I « H+ E

REVIEW

Critically Thinking about Harry Potter:
A Framework for Discussing Controversial
Works in the English Classroom

Joanne M. Marshall

Harry Potter as Test Case

Since J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series was first published
in 1997, parents, teachers, and readers of all ages have been
fans of the boy wizard, enthusiastically standing in bookstore
lines at midnight to purchase the next installment, or flocking
to the movies, or rushing to buy the DVD. Previously reluc-
tant readers, including young adult readers (MacRae), are
suddenly enthralled with a book, and the adults who care for
those readers are equally enthralled with its results. Magic,
indeed.

However, not everyone has been under Harry's spell. The

school conflict with conservative Christians, “Educators too
often do a poor job of reaching out to diverse groups of par-
ents and community members and drawing them into the life
of their schools™ (p.5). At the school level and in the class-
room, English educators can lead the way in open discussion,
particularly discussion about books such as the Harry Potter
series. [ offer the following seven-step framework as a way to
begin that discussion, having tested it in three young adult
literature college classrooms and one adult education church
classroom. While my experience has been with college-age
or older adults, I am confident that young adults would also
benefit from this exercise, which

American Library Association
reported in January that the
Harry Potter books are the
most-challenged books for the

The most important step in bridging
ideological gaps is to open discussion.

is at its heart an exercise in criti-
cal thinking. Although the Harry
Potter books are of immediate

third year in a row, and there
have even been reports of its public burning (Goldberg,
“Harry”) and, when burning wasn’t possible because of fire
codes, cutting (Goldberg, “Pastor”). These rejections of Harry
have been largely from a few conservative Christian groups
who feel that the Bible’s many admonitions against the prac-
tice of witchcraft and sorcery (see Deuteronomy 18:9-14, for
example) are to be taken seriously (Abanes). Other critics
feel that the books are sometimes violent and scary, and note
that sometimes its characters disobey or disregard authority.
These parents, therefore, both religious and non-religious, are
concerned about the negative influence such a story, espe-
cially such an extremely popular story, could have on their
children. It is important to note, therefore, both that Harry
Potter’s critics are not limited to conservative Christians and
that not all conservative Christians condemn the books. Some
authors in Christian publications view the books as morally
positive and uplifting (see, for example, Jacobs; Maudlin),
while others have written thoughtful, if not completely ac-
cepting, analyses (see, for example, Faries; Neal).
Regardless of the source of people’s discontent with Harry
and his friends, the popularity of the books, when combined
with the vociferous objections to their use in English class-
rooms, serves to make Harry Potter an ideal test case for how
teachers and media specialists can handle controversial works.

A Framework for Discussing Controversial Works
The most important step in bridging ideological gaps is to
open discussion. As Alex Molnar wrote in 1994 about public

interest because of their current
buzz, the framework could be adapted to any other work of
media.

First, I ask people (a) if they have read any of the Harry
Potter books, or (b) if they have seen the movie. Count the
people so you get an idea of your audience. Ask people to
keep their hands up for a moment so that those who haven’t
read the books or seen the movie can find the Harry Potter
readers and/or movie-watchers later when answering group
questions that require some in-depth knowledge of the stories.

Second, I summarize the story very briefly. My summary,
which I put on a slide, is this:

Harry, an orphan living with his mean aunt and uncle, dis-
covers at age 11, when summoned to Hogwarts School of
Witchcraft and Wizardry, that he has magical powers and is
famous in the magical world—a sort of parallel England — for
surviving evil Lord Voldemort’s attack on his parents. Ad-
ventures at school ensue as Harry learns more.

[ ask the group if there are any questions or if anyone
would like to add any other key details.

Third, I draw “for Harry” and “against Harry” columns
on a chalkboard and ask the class to quickly fill in the argu-
ments for reading the Harry Potter books and against reading
them. As a group, people have been quite good at filling in
both sides, even when it is obvious that they wholeheartedly
agree with only one side.

Fourth, I introduce the concept of finding common ground
by thinking critically about the book, calling the group to a
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democratic ideal of open discussion and asking them to try to
see the other side’s point of view, complimenting them on a
good beginning by their success in fulfilling step three. Ialso
introduce the concepts of ascertainment and discernment,
modified from Ted Baehr’s work. Ascertainment is simply
the idea of figuring out what happens, as in ascertaining the
facts about something, in this case, what happens in the Harry
Potter story. Discernment is the personal application of that
ascertainment, or how what happens affects you as a reader,
if at all. For most readers, the Oxford English Dictionary’s
definition of discernment as “the act of discerning or perceiv-
ing by the intellect; intellectual perception or apprehension™
suffices. In other words, discernment is about thinking criti-
cally. In conservative Christian theology, discernment is also
a spiritual gift, the ability to tell good from evil, or to “dis-
cern between the spirits” (I Corinthians 12:10; Thomson and
Elwell). So in Christian theology, discernment is also about
thinking, or perhaps feeling, critically. There is therefore
some common ground available around these ideas of ascer-

about whether they think these particular books are worth
reading, and if there are any limits that they would place on
their being read. These questions provoke interesting discus-
sion about the value of the books as well as about age-appro-
priateness. If I were using this framework in a high school or
middle school classroom, I would ask students to write a short
persuasive essay outlining their position about the appropri-
ateness of Harry Potter, in keeping with research on the posi-
tive effects that inquiry-based activities such as this one have
on student writing (Hillocks; Johannessen). Or I might ask
them to apply the framework to another work of literature.
The framework is intentionally broad enough to be used for
any work of literature or movie and with any group of people,
from young adults to concerned parents.

Working with Controversy

As readers and educators, we tacitly acknowledge the power
that books have on us. We fall in love with stories, can’t stop
talking about books, and hope that we share some of that

tainment and discernment.
While everyone might agree
on what happens in the book,
there is room to disagree about
how what happens might af-
fect the reader. Regardless of

First, I ask people (a) if they have read
any of the Harry Potter books, or (b)
if they have seen the mouvie.

love with younger readers as we
teach and model reading. We
teach books by diverse authors
so that our students can learn
about others” experiences and
points of view, perhaps even feel-

the opinions, however, the ap-
plication of ascertainment and discernment require readers to
discuss the book critically. 1 emphasize that the point of this
exercise is not to tell people what to think about reading the
Harry Potter series, but to provide an opportunity for people
—whether adults, young adults, or younger students — to prac-
tice how to think about books or other media.

Fifth, I provide a handout (see Table 1) based on the work
of Baehr and media professor William Romanowski. There
are three columns. The first column provides two sets of
questions in eight categories for readers to answer about the
Harry Potter series, providing evidence for their responses in
the second column. One set of questions is intended to help
the reader ascertain the facts of what’s going on in the Harry
Potter books; the other set is intended to help the reader dis-
cern the impact of those facts. Readers use the third column
to indicate whether they think, given their answers to the
questions and evidence from the books or movie, Harry Pot-
ter is a positive, negative, or neutral influence. I break the
audience into small groups, asking them to make sure they
have at least one Harry Potter reader or viewer in the group,
and then I assign each group one of the eight categories to
discuss. Categories include questions about how the hero, the
villain, violence, sex, Christianity/religion, worldview/cul-
ture, moral lessons, and authority are addressed in the book.
Category number four, sex, is not really relevant to the Harry
Potter series — yet — but it is included here so that the frame-
work might be applied to other media.

Sixth, I compile column three responses from each group,
writing each positive, negative, or neutral evaluation on the
board. When finished, I ask the group if they are surprised by
any of the ratings, if they have questions for any group, and if
there are any group’s ratings they would like to discuss. These
questions lead to some lively discussion, as groups ask ques-
tions of others, defend their answers, and provide textual evi-
dence for their responses.

Finally, I ask the audience to make an overall statement

ing something in response, and
our literary theory acknowledges the power of experience and
reader response (Rosenblatt, Probst, Scholes). So it should
not be completely surprising to us that conservative Chris-
tians and other parents are concerned about their own children’s
affective response to a particular set of stories. Rather than
dismissing those concerns as ridiculous or crying “censorship!”
we should work instead to try to understand those concerns.
The advantage of the framework provided here is that it ac-
knowledges those concerns and provides a voice for them
while also demanding that readers think critically about what
they are reading. In that sense, then, we can use controversy
to make our classrooms places devoted to diverse and well-
reasoned voices.
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Table 1: Questioning Framework: Ascertainment and Discernment’

Answers/ Evidence
Ascertaining/ Discerning Questions from Harry Potter

1. The Hero

Ascertain:
Who is the hero?
Why does he or she succeed?

Discern:
Who is the hero?
Heroes fight Man, Nature, Self, Supernatural
What kind of role model is that hero?

2. The Villain
Ascertain:
Who is the villain?
Villains fight Man, Nature, Self, Supernatural
Discern:
What is the message behind the villain’s role?
Is the villain sympathetic?
What'’s the source of evil?
3. Violence
Ascertain:
How much violence is there?
Discern:
How is the violence portrayed?
Necessary? Fun? Normal?
Shock factor?
4. Sex
Ascertain:
How much sex is there?
Discern:
How is the sex portrayed?
Loving and glorious in marriage or a committed relationship?
Fun and frequent goal outside marriage or a committed
relationship?
5. Christianity / Religion
Ascertain:
What's the role of religion, the church, God,
Christians, or other religions in this story?
Discern:
How is religion, etc. portrayed?
Foolish, weak?
Admirable?
6. The Worldview / Culture
Ascertain:
What is the worldview or the culture like in the book/movie?
Discern:
How is the worldview or culture portrayed?
Gloomy, hopeless, violent, exotic, everyday?
What's the value of life? Worth living?
7. Moral Lessons
Ascertain:
What are the moral lessons of the piece?
Discern:
How do those lessons compare with typical moral
or religious lessons?
8. Authority
Ascertain:
Who or what are authorities?
(adults, government, tradition, God, etc.)
Discern:
Are the authorities worth respect? Do they make good
decisions? How do they compare with real-life authorities?

*Adapred from: Bachr, Ted. The Media-Wise Family. Colorado Springs: ChariotVictor/Cook, 1998 and Romanowski, William D. Eyes Wide

Open: Looking for God in Popular Culture. Gran Rapids, MI: Brazos/Baker, 2001.

How does Harry rate?
(positive, negative, or
neutral)
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Resources
For more resources on the Harry Potter debate, see
<http://'www.luc.edu/faculty/jmarsh8/harry.html>.

Joanne M. Marshall is a Curriculum Specialist and Visiting
Assistant Professor at Loyola University Chicago.

A Change in Rates

Beginning with the new year, the ALAN Membership
rates will increase slightly. Student memberships will be
$10, regular memberships will be $20, and institutional
memberships will be $30. Those who join ALAN using
the current membership form (see the back cover of this
issue of The ALAN Review) can still take advantage of the
former rates.

ALAN Speakers Bureau

In our continuing quest to serve schools, libraries, and
other groups interested in young adult literature, ALAN is
initiating a speakers bureau, which can be visited at the
ALAN Web site, www.alan-ya.org. This speakers bureau
will contain the names and contact information for speak-
ers who are available for school, in-service, library, and
other programs involving young adult literature.

If you are interested in including your name in the ALAN
Speakers Bureau, please contact Bill Mollineaux, 2003 ALAN
President, at Bnose3@aol.com for further information.

ALAN Announcements

Congratulations to the Newly Elected ALAN Officers for 2003:
Michael Cart, President-Elect

These three will be joining the Board of Directors:
Carolyn Lott
Jean E. Brown
James Cook

New ALAN Review Co-Editors Have Been Selected!

From January 2003, please send your manuscripts to
Dr. James Blasingame, Co-Editor, The ALAN Review, De-
partment of English/English Education, College of Liberal
Arts and Sciences, P.O. Box 870302, Arizona State Univer-
sity, Tempe, Arizona 85287-0302. jim and Co-Editor Lori
A. Goodson will be assuming responsibility for the journal
editorship in the summer, 2003; they will share responsi-
bility with current editor Sissi Carroll during a spring tran-
sition period.
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