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ABSTRACT 

The aim of this research was to investigate how far the study of English literary texts, 

focused on ‘cultural or marginalised others’, could provide a substitute in imagination for 

the students’ lack of actual experience with the ‘cultural other’ and lead to a positive 

change in their understanding and attitudes.  The students were from an Independent 

College in the northern suburbs of Adelaide, South Australia, where the predominance of 

Anglo-Australian culture made it difficult for the students to interact with others from 

different cultural backgrounds.  Three main theorists were used to underpin the study and 

to analyse the data: Florian Znaniecki’s humanistic sociological concepts of group values 

and individual attitudes; Louise Rosenblatt’s educational theory of aesthetic reading and 

transactional experience emphasizing what should transpire between reader and the 

literary text; and Lev Vygotsky’s psychological theory of the imaginational processes in 

‘higher mental development’.  Over four years, the researcher, who was also the teacher, 

used an English classroom as the field of observation and investigation of students’ 

thoughts and feelings about ‘cultural others’.  The literary texts studied as part of the 

English curriculum included those specifically chosen for their portrayal of themes 

related to people who were culturally different than the students.  Four small scale 

qualitative studies were carried out at four different year levels.  Prior to the study of 

selected texts in Years Nine and Ten, classes were asked to explain in writing what they 

knew and felt about the cultural group concerned.  After study of the texts was 

completed, the students gave written responses to questions about the meaning and 

understanding of the text.  The in-depth linguistic analysis of the students’ written 

comments, to the open ended questions, revealed what understanding and positivity of 

attitudes the students had toward people from other cultures before and after the study of 
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the literary texts.  In the Year Nine study, the topic of investigation concerned Aboriginal 

people in Australia and the Year Ten topic was on Italian immigrants in Australia post 

World War Two.  For Year Eleven, the teacher/researcher provided a ‘memoir’ on the 

dialectical discussions with the students on two World War One texts: one written by a 

German soldier and the other a poem written by a British soldier.  In Year Twelve, when 

the students chose their own texts for study, they responded to four final evaluating 

questions concerning what values they had gained from their years of studying English 

literary texts.  Overall, these small scale studies demonstrated that the aesthetic study of 

literary texts over four years could stimulate the students’ higher mental processes of 

imagination.  In general, participants emerged with a deepened understanding and greater 

positive attitudes toward the ‘cultural other’.  In their own minds, the students’ 

monocultural experiences had been extended through the study of literary texts, although 

these attitudes were not yet tested by actual contact with multicultural ‘others’ in 

Australia. 
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