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Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice is an 

ideal script—in the common vernacular of 

both pharmacists and dramatists alike—for 

Common Core. It is an ideal script for 

Common Core both because as a problem 

play it invites just the kind of critical 

reasoning that Common Core 

prescribes—and at the same time, 

Merchant is also a play that provides a 

diagnosis of the conditions that have given 

rise to the production model of education 

that Common Core represents, privileging 

education as a means to a productive end 

and belittling the humanities as little more 

than Mandarin navel-gazing. But how could 

Merchant be both a symptom of the 

disease and at the same time the cure? 

How could an English drama play the role 

of the Hindu god Shiva, both destroyer 

and creator? Bear with me. The stage, so 

to speak, must be set. 

Common Core is to be commended for 

its emphasis on critical thinking—but in 

that spirit Common Core is also to be 

questioned for its failure to emphasize the 

humanities. No, the humanities are not 

prohibited or discouraged. The engineers 

and purveyors of Common Core will 

defend that there is ample space for the 

humanities in the standards. Nevertheless, 

a reading of the standards reveals that the 

humanities are little valued in the least, 

receiving only lip-service as something that 

students who continue to college may 

expect to face in the curriculum that 

higher education institutions offer. For 

students proceeding straight to career, 
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one can smell the general contempt that 

“business people” usually hold for the 

humanities, that for career students (those 

who will not attend college) such subjects 

are interesting and entertaining but have 

no practical value. The humanities do not 

put food on the table. 

If Common Core places any emphasis on 

the humanities, what it means to be 

human, what it means to be a citizen, then 

such emphasis is merely a shadow at best. 

The comparative spotlight on informational 

text, on the other hand, is frequently 

justified with the expectation that young 

Americans are likely to one day traffic daily 

in memos, reports, statistics, and the like, 

just one symptom of Common Core’s 

prejudice toward productivity and 

indifference toward the humanities. 

Another symptom of this prejudice is the 

risky confidence that Common Core 

almost singularly places in STEM (science, 

technology, and mathematics) over LARP 

(literature, art, philosophy, and religion). 

The predilection for STEM is so great that 

the acronym LARP is not once mentioned 

in the Common Core standards—or 

anywhere, for that matter. Indeed, no one 

has ever heard of LARP because LARP is 

merely a fiction I have invented to make a 

point. Not to my knowledge has an 

acronym for the humanities been 

employed since at least the time of the 

quadrivium. 

To be fair, Common Core places such high 

confidence in STEM because it seems 

intuitive that STEM would be the most 
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likely of subjects to contribute to U.S. GNP, 

whereas LARP would naturally be least 

likely. Intuitions can be deceiving, however. 

Many question the premise that there is 

now—or will be later—adequate future 

demand to employ those now following a 

STEM path in education. And maybe, just 

maybe, the international market might 

evince a predilection of their own, a 

predilection for doing business with a more 

admirable, more civilized, less self-indulgent 

America, the kind of America they did 

business with in the post-war economic 

boom of the 1950s and 1960s, which was 

not coincidentally, perhaps, an educational 

boom-time for research and study in the 

humanities. 

If asked, the engineers and purveyors of 

Common Core would doubtfully dispute 

that the principal intent of Common Core is 

to boost productivity, reduce 

unemployment, increase the tax base, 

restore American competitiveness in the 

global economy, and so on. Why should they 

demure? For likewise, by general impression, 

most Americans regard the importance of 

profit and productivity as a given, paramount 

above all other concerns. Indeed, if what is 

reported in the media is any indication, 

Americans are so vastly concerned with the 

objectives of wealth that questioning this 

priority generally invites only rolled eyes, 

mockery, and relegation of the interlocutor 

to the broad classification of other such 

good-for-nothings as actors, musicians, and 

painters—the brother or sister who is 

always calling home for money. What could 

be more urgent than the national debt, the 

solvency of social security, the trade deficit? 

The Chinese are killing us. Shakespeare? Get 

a job. 

The traditional aims of education are 

personal, economic, and civic, each an 

important contribution to the whole. The 

intent of the personal aim is to cultivate 

individual interests and talents. The intent of 

the economic aim is to cultivate vocation 

and productivity. The intent of the civic aim 

is to cultivate good citizens and develop 

community. Traditionally all three of these 

aims have been valued. All three have been 

considered essential to the flourishing of a 

democratic society. 

Common Core, however, is myopically 

targeted to the economic, with hardly a 

blush. The personal and civic aims are so 

eclipsed by the economic that one can infer 

these “other two,” the personal and the 

civic, to be only begrudgingly given space on 

the bus. The engineers and purveyors of the 

Common Core are governors, profiteers, 

and business philanthropists. No 

philosophers, no artists, no poets were 

invited to participate in the construction of 

the standards. It is not surprising, therefore, 

that the mantra of Common Core turns out 

to be “produce, consume, 

produce consumers.” We have 

gone way past Thoreau’s concern 

that “we are no longer riding the 

train; the train is riding us.” 

Humans have today become 

capital. Schools are managed like 

factories manufacturing products. 

Students are reduced to data. 

People are not just serving capital; 

they have become capital, human 

capital. We even use the language 

of business to describe people 

now, human resources, instead of 

personnel. 

There is nothing strikingly new 

about the scoffing attitude that 

the humanities are an unlikely way 

to make a living. No parent ever 

said to a son or daughter intent 

on becoming an accountant that 

they must instead become an 

actor or an artist, refusing to contribute to 

delinquency if their child pursues accounting. 

What is new is that a relative handful of 

“thinkers’ have hijacked and monopolized 

the traditional aims of education. What is 

new is that in what was once a democracy 

our educational culture has been remade in 

the image of a few and that the decision to 

do so was not made in a transparent public 

forum where the diverse opinions of experts 

in the field were invited. Our educational 

culture was not reshaped by people qualified 

from education, much less from the 

humanities. Nor were states given real 

freedom to choose their destiny for 

themselves. States were indirectly 

threatened with the withholding of federal 

RTTT funds if they did not sign on to 

Common Core and other reform initiatives. 

Yet, federal funds are public funds, 

originating from the same citizens later being 

told what they have to buy with those same 

funds. How was this coup pulled off? That is 

another story, one that I am confident will 

one day be made into a major motion 

picture. What is more important is what to 

do now to restore personal and civic aims to 

the culture of education. What is important 

is to restore the humanities to their proper 

place and emphasis, to return the country to 

its citizens, to re-secure the fruits of the 

Renaissance, to ensure that the eyes of 

Americans remain bright and alive with 

inspiration rather than made dull and lifeless 

by a visionless march of unremitting toil and 

test, toil and test. 

Common Core should therefore be taken at 

its word. Common Core praises the virtue 

of critical thinking—which can only mean 

independent thinking, the kind of thinking that 

challenges presumptions, the kind of thinking 

that challenges authority. This kind of 

thinking was essential to the founding 

father’s vision of democracy. Free speech 

and a free press act together as the ultimate 

check and balance on power. Critical 

thinking is something democratic interests 

have in common with Common Core. The 

spirit of Common Core compels us to think 

critically about Common Core itself, to 

subject it to closer examination and debate, 

to question whether the humanities have 

received their proper due among the new 

standards. Our educational culture is, after 

all, our culture. What we teach in schools 

reflects the virtues—or vices—that our 

society prizes. 

Thus the stage is set for William 

Shakespeare, a minor thinker of the 

Elizabethan period. Most of William 

Shakespeare’s work is forgotten and ignored 

today. Few have heard of him. But one play 

this obscure figure wrote seems relevant to 

our time and should perhaps be resuscitated, 

summoned up by the Common Core’s call 

for Americans to become critical thinkers. 

That play is The Merchant of Venice, believed 

to have been written somewhere between 

1596 and 1598—but do not dismiss it too 

quickly for having been written in the dark 

age of the Enlightenment, that murky time 

that precedes the advent of informational 

text. 

Shakespeare wrote Merchant during the 

Elizabethan period, an era that came amid a 

broader period of slow economic decline in 

Tudor England, a period of decline that 

Many question the premise that there 
is now—or will be later—adequate 
future demand to employ those now 
following a STEM path in education. 
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accelerated with the profligacy of Henry VIII. 

Naturally, The Merchant of Venice is set in 

Venice, as are several of Shakespeare’s plays. 

On the question of Shakespeare’s interest in 

1500s Venice, countless books have been 

written. Compared to the British monarchy 

of the time, the republic of Venice was seen 

as progressive and liberal, a beacon of peace 

and justice. At the same time, Venice was 

wealthy, wealthy with riches procured from 

a merchant trade made prosperous by Italy’s 

superiority in astronomy, a superiority that 

translated into money because it gave Italy’s 

merchant navy an early competitive 

advantage in seafaring navigation.  

Merchant is thus set amid a Venice 

prospering in trade, reaping the riches of 

that dedication to astronomy, an 

endeavor that at the time would 

perhaps have been a rather 

controversial pursuit more akin to 

philosophy—as it was not until 

1615 that Galileo was called before 

the Roman Inquisition for 

endorsing Copernicus’s thesis of 

heliocentrism and not until 1687 

that Newton published Principia. 

There was not a great deal of 

difference between astrology and 

astronomy at the time Shakespeare 

was writing Merchant. Were it not 

for its practical application to 

navigation, astronomy would have 

likely been accorded about the same 

status that Common Core accords the 

humanities. 

Because Venice had so successfully 

prospered, it was perhaps inevitable that it 

should fall into decadence—and that it had 

become decadent by this time is evidenced 

by the licentiousness for which Venice was 

also then well-known at the time, particularly 

evidenced by the widespread prostitution for 

which Venice was then famous, in this regard 

perhaps something like a comparative Las 

Vegas for Elizabethans then living in London. 

The background of this decadence is 

essential to understanding Merchant, as 

context, but the decadence is not in the 

background, the main characters involve each 

other in sex for money. Bassanio is Antonio’s 

lover in return for Antonio’s money—and 

again Bassanio courts Portia for Portia’s 

money. There is never any courtship 

between Bassanio and Portia. They have 

barely met before they wed. 

It’s complicated. Sixteenth Century Venice 

was both progressive and debauched, a 

mixed bag of Renaissance and decadence. 

But that is perfect. Complicated is perfect 

for Common Core and twenty-first century 

America. 

So how exactly does Shakespeare’s The 

Merchant of Venice figure into 21st century 

America? Now the stage has been set, and I 

shall tell. 

Merchant is traditionally considered to be 

one of the “problem plays,” or at least within 

the penumbra of the problem plays. Strictly 

speaking, the problem plays are Alls Well that 

Ends Well, Measure for Measure, and Troilus 

and Cressida—where the designation problem 

play is a term coined by F.S. Boas in 

Shakespeare and his Prececessors (1896). Boas 

called these plays problem plays because they 

do not resolve easily, they are uneasily 

situated between the comic and the tragic, 

and they generally present a contemporary 

social problem to be considered by the 

audience. Many critics would argue that by 

this description the list of Shakespeare’s 

problem plays should be broadened to 

include The Winter’s Tale, Timon of Athens, 

and The Merchant of Venice. 

So, what better to develop critical thinking 

than a problem play? Put differently, what 

could be worse for the development of a 

problem play than a poem, novel, play, or 

any other piece of writing that resolves 

easily? What could be worse than the kind of 

work for which the reader can resolutely 

determine the subject matter of the piece, 

identify clearly and easily the stance of the 

author, come to an easy consensus with 

others upon, and promptly adjourn for 

lunch? What could be worse for critical 

thinking than a text that produces broad 

agreement among readers, the kind of text 

that we put out of mind when we are 

finished and never return consider again? 

There is nothing that could be better for 

developing critical thinking than a text that 

the reader never quits thinking about, a text 

that the reader is drawn back to time and 

time again over the course of their 

maturation as thinkers, a text that 

continually challenges and complicates their 

perceptions. What is wanted more than 

anything in being a critical thinker is to be 

awake, to puzzle, to wonder, to keep 

questioning. There is nothing wrong with 

coming to conclusions on a problem or 

issue, but there is definitely something wrong 

with thinking that the object of thought is to 

come to some place where we have 

definitively decided our position on all issues, 

on all questions. Such a place is the very hall 

of close-mindedness, the very antithesis of 

critical thinking. What we ideally want as 

teachers are texts that problematize life. 

Yes, problematize is a word, a technical 

word, a word used commonly in 

higher education, particularly in the 

humanities. Texts that 

problematize topics, texts that are 

problematic, these such texts are 

ideal for teaching.  

Let us not forget that as teachers 

our job is not to teach the truth; 

the public never entrusted us as 

the guardians of the truth; they 

never gave us that decision making 

ability—and they were right not to 

do so. Who are teachers to decide 

once and for all what The Truth is? 

Who is anyone? Is it even the nature 

of truth to stand still? Maybe in 

mathematics, maybe in physics, maybe will 

get there someday with such disciplines. But 

the general truths by which we lead our 

lives, the truths that the humanities take as 

their subject, these truths have never once 

stood still. Like it or not, we are always 

tasked with adapting our truth to that of an 

ever-differentiating, changing world, trying to 

find the truths that continue to sustain life, 

to sustain the truths of health and happiness, 

the truths by which we flourish. Such a task 

is and should be left to us as individuals. Our 

job as teachers, accordingly, is to teach 

students to think for themselves, to be free 

thinkers (not slaves to the beliefs dispensed 

to them by others), to be critical thinkers, to 

be questioners. The Common Core gets this 

right. Critical thinking is a democratic good. 

Critical thinking is, in fact, a precondition for 

the possibility of freedom of speech, arguably 

the chief good of a free and democratic 

society. 

Problem plays—and problematic texts in 

general—are therefore prescribed by the 

Common Core. Not explicitly but certainly 

implicitly, for the very spirit that Common 

Core ostensibly purports to espouse is that 

of critical thinking. 

There is nothing that could be better 

for developing critical thinking than 

a text that the reader never quits 

thinking about, a text that the reader 

is drawn back to time and time again 

over the course of their maturation as 

thinkers, a text that continually 

challenges and complicates their 

perceptions.  
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But why The Merchant of Venice specifically? 

Why would Merchant be the ideal play for 

the Common Core, the ideal problem play 

for our contemporary circumstance, a 

circumstance characterized by Common 

Core and education reform in general? 

If problem plays present to us a 

contemporary social problem for us to 

consider, the contemporary social problem 

that Shakespeare presents to us in Merchant 

is that of decadence. Decadence—social 

decline as characterized by excessive 

indulgence in pleasure or luxury, 

deterioration of morality and culture. 

Decadence is what follows prosperity, 

perhaps inevitably. Arguably, the concept of 

decadence cannot be separated from that of 

renaissance. An easy look at world history 

reveals that the two cycle, like seasons, like 

birth and death. Renaissance follows 

decadence and decadence follows 

renaissance. History shows it to us over and 

over again. Societies endeavor to wealth, 

they accomplish it, and what do they typically 

do with wealth but eventually reduce life to 

the purpose of the pursuit of pleasure, to 

decadence. Once in a blue moon, some great 

works of art, literature, and philosophy are 

produced, like the pyramids, towering 

tributes to the divinity in man, the greatness 

of which high-minded humans are capable. 

But more commonly evidenced is the 

powerful human tendency to debauch, and 

we ultimately begin to borrow in the pursuit 

of yet greater excess. As a group we become 

debtor societies, renteurs, debtors to 

individuals, states, or countries still in the 

phase of being disciplined, societies on the 

rise, societies that are prospering as a 

consequence of diligent and principled effort 

to save wealth rather than dissipate it. Rome 

is the quintessential example of a civilization 

that rose on practical application of 

principles, prospered, and then fell into 

decadence and decline. 

The rise and fall of empires in cycles of 

prosperity and decadence is just what 

happens. It is not an error, a failing; it is a 

phenomenon, a natural phenomenon. There 

are occasional exceptions, but usually ruin is 

the end of wealth. How many children of 

wealthy parents succeed in handling the 

privilege their parents have awarded them? 

There is even a term today for such 

dissolution, affluenza. Affluenza has been 

called a syndrome, a disorder. Recently in 

Texas, this defense was successfully used to 

absolve an entitled teen, Ethan Couch, of 

four manslaughter charges resulting from 

drunk driving. The chances of prosperity not 

turning to decadence are at best less than 

average. We see it in history. We see it in 

families. We see it in the spoiled rich kid 

whose instruction in virtue is neglected by 

parents all too consumed with their own 

blind pursuit of wealth. It is a common 

tragedy of Sophoclean proportions. If it were 

not so common, we could not so easily 

ignore it. We could not so easily ignore it 

when our educational institutions likewise 

become neglectful in disseminating the basic 

owner’s manual to the human body, when 

we neglect the humanities.  

The humanities. What practical value do they 

have for making money? Who needs them? 

Well, Ethan Couch for one. Ethan and at 

least four others. 

This is what happens when we get behind 

the wheel and do not pay attention to where 

we are going, when we hit the accelerator 

with no guidance system. Is comparing a 

country lacking the guiding virtues of the 

humanities too far-fetched a comparison to 

that of a drunk teen driver lacking guidance? 

A darker question is whether excessive 

testing, treating students like numbers, is 

dehumanizing our children, failing to show 

them that we care for them, failing to set the 

example that human life is sacred, failing to 

remember that humans are sentient 

creatures meant to be free, not slaves to a 

machine. A rising incidence of school 

shootings may be relevant to that darker 

question. 

This is what happens. Societies, like families, 

decay. Our grandparents were born of the 

Great Depression, a time in which the 

virtues and conservation forged in 

adversity gave rise to great wealth and 

with it leisure. Our fathers and mothers 

then went to college and became highly 

successful. Then we grandchildren went 

to college and majored in keg parties. 

The reader is surely an exception, but a 

weekend walk across a college campus 

today easily supports the general claim that 

students are higher than ever in higher 

education. So it goes. So too it goes for 

civilizations. Civilizations tend to lose the grit 

that made them great, and when they do 

their wealth is dissipated at the bottom and 

plundered at the top. 

Unless. Unless citizens are taught better, 

unless citizens are taught better than to 

dissipate wealth in pursuit of pleasure—and 

to teach people that there are better things 

to do than to pursue pleasure… such a 

teaching is properly the task for the 

humanities. Indeed, maybe the humanities 

just is that other pursuit. It is the other thing 

that we can do with leisure, with disposable 

income, the superior alternative to 

decadence. If we can arrest and defeat the 

darkness of decadence before it reaches a 

critical threshold, then perhaps the greatest 

gifts America has to offer history are yet to 

come. Perhaps such a victory is just the kind 

of period that is rich with philosophy, poetry, 

and the arts, a period such as that of the 

classical period that gave rise to Western 

civilization, that of the ancient Greeks and 

Romans, a period such as the Elizabethan era 

that gave birth to Shakespeare, to The 

Merchant of Venice. 

Merchant is a play about decadence because 

the play begins with Antonio’s melancholia, 

his ultimate dissatisfaction with the pursuit of 

wealth and pleasure. It is a play about 

decadence because everyone is doing 

everything for money. Bassanio is a 

prostitute to Antonio for Antonio’s money. 

Bassanio courts Portia for Portia’s money. 

Excepting resentment and revenge, Shylock 

is consumed with nothing other than money. 

If there are any noble characters in the play, 

only the minor and undeveloped characters 

Lorenzo and Jessica stand up to scrutiny—

pursuing love for love’s sake, caring not a wit 

for either the ideologies of Judaism or 

Christianity, and these are rightly described 

as ideologies in Merchant because the two 

religions are not so much practiced as 

exploited, espoused in name only, cited to 

justify the justice that Portia—as Balthazar—

metes out to Shylock in the end, cruelly 

seizing his wealth and forcing him to convert 

to Christianity by making a unilateral 

determination based on her own evaluation 

of a technicality in Antonio’s contract  with 

Shylock, the bond awarding a pound of 

flesh—but not one drop of Christian blood. 

Jessica and Lorenzo, though little developed, 

become ironically the most interesting 

characters in the play, the marriage of a Jew 

with a Christian, their only religion love. 

Shakespeare, you sly dog you. 

What was this sly dog, this minor intellect of 

the Elizabethan era, intrigued by in Venice at 

this time? What was Shakespeare’s interest 

in the Merchant of Venice? What was he 

trying to say? Could his interest be of 

interest to us today? Just as the Common 

Core invites us to critical thinking, to 

question things, so too does Shakespeare at 

the end of the play. Shakespeare speaks to us 

in the mouthpiece of Portia, in double 

entendre meant both to bid goodnight to the 

audience at the end of a long night at the 

theater, the coming of day, and at the same 

Just as the Common Core invites us to 

critical thinking, to question things, so 

too does Shakespeare at the end of the 

play.  
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time meant to voice Portia’s invitation to 

Bassanio to consummate their union. In so 

doing Portia, speaking for the playwright, 

acknowledges the problem nature of the play 

and invites us to move beyond the pat and 

unsatisfactory resolution of the play and 

recognize its problematic nature: 

It is almost morning, 

And yet I am sure you are not 

satisfied 

Of these events at full. Let us go in; 

And charge us there upon 

inter'gatories, 

And we will answer all things 

faithfully. (V, i) 

 

To go into the play, however, and charge us 

[the actors] to answer all 

“inter’gatories” [questions)] faithfully, one 

place we might look is in Bassanio’s 

deliberation as he makes his choice between 

the three caskets (small trunks). One casket 

is made of gold, one silver, one lead. If 

Bassanio chooses the casket with Portia’s 

portrait in it, then he wins Portia as his bride. 

Otherwise he loses. In his deliberation over 

the choice f casket, the themes of the play 

are echoed, themes of appearance versus 

reality, vice and virtue, the exploitation of 

religious texts for justification, the seductive 

“ornament” of wealth, this ornament 

appearing virtuous by its “outward shows,” 

the world “deceived.” Vice “obscures” the 

good and true by “some mark of virtue” in its 

outward appearance. Vice disguises itself as 

virtue: 

 

So may the outward shows be least 

themselves: 

The world is still deceived with 

ornament. 

In law, what plea so tainted and 

corrupt, 

But, being seasoned with a gracious 

voice, 

Obscures the show of evil? In 

religion, 

What damned error, but some 

sober brow 

Will bless it and approve it with a 

text, 

Hiding the grossness with fair 

ornament? 

There is no vice so simple but 

assumes 

Some mark of virtue on his outward 

parts. (III, ii) 

 

Bassanio goes on to disparage the foolish 

pursuit of wealth, why he will not choose a 

life in pursuit of wealth. Wealth for wealth’s 

sake is fool’s gold; it is why he does not 

choose either the gold or silver casket but 

instead chooses the lead one. Do not miss 

the irony. Bassanio has plotted from the 

beginning for  Portia’s wealth. Hypocrisy 

abounds. But here he disclaims wealth and 

vice as healthy pursuits, intuitively knowing 

that to pass the test that Portia’s father set 

and win Portia and her money, he must 

disavow the very wealth that Portia’s suit 

offers, whereby Portia’s father had attempted 

to ensure that no man marries Portia for 

love. So Bassanio denounces the show of 

wealth (ornament) as “but the guiled shore 

to a most dangerous sea,” a seeming truth 

that the cunning (plutocrats of Venice) have 

used to entrap the wisest, to enslave people 

to the pursuit of wealth—for the ends of the 

wealthy no less: 

 

Thus ornament is but the guiled 

shore 

To a most dangerous sea; the 

beauteous scarf 

Veiling an Indian beauty; in a word, 

The seeming truth which cunning 

times put on 

To entrap the wisest. Therefore, 

thou gaudy gold, 

Hard food for Midas, I will none of 

thee; 

Nor none of thee, thou pale and 

common drudge 

'Tween man and man: but thou, 

thou meagre lead, 

Which rather threatenest than 

dost promise aught, 

Thy paleness moves me more 

than eloquence; 

And here choose I; joy be the 

consequence! (III, ii) 

 

But this is just the beginning of “going in” 

to the text, to not being “satisfied” and 

seeking answers to “inter'gatories,” 

questioning the text. Shakespeare does not 

provide us with the answers. He merely 

presents the problem, a social problem, for 

our consideration. Perhaps he gives us a clue, 

however, an indication of the attitude we 

ourselves must take to solving the problem. 

Shakespeare writes that “we will answer all 

things faithfully.” With faith, with trust, with 

an open mind we will resolve this social 

problem, the decadent milieu for which 

Common Core is both symptom and 

prescription. As much now as then, we must 

dedicate ourselves to critical thinking, to 

looking more deeply into a text, to being 

vigilantly alert to the problematic nature of 

life, to being ever suspicious of simple 

solutions and ever-guarded against the 

seductive appearance of vice, of the blind 

pursuit of wealth, and the self-deception by 

which the truth of virtue is so easily 

obscured by greed. 

In faith, renaissance always follows 

decadence, just as spring follows winter. We 

have a tendency to destroy ourselves, 

pursuing pleasure when we prosper. But we 

also have a tendency to rescue ourselves 

when we come too close to death, when 

some power threatens to snuff our very 

humanity. Common Core comes as Shiva, 

both creator and destroyer, one in the same. 

By neglecting the humanities, Common Core 

could not have done more to draw our 

attention to the humanities. 

 

The humanities are vitally important. Critical 

thinking calls upon us to question the 

suspicious absence of the humanities in 

Common Core. Shakespeare’s The Merchant 

of Venice paints the same social problem we 

face today as characterizing Elizabethan 

England and Venice. Decadence is nothing 

new. Merchant serves to mirror twenty-first 

century America. In the spirit of reviving a 

lost America, let this lost play of this minor 

and obscure thinker, William Shakespeare, be 

revived. Let Common Core be twisted 

against its author’s intent to the service of a 

turning point in American decadence, a 

revival of American virtue, an American 

Renaissance. Merchant is the ideal play for 

Common Core, the ideal prescription for the 

all too common disease of decadence. May 

Shakespeare someday receive his proper due, 

this much overlooked man the genius a 

handful of humanists believe him to be. 

 

About the Author:   

Rob Wade is the Executive Director of the 

Tennessee Council of Teachers of English.  

You may contact him at 

dwight.robert.wade3@gmail.com.  

Shakespeare writes that “we will 

answer all things faithfully.” 

With faith, with trust, with an 

open mind we will resolve this 

social problem, the decadent 

milieu for which Common Core 

is both symptom and 

prescription.  

mailto:dwight.robert.wade3@gmail.com
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NCTE’s 2014 

Distinguished Service 

Award  Recipient 

Sharon Chaney 

Dr. Sharon Chaney, a phenomenal lady with the 

ability to instill in others the zeal she has, to get 

them to volunteer and to follow through on the 

project at hand, has gotten more accomplished in  

her career than most of us can think about.  Sha-

ron brings out the best in others.  In Tennessee 

and many other places, we are made better 

teachers, better men-

tors for others, better 

professionals as she 

raises our standards, 

and even better people 

for having known her. 

 

Her skills were show-

cased with her chairing 

not one but two highly 

successful NCTE con-

ferences (1998 and 

2006.)  She has been a leader 

in Nashville CTE, TCTE, NCTE and a myriad of 

other professional organizations. 

 

Sharon organizes AP and IB programs and has 

worked as assistant principal and head of Spe-

cial Programs in her school system. Several times 

she has been named "Teacher of the Year" in 

Tennessee.  She is a Milikin Fellow and has Na-

tional Board Certification. Her leadership in 

TCTE (past-president) and NCTE is deep:  Trus-

tee, state judge for literary magazines, member of 

Distinguished Service committee, NCTE Execu-

tive Committee as Associate Chair of the Sec-

ondary Section, member of SLATE, and on it 

goes complete with Sharon's effervescence, com-

petence, bubbling enthusiasm, and quality work. 

 

This woman is an in-

spiration to so many 

personally and pro-

fessionally.  She is a 

scholar--Latin and 

English, a pianist, a 

mother, a wife, an 

administrator, a 

cheerleader for oth-

ers. 

 

Contributed by Carolyn 

Phipps, former Executive Director of TCTE. 

 

 

Dr. Chaney is on the left. 

For more information about the NCTE 

Distinguished Service Award, including 

past winners, see http://www.ncte.org/

awards/service/dsa  

http://www.ncte.org/awards/service/dsa
http://www.ncte.org/awards/service/dsa
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Call for Proposals for TCTE’s 2015 Conference 

On Jumping Off the Cliff: Notes to Break Your Fall 

2015 has brought about numerous changes in Tennessee and English educa-

tion. New standards are being implemented, new testing platforms are being 

used, and new curriculum programs are being suggested. It is starting to feel as 

if ELA teachers are teetering on a precarious cliff, and one more gust of wind 

will knock us over. This year TCTE is focusing 

on bringing together the ELA community. Our 

2015 September conference is centered on the no-

tion that if we are going to take the plunge off the 

cliff, then we might as well be armed with tools to 

break our fall. As you pre- pare to submit pro-

posals think about those lessons that have 

worked over the years. Think about the re-

searched strategies you use daily to enhance ELA 

skills in your classroom. Think about the unit 

plans for those cannon texts that make your classroom memorable for all stu-

dents who walk through your door. One of our goals at TCTE is to create a 

space where novices and veterans, classroom teachers and teachers of teachers, 

elementary and high school can share our notes with each other to help make 

the Tennessee English teacher community stronger than ever. We look forward 

to seeing everyone in Nashville on September 25th as we hold hands and take 

the leap into the new school year together. 

For more information please check out the Conference page on the TCTE web-

site at http://tncouncilofteachersofenglish.webs.com/annual-conference .  You 

may also contact Kim Coyle, conference organizer, at kimccoyle@gmail.com . 

http://tncouncilofteachersofenglish.webs.com/annual-conference
mailto:kimccoyle@gmail.com
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Designed by nicholemagoon and retrieved from http://visual.ly/10-facts-about-dr-seuss-books on February  27, 2015.   

Seussical Success: Integrating 
the Good Doctor into Middle 

School and Secondary 
Classrooms   

by Kristen Pennycuff Trent 

 

Why should elementary and 

intermediate students have all the fun?  

The works of Theodor Seuss Geisel may 

appear simple, but they actually conceal 

a surprising depth.   Within their 

whimsical, lyrical pages students can find 

accessible ways to engage with complex 

concepts such as satire, social injustice, 

environmental issues, and even 

psychoanalytic criticism.  While still not 

as prolific as for younger students, many 

great resources are available online.  

Check out the following links to 

invigorate your classroom with Dr. 

Seuss. 

 

Serious Silliness: High School 

Reading and Writing Inspired by 

Dr. Seuss by Amanda Christy 

Brown and Katherine Schulten   

http://

learning.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/03/06/

serious-silliness-high-school-reading-and-

writing-inspired-by-dr-seuss/?_r=0  

New York Times learning blog post 

offers multiple ideas for using Seuss’s 

works in secondary settings with 

everything from a model for concise 

editing to introducing iambic pentameter 

with Green Eggs and Ham.   

 

Id, Ego, and Superego in Dr. Seuss’s 

The Cat in the Hat   

http://www.readwritethink.org/

classroom-resources/lesson-plans/

superego-seuss-800.html   True to 

ReadWriteThink format, this 

comprehensive set of eight, 50 minute 

lessons is designed to engage students in 

literary and psychoanalytic criticism.  

Highlighting text based evidence, the unit 

culminates in an analytical essay with a 

revision guide that could easily be turned 

into a rubric for evaluation.   

http://visual.ly/10-facts-about-dr-seuss-books
http://learning.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/03/06/serious-silliness-high-school-reading-and-writing-inspired-by-dr-seuss/?_r=0
http://learning.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/03/06/serious-silliness-high-school-reading-and-writing-inspired-by-dr-seuss/?_r=0
http://learning.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/03/06/serious-silliness-high-school-reading-and-writing-inspired-by-dr-seuss/?_r=0
http://learning.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/03/06/serious-silliness-high-school-reading-and-writing-inspired-by-dr-seuss/?_r=0
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/lesson-plans/superego-seuss-800.html
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/lesson-plans/superego-seuss-800.html
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/lesson-plans/superego-seuss-800.html
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Seuss and Silverstein: Posing Questions, Presenting 

Points 
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/lesson-

plans/seuss-silverstein-posing-questions-283.html Secondary 

teachers might be surprised by the title of this collection of 

four lesson plans, but they will be delighted by the 

interactive, critical thinking scaffolds for exploring social 

issues in accessible texts.   

 

The Political Dr. Seuss  
http://www.pbs.org/independentlens/politicaldrseuss/

edu.html  This site for the documentary of the same name 

provides a plethora of resources to explore the political 

underpinnings of Seuss’s art from political cartoonist to best-

selling children’s book author.  The For Educators section also 

contains two mini-units for students in grades 7-12: 

“Universal Themes in Dr. Seuss” and “Political Cartoons”.   

 

Dr. Seuss Went to War 
http://libraries.ucsd.edu/speccoll/dswenttowar/ Students can 

scroll through a comprehensive collection of the original 

political cartoons of Theodor Geisel from the University of 

California, San Diego.  

 

Teaching with The Lorax by Dr. Seuss  

http://alex.state.al.us/lesson_view.php?id=6070 Lesson plan    
for high school students to create digital storyboards to 

teach first graders about conservation through literacy based 

strategies.   

 
From Dr. Seuss to Jonathan Swift: Exploring the 

History Behind the Satire 
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/lesson-

plans/from-seuss-jonathan-swift-936.html Presented in three, 

50 minute lesson plans, secondary students synthesize 

information from The Butter Battle Book, informational text 

and historical articles (also provided), and Gulliver’s Travels to 

analyze the historical context and use of satire.   

 

Teen Readers and NEA's Read Across America 
http://www.adlit.org/article/21880/ The National Education 

Association presents ideas for engaging older students with 

ideas including poetry slams, readers’ theater, and an 

Amazing Race based literature scavenger hunt.   

 

Kristen Pennycuff Trent, PhD, is a former president 
of the Tennessee Reading Association and an 
Associate Professor in the College of Education at 
Tennessee Tech University.  

 

 

 

 

We want to hear from you!  Help us feature what you want to read in upcoming issues.   

We’re looking for:  

 Students’ or your  own musings in poetry or prose,  

 Teaching blogs you love, and 

 Events from your classroom, school, or local chapter. 

Please email Melissa Comer at mcomer@tntech.edu or Kristen Trent at 

kpennycuff@tntech.edu.  

http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/lesson-plans/seuss-silverstein-posing-questions-283.html
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/lesson-plans/seuss-silverstein-posing-questions-283.html
http://www.pbs.org/independentlens/politicaldrseuss/edu.html
http://www.pbs.org/independentlens/politicaldrseuss/edu.html
http://libraries.ucsd.edu/speccoll/dswenttowar/
http://alex.state.al.us/lesson_view.php?id=6070
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/lesson-plans/from-seuss-jonathan-swift-936.html
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/lesson-plans/from-seuss-jonathan-swift-936.html
http://www.adlit.org/article/21880/
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Close Reading and the Common Core Standards   

By Nadine Raines     

A Comparison & Critique of Two Articles 

The Common Core State Standards 

(CCSS) has generated shifts, impacting 

instruction in the English language arts 

(ELA).   Close reading is one such shift.  

In this paper, I will examine two articles 

that discuss the connection between the 

Common Core State Standards (CCSS) 

and close reading.  Both articles examine 

the rationale for close reading; however, 

one has a more detailed explanation 

than the other.    

In the first article “Letting the Text 

Take Center Stage: How the Com-

mon Core State Standards Will 

Transform English Language Arts 

Instruction,” Timothy Shanahan 

(2013), explains why the Common 

Core calls for close reading.  Ac-

cording to Shanahan, the CCSS 

came about because states were 

unable to implement standards that 

were challenging to students at all 

levels.  Now that there are signifi-

cant shifts with the standards, Sha-

nahan believes that the new shifts might 

be the most radical changes in the histo-

ry of the US education system, due, in 

part, to the idea that these changes will 

present difficulty for both students and 

teachers.  

One area of concern discussed in the 

article is text matching.  Shanahan points 

out that while the Common Core calls 

for challenging text, teachers were long 

taught to match text with students, 

something that is not supported by re-

search.  To validate this point he cites 

Morgan, Wilcox & Eldredge (2000) who 

states that “research has found no con-

sistent relationship of student-text 

match and learning” (Shanahan, 2013, 

p.6).   Based on this, Shanahan argues 

that teachers must expect text challeng-

es, and must be prepared to support 

students.  

Another area of concern, for Shanahan, 

is reading preparation, or background 

knowledge in reading.  He argues that 

proponents of the CCSS do not support 

this, and, based on his own experience, 

he does not support it either.  This 

stems from the argument that teachers 

spend too much time reviewing back-

ground information, leaving little or no 

time for students to read the text.  In 

addition, background knowledge can also 

conflict with the text, hence, the reason 

for close reading (Shanahan, 2013).  The 

question to consider is this:  What is 

close reading?  

Close reading, as cited in Shanahan’s ar-

ticle, is “having students read and reread 

text while paying close attention to the 

words and structure, with little reliance 

on other information” (Bessler, 2006, 

cited in Shanahan, 2013, p.7).  Shanahan 

agrees that prior knowledge is important 

to make sense of some text; this he says 

is supported by research and will be 

beneficial to some students.  However, 

the problem he sees is with the process.  

The way prior knowledge is conducted, 

Shanahan contends, has become so rigid 

that it has lost its purpose, making 

it inconsistent with both learning 

goals and research (2013).  He 

notes that there is still benefit to 

be gained from discussing back-

ground with students, but it must 

be used with careful considera-

tions, using higher-order thinking 

questions to help students inter-

pret the text for example.  Un-

doubtedly, for Common Core 

reading, emphasis is on the text, 

not on the teacher.   

In the second article “Improve 

Reading with Complex Text” by Douglas 

Fisher and Nancy Frey (2015), the au-

thors discuss the call for close reading in 

the Common Core State Standards and 

provide an overview of how to organize 

instructions in close reading.  In doing 

this, the authors highlight the first stand-

ard in the reading domain which points 

to the teaching of close reading.  Ac-

cording to Fisher and Frey (2015), close 

reading allows students to draw all sorts 

of information from text and gives them 

the opportunity to analyze information 

in order to develop critical reading skills, 

skills required for jobs.  

According to Fisher and 

Frey (2015), close reading 

allows students to draw all 

sorts of information from 

text and gives them the 

opportunity to analyze 

information in order to 

develop critical reading 

skills, skills required for 

jobs.  
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In fact, Fisher & Frey (2015) state that 

those who oppose close reading might 

do so because close reading was initially 

used with upper high school and college 

level students.  However, advocates for 

close reading believe that there is enough 

evidence that it can be effective with dif-

ferent levels of students.  As an illustra-

tion, Fisher & Frey (2015) point to an 

intervention program they did in 2014 

that yielded positive results.  The results 

were as follows: “The 100 students who 

participated in that study via an after-

school close reading effort significantly 

outperformed a comparison group of 

over 300 students on the state accounta-

bility assessment and on their reading self

-perceptions and attendance in the after-

school program” (Douglas & Frey, 2015, 

p.57).  Other researchers also confirmed 

that there is benefit of “higher level of 

learning for younger children [in close 

reading]” (William et al., as cited in Fish-

er & Frey, 2015).  In terms of implemen-

tation, Fisher & Frey suggest four catego-

ries that should be taken into considera-

tion.  The four areas are: short, complex 

text, rich discussions based on worthy ques-

tions, revisiting and annotating of the text, 

and being inspired (2013). 

Critique  

Both articles are reader friendly.  The 

use of graphics, subheading, and varied 

sized fonts, make the articles more inter-

esting and easy to read.  In terms of the 

content, both articles convey the same 

basic information and both arguments 

seem logical.  However, Frey & Fisher 

(2015) made their point about the con-

nection with close reading and the Com-

mon Core State Standards in much less 

writing than Shanahan (2013) does.  Nev-

ertheless, Shanahan’s detailed discussion 

gives the reader a more complete pic-

ture.    

Although I think the facts presented by 

Fisher & Frey were accurate (2015), I 

noticed that they refer mostly to studies 

they have done.  To make the article 

more credible they could have compared 

their findings with similar research. Fur-

thermore, the research they did was 

conducted with middle school students, 

so to imply that close reading works with 

a wide category of students without the 

research to back it is somewhat unset-

tling.  I would have loved to see the re-

sults of studies implemented with ele-

mentary age students; since this would 

validate that close reading is effective for 

younger children.  Nevertheless, I appre-

ciate their work, and discussion on the 

topic. 

Shanahan’s (2013) article presents a great 

deal of information about the Common 

Core stance.    He used research, his 

personal experience, and the require-

ment of the CCSS to make his point.  

One of the differences in the two articles 

is that unlike the article by Fisher and 

Frey, Shanahan’s article is written in an 

historical context.   I welcomed the de-

tails and his thorough discussion on the 

subject matter, but wished he would 

have talked about the present teaching 

programs and teacher preparation as a 

follow-up to his statement that teacher 

preparation does not equip teachers with 

effective tools to teach challenging text 

and close reading (2013).  I am fascinated 

by the discussion on matching text to 

students and reading preparations.  Sha-

nahan states that teachers were taught to 

match text with students based on read-

ing levels, even though the research does 

not support this (2013). I can definitely 

appreciate the need for students to read 

challenging text; one reason for the scaf-

folding theory. On the other hand, I can-

not understand why teachers would be 

encouraged to practice something that is 

not research-based.   The information on 

pre-reading is informative, but it could be 

easily misinterpreted, seeming as if the 

author has a bias against it.     

As can be seen from both articles, there 

is definitely a shift in the reading stand-

ards under the Common Core.  Since 

this shift calls for students to read more 

complex text, and read closely, teachers 

will have to learn strategies to ensure 

that these standards are being met. 

References 

Fisher, D., & Frey, N. (2015). Improve 

reading with complex texts. Phi Delta 

Kappan, 96(5), 56-61. 

doi:10.1177/0031721715569472 

Shanahan, T., (2013). Letting the Text 

Take Center Stage: How the Common 

Core State Standards Will Transform 

English Language Arts Instruction. Ameri-

can Educator, 37(3), 4-11.  

Nadine Raines is a pre-service 

teacher at Tennessee Tech 

University’s 2+2 Program at 

Pellissippi State Community 

College in Knoxville, TN.    

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 



 

Visions and Revisions 13 Spring 2015 

 

 

Around the State 
TCTE Happenings  

Vince Vawter, author 
of Paperboy, a 2014 

Newbery Honor 
book, and luncheon 
keynote speaker at 

the TCTE 2013 con-
ference, recently vis-
ited with a group of 
Tennessee Tech Uni-
versity pre-service 
teachers enrolled in 
the 2+2 program at 
Pellissippi Commu-
nity College .  The 

teachers, along with 
Professor Kathy 

Brashears, enjoyed 
hearing about Vince’s success with the novel and his future writing 

plans.  Stay tuned for more from Vince and the novel soon . 

Can’t put down your favorite YA 

novels?  Come meet over 30 authors 

at the 

SE-YA Bookfest 

Coming to MTSU 

March 10-12, 2016 

For More Information Contact 

Barbara Collie at collieb@rcschools.net 

 

To submit an article for 

Tennessee English 

Journal,  please email 

editor Susan North at 

susan-north@utc.edu. 
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Te nne sse e  C ounc i l  o f  

Te a che r s  o f  Eng l i s h  

       

Visions & Revisions is a peer reviewed 

publication of the Tennessee Council of 

Teachers of English.  It is distributed 

three times per year in May, October, and 

February.  For information, or to submit 

articles, please contact the editors: 

Melissa Comer at mcomer@tntech.edu 

and Kristen Trent at 

kpennycuff@tntech.edu or visit the 

V i s i o n s  a n d  R ev i s i o n s  

Publications Page of the TCTE website for 

the Call for Manuscripts.   

 

Responsibility, Creativity, and 

the Arts of Language 

November 19-22, 2015 

         Minneapolis, Minnesota 

————————————————————————————— 

Don’t forget to check out these exciting events: 

 Literacy Education Advocacy Day March 5 

 “Risk and Reward” 2015 CCCC Annual Convention 

March 18-21 in Tampa, FL  

 “Common Ground, Global Reach: Teaching English 

& English Education for Global Literacies” IFTE/

CEE Summer Conference July 6-9 in  New York 

City, NY 

 “Sharing Our Stories, Re-visioning Our Worlds: 

Reading, Writing, and Taking Action” 2015 WLU 

Literacies for All Summer Institute July 9-11 in 

Atlanta, GA 

Join Us! 

 

TCTE exists to support the teaching of writing, 

reading, and literacy across the state and to 

provide a professional network for the support 

of educators.  

 

Why join TCTE? 

~An exciting state annual conference 

~Awards and scholarship opportunities for early 

career and veteran teachers 

~Publications including newsletters, journals, 

and books 

 

Become a Member Today 

using the membership form on the website! 

 

Check Out Our Website: 

http://

tncouncilofteachersofeng

lish.webs.com/  

 

We Hope to See YOU 

 

TCTE Professional 

Development Institute 

 

September 25, 2015 

Nashville 

http://tncouncilofteachersofenglish.webs.com/
http://tncouncilofteachersofenglish.webs.com/
http://tncouncilofteachersofenglish.webs.com/

