “positive language™) and thirteen negative (“drunk,”

97 66

“abuse,” “violence,” and “negative language™), with nine best described as

” “tone,” and “writing to father”).

neutral (“rhyme scheme,

After the preclass interpretations in which students’ initial read-
ings were more heavily weighted toward the negative (twenty-eight students
focused exclusively on the abuse, violence, or difficult family relationships,
and nine focused strictly on positive interpretations, missing the violence
altogether), their in-class, shared interpretations were more evenly balanced.
We propose that two factors contributed to this shift in interpretation. The
first 1s the collaborative nature of the lesson’s in-class component in which
students hear their classmates’ interpretations. Students who had settled on

a single meaning of the poem were confronted with others, perhaps even new
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meanings they had not considered. These moments of listening to their class-
mates complicated the simplicity with which some students began, especially
because some were already applying the more advanced skill of referring to
textual evidence, as illustrated in some preclass writings. When these more
sophisticated students shared their responses in class, some of their class-
mates likely perceived them as offering the “right” interpretation and thus
abandoned their previous response to the text, replacing it with what they
now assumed was the correct response.

The second factor for the shift in interpretation from a preclass focus
on the negative elements in the poem to a more balanced set of interpretations
in class is the lesson’s prompt that now urges students to identify patterns and
elements that do not fit these patterns. Students who begin with one inter-
pretation come to their groups, hear interpretations that may not match their
own, and then must officially acknowledge these others by devoting a trans-
parency to them. Then, even beyond noting others, students must find tex-
tual details that resist their own interpretations, forcing them to engage with,
complicate, and add depth to their initial, flattened-out responses. They must
look for parts of the text that are similar to their interpretations but different,
parts that are related but not alike, connected but perhaps contradictory. For
many, this prompt may be their first encounter with the idea that a text may
contradict itself or have pieces that “do not fit” by design. Many will resist
paradox and ambiguity as often as they resist complexity in general, such as
the two groups that identified a pattern without annotating a single element of
the poem that did not fit, perhaps a last stand for unity and simplicity.

Most of the transparencies from our lesson, however, illustrate some
significant moments of “holding [the poem] up to the light / like a color slide.”
Our goal in this lesson is for students to recognize the multiple possibilities
of meaning in the poem and then transfer this awareness to other texts. At
this stage of literary learning, though, such a noble expectation for an entire
class is aiming too high, especially through a single lesson. However, the les-
son does actively engage students with the specific sites of tension within the
poem, especially as they work together to identify and create meanings, and
thus represents one way to include more intentional and explicit activities that
help students practice this key disciplinary move.

The most contentious and controversial interpretation of both class-
room iterations was centered on the word “romped” (in the line “We romped
until the pans / Slid from the kitchen shelf”) in a way that no other group
acknowledged. This group identified “(sexual) abuse” as a pattern and was
nearly laughed —and later, argued — out of the classroom. This group identi-
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fied the familiar passages of “whiskey” as “causing abuse,” “held my wrist”
as the “control of the father,” and “battered” as “direct ref. to abuse,” as well
as the subtler “I hung on like death” as “fear of what’s to come,” the mother’s
inability to “unfrown” as “feels helpless,” and “still clinging to your shirt”
as “never got over it.” However, the crux of their interpretation of sexual
abuse was the word “romped.” The group reporter —and defender of this
interpretation — pointed out the sexual associations of this term, such as a
“romp in the hay.” The rest of the class simply would not accept this inter-
pretation, even though they acknowledged familiarity with this phrase. They
would not consider this kind of abuse, and the others in this group were
visibly shaken and even angry with the student who insisted on this pos-
sibility. (The group’s other patterns were “child’s admiration” and “taking
care of Dad immediately prior to death,” pointing to their vision of the father
as either a positive figure or a sad, helpless character deserving of pity and
care. Such a father would never sexually abuse his child, or so they insisted.)
The possibility of a boy thinking positively about a man —indeed, his own
father —who had molested or raped him was simply too much. The complex-
ity of that kind of relationship is out of the question for many students, and
they bel