
Hast Seen the White Whale? BY TIM CLARK 

y advanced placement (AP) language students, the cream of the junior class, just finished reading 
Moby-Dick. They didn't like it. It's too long, they said. It's too confusing. It's too old. It's too slow. It's 
too boring. Boil down all their objections and they add up to this: It's too hard. 

"Why do we have to read this book?" somebody asks. 

"Because it's too hard," I tell them. "I want to challenge you. I want you to try to understand the 
hardest book in American literature. You won't succeed. Nobody understands all of it. That's how 
we know it's great." 

These are very bright 11th graders who will go on to good colleges. It's harder still with freshmen who 
are in regular 9th grade English. I remember one boy who raised his hand while we were reading A 
Separate Peace and said, "Mr. Clark, I haven't really read any of this book." 

I can't say I was surprised. In the 12 years I've been teaching, there have been many students who 
have let me know, directly or indirectly, that they haven't actually read the books they're supposed to 
be reading. And they weren't only freshmen. The funniest example came a few years ago when one 
senior chose to write about Kurt Vonnegut's Slaughterhouse-Five on his final exam. He praised it 
highly "except for the slaughterhouse scenes, which were too gory." (There are no gory scenes in the 
slaughterhouse.) 
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I want all my students to be able to 
read demanding books, not just because 

it's a skill they'll need for the rest of 
high school and college but because it 

is a matter of life and death. 

It's hard to teach literature to nonreaders. Oh, most of them pass the courses. They 
pick up essential information from class discussion or they go to SparkNotes.com 
or they cheat. They're not dumb. They just can't read. In another burst of candor, 

a girl once complained that she didn't like the book we were reading because "the 
print is too small and the words are too long and there aren't any pictures." 

So what do I do? 

One obvious solution is to give those students something easier to read. The trouble 
is, I'm not sure that a book with bigger print and shorter words and pictures will 

teach them what they need to know. I want all my students to be able to read 
demanding books, not just because it's a skill they'll need for the rest of high 
school and college but because it is a matter oflife and death. A Separate Peace 
shows how fear makes us hurt the people we love best and how often we act on 
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impulses that we regret for the rest of our lives. 
This is stuff they need to know, and they need to 
know it now, as adolescents, before one of those 

impulses wrecks their futures. 

I've always loved losing myself in a book. I may 
have been the only 7th grade boy in history 
who enjoyed reading "Evangeline." I can still 

recite the opening lines. I was lucky to have 
good English teachers who took me from Great 
Expectations to Catch-22. One of them, Bill 
Teunis, talked me into quitting the football team 
to be in a play called King Lear. That changed 

my life. 

It would be nice to think that all American chil
dren have experiences like mine, but we know 

that's not true. I once asked my freshmen to 
bring in favorite books from home, books they 
find easy to read, for a few minutes of sustained 

silent reading each day. Research shows that 
for struggling readers, the best way to increase 

fluency, comprehension, and word recognition is 
to read books at or below their grade level. 

Some of my kids brought in books, but many did 

not. They said they forgot. After they forgot for a 
week or so, I realized there were no favorite books 
at home, if there were any books at all. 

Fewer and fewer children read at home. According 
to a 2004 study by the National Endowment for 

the Arts, only 57 percent of all Americans read 
any kind of literature-fiction, poetry, plays-at 
all. The steepest decline is among young adults 
ages 18-24. I'll bet the figures are worse now. 

Maybe that's okay. As my old college English 

professor Kevin Starr said of the survey, if 57 
percent of Americans occasionally read literature, 
that's not bad. "You can get through American 
life and be very successful," he told The New 
York Times, "without anybody ever asking you 
whether Shylock is an anti-Semitir character, 

or whether Death in Venice is better than The 
Magic Mountain. 

But it's also true, as Freud said, that "only in the 

realm of fiction can we encounter the multiplirity 



oflives we need to understand our own." I don't teach literature in 
order to produce more English teachers. I teach literature because 
I think it's the best way to prepare my students to become decent, 
caring, honorable husbands and wives, mothers and fathers, 
employees and employers, neighbors, and citizens. 

I am better prepared to understand the terrors and wonders of 
my life because Bill Teunis gave me Shakespeare and Professor 
Starr gave me Willa Cather. General James Gavin, one of the 
heroes of World War II, told me in an interview that he'd learned 
more about leadership from Madame Bovary than from West 
Point. "Soldiers are people," he explained. "Great books tell us 
what makes people tick." 

So when my students read Death of a Salesman, I don't talk about 
its critique of capitalism or its blend of realism and fantasy. I ask 
them whether Willy Loman is a good father or a small-minded 
tyrant; whether Linda Loman is a loving wife or an enabler; and 
when is Biff going to stop blaming his failures on his father and 
start taking responsibility for his own life? 
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I want my freshmen to see that their first year of high school is as 
thrilling and dangerous a journey as that of Odysseus. It's about 
you, I tell them. The Odyssey is about you, and Romeo and Juliet 
is about you, and Black Boy is about you. 

And now I'm telling my AP juniors that Moby-Dick is about 
them too. Consider Captain Ahab, who cruises the oceans of 
the wide earth, asking every ship he meets only one question: 
"Hast seen the White Whale?" Call it insane obsession, call it 
heroic ambition, call it the ultimate quest for reality-whatever 
it is, each of us has a White Whale. What's yours? 

There's only one thing better than losing yourself in a book, and 
that's finding yourself in one. 

Tim Clark teaches English Language Acquisition and writ
ing courses at Con Val High School in Peterborough, New 
Hampshire. 
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