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Women and Men:
Some Rich Thoughts on Teaching (Poetry)
Kerstan Cohen

In assessing my course on Contemporary
American Poetry for Spring of 2002, I turned to a
relatively early essay by one of America's most
distinguished poets, Adrienne Rich: “Taking Women
Students Seriously” (On Lies, Secrets and Silence,

Norton, 1979).

Among other questions, Rich addresses that of

selecting appropriate texts for the classroom:

How do we, as women, teach women stu-
dents a canon of literature which has consist-

ently excluded or depreciated female experi-

CLly 5T2%% CLU Ll 522050

ence, and which often expresses hostility to
women and validates violence against us?
(239-40)

When trying to figure out which poets to read
during the semester, the same issue loomed large.
With this difference, of course: I am not a woman,
but a white man teaching at a Japanese women's
university. As such, I felt a strong responsibility to
resist dictating the reading, lest my own, male-white-
skewed literary background propagate the problem
that Rich had outlined.
students had little background in contemporary,

At the same time, the

English-language poetry. How to get the reading on
the table?

In the end, I divided the 70-student class into 16
groups, each of which independently selected one
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poem from a reserve shelf (or from several American
poetry Internet sites, including the Academy of
American Poets).
recorded reading, each group played and discussed it

After practicing their own

before the class. The course was labeled “Special
Lecture,” particularly “special” because the stu-
dents, themselves, did most of the lecturing.

In the end, the students discussed predominantly
women of diverse racial backgrounds. (One group
chose a poem by the Japanese-American writer,
Kyoko Mori, later discovering to their delight that
she had also graduated from Kobe College).
Certainly, the poetry they had perused to make their

selections reflected some shifting toward diversity in

the canon since Rich wrote “Taking Women
Seriously” in 1976. Granted, as co-editor for The
Best American Poetry 1996, she noted that gender
bias and “literary apartheid” were still strong and
well, adding: “The [Best American] series has so far
been guest-edited by six white men and three white
women, including myself” (Scribner, 18).

But more important than the poems covered in this
particular class was a fresh perspective I gained on
that TESOL catchall: student empowerment. Specifi-
cally, empowering women students in the literature
classroom is one crucial step in nudging the canon
toward inclusion of those who actually do the

(CCEERE AT © 2E5E)

reading and the writing.
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