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Abstract 

The purpose of this essay has been to examine whether there is a school canon for fiction in 

the teaching of English at upper secondary schools in Sweden and how such a canon takes 

shape. The study has been carried out by compiling lists of books and interviewing teachers in 

the region of western Kronoberg. There turned out to be a number of books that were 

recurring in the schools such as Of Mice and Men by John Steinbeck and Stone Cold by 

Robert Swindells. The study found a few patterns in the school canon which the mentioned 

titles fit well into. The books of the school canon turned out to mainly be either classics or 

youth novels. It was also found that the books of the school canon mainly portrayed the 

Anglo-Saxon world and that the main characters were mostly boys/men which the school 

canon has in common with the Western canon.  

The theoretical approach has been that of cultural capital as presented by John 

Guillory. His ideas of canon formation, which is mainly focused on the Western canon, are 

compared to the formation of a school canon. This essay claims that the shaping of the school 

canon has some things in common with Guillory’s ideas of canon formation but since the 

school canon has a clear purpose in that the literature has to be suitable for teaching and 

teachers in interviews claim universities are losing influence over school’s literature selection, 

teaching aspects play a greater part in the shaping of a school canon. 
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1. Introduction 

Sometime during my first term at upper secondary school, my English teacher took me to the 

room where all the English literature was stored. It was like being let into a treasure chamber 

and I felt an exuberating sensation of excitement when looking at the titles in the shelves by 

authors such as Charlotte Brontë, Oscar Wilde and Roald Dahl. I wanted to read them all and 

would not have minded spending days in that room. During my time as a trainee teacher I 

have seen a few more rooms of this kind and I have come to wonder why these very titles 

have been selected and put in this room. Some books I have noticed more than once on the 

shelves or in the hands of students. It struck me that some works must be recurring in the 

range of English fiction at schools. I began to wonder if there is an unspoken literary canon 

for the teaching of English in Swedish schools. 

The general topic of my essay is literary canon formation. A canon can be said 

to be an unspoken list of literary works that are considered a standard, the best in a certain 

field or just a collection of texts or documents that are considered to be normative in a certain 

field. When teaching literature in English at upper secondary schools in Sweden, one often 

lets students read novels or short stories. Sometimes the entire class reads the same book and 

sometimes students are responsible for choosing a novel at the school library. My essay will 

focus on the selection of fiction that schools use in the teaching of English. On what grounds 

are books chosen by teachers to be a part of that selection? Is there a specific canon for the 

teaching of English at upper secondary schools in Sweden, i.e. do some titles occur in many 

different schools? I will also analyze two of the reoccurring titles and briefly link the content 

and themes of those to the idea of canon formation especially when it comes to gender 

representation, cultural background/context and the context of class. The two titles were 

chosen since they proved to be the most common in the schools that were included in my 

study. I will furthermore examine the relation between a possible educational canon and the 
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traditional Western canon which is often referred to in discussions. I will also discuss the 

concept of canon and its history and the debate that has been and is still going on, especially 

when it comes to what books students ought to read at school. I will follow up the lists of 

books by having interviews with a few teachers that are responsible for the supply of English 

books in their schools. What I want to ask them is how they reason when they purchase new 

literature. Do they for instance think about literature for different groups of students, what 

books students can relate to and other factors that have to do with selecting literature for 

teaching? Some facts about strategies for choosing literature for teaching will be included in 

the background section. 

As the main focus of this essay is canon formation the theory is linked to this 

area and will first and foremost be that of Cultural Capital which John Guillory writes about 

in a book with that very title. Cultural Capital will be used as a basis in the examination of 

whether an unspoken school canon is formed according to Guillory’s theory or is in fact 

shaped on other premises. The methods will be mainly the interviews mentioned above and 

compilations of lists of books from different schools. Since my interviews with teachers focus 

on their ideas of canon formation and choosing literature to teach students I will also include 

material about selecting suitable literary material for teaching as well as general aspects on 

teaching literature. I will also take a brief look at what the current syllabus in English for 

upper secondary school says about teaching literature and link that to my analysis of the 

school canon. 

I will from now on distinguish between three different types of canons in order 

to be as clear as possible. The Western canon is what many people think about when talking 

about the canon. The Western canon is a specific canon and will be mentioned further on 

along with literary scholar Harold Bloom as a starting-point on my discussion about canon 

formation. When talking about the school canon I mean the canon of my hypothesis that is 
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more or less hidden and that is not necessarily linked to the Western canon. When talking 

about the canon I refer to the concept of a canon as such and when referring to a specific 

canon I use the expressions mentioned above or another name for a specific canon such as the 

biblical canon. 

  

 

1.2. Hypothesis 

My hypothesis for this essay is that there is a canon with a few titles that are used in the 

teaching of English literature at most upper secondary schools in the region of western 

Kronoberg. What I want to investigate is why those certain books occur in most schools and if 

they primarily belong to the context of the Anglo-Saxon world as well if they include both 

female writers and characters. The Western canon tends to include works written mostly by 

dead, white men from the upper class or middle class. Does a canon for teaching English in 

Sweden follow the same pattern or does it have a pattern of its own? A school canon for 

English would have a specific target audience in teenagers and adolescents which ought to be 

reflected in a school canon. The Western canon and the school canon may have things in 

common but the school canon is likely to be more oriented towards youth novels. Since my 

study is limited to a specific area in Sweden it cannot give a definite view on this topic but 

perhaps a strong indication. 
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1.3 Material 

The material that will be used are primary sources consisting of lists of books that are used in 

the teaching of English in 8 upper secondary schools in the region of western Kronoberg
1
. In 

some cases schools have provided me with lists and in other cases where the schools have not 

had lists, I have visited them and made lists. This has probably not lead to any differences 

between the lists but there are no guarantees. In one case I made a list when a teacher listed 

the titles over the phone. Other primary source material will be interviews with teachers 

responsible for the selection of fiction at some of the schools mentioned above.  

 Secondary sources used in this essay will be books concerning canon formation 

and the canon debate such as Cultural Capital by John Guillory, The Western Canon - The 

Books and School of the Ages by Harold Bloom, Critical Theory and the Literary Canon by 

E. Dean Kolbas, Doing English – A Guide for Literature Students by Robert Eaglestone and 

Kanon ifrågasatt by ed. Katarina Leppänen and Mikela Lundahl. These sources will present 

different aspects of both the canon debate and the theories of canon formation such as whether 

the canon is shaped upon aesthetic values or whether there is a sociological aspect to the 

contents of the canon. Other secondary sources are for instance books about teaching English 

literature to non-native speakers such as Literature and Language Teaching – A guide for 

teachers and trainers by Gillian Lazar and Literature in the Language Classroom – A 

resource book of ideas and activities by Joanne Collie and Steven Slater. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1
 Kronoberg is a region in the South of Sweden 
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1.4 Previous research 

There has hardly been any research carried out about there being an unspoken canon in the 

teaching of English at Swedish upper secondary schools. There are, however, a few academic 

essays about whether there is a hidden literary canon within the teaching of Swedish. Those 

essays have focused very much on the teachers’ views and the studies are based on either 

interviews or surveys with teachers. One of these essays is Kanonlärare: En undersökning av 

svensklärares litteratururval by Anna Andersson and Carl Johan Odehammar. Not one 

academic essay has done as I have done, combined interviews with actually having a look at 

what books the schools in fact use in the teaching. Also, as mentioned, previous studies in 

Sweden that have been examining the existence of a canon in Swedish schools have all been 

carried out in the subject of Swedish. None of them has examined the idea of a school canon 

within the teaching of English in Sweden. 

The theories used in the academic essays I have looked at have mainly focused 

on didactic theories while I will focus more on canon formation and what a possible canon 

would say about the view of English literature among teachers. Other essays focusing on the 

notion of canon in the teaching of Swedish have been about teachers opinions’ towards a 

politically established canon in line with the Swedish canon debate mentioned earlier. Some 

essays have also dealt with the relation between the canon and the syllabus for Swedish as 

well as students’ views on the selection of literature in schools.
2
 

 The only two academic essays I have found concerning teaching English as a 

second language in Sweden and the literary canon have focused on the canon debate and 

particular literary works. One essay, “Teaching the Canon; Jane Austen’s Pride and 

Prejudice”, deals with the canon debate and teaching Pride and Prejudice with a survey 

                                                 
2
 ”En läslista i skolan?: -den svenska kanondebatten” by Madelene Bergström, ”Litteraturanvändning i skolan: 

En undersökning av lärares och elevers syn på svensk litteratur” by Maria Ullberg, ”Vad styr lärarnas val av 
skönlitteratur på gymnasieskolan? : Hur skulle lärarna påverkas och skulle deras yrkesutövning förändras av en 
litterär kanon?” by Åsa Lindholm and Dana Johansson. 
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among students about their experiences of literary studies and Pride and Prejudice in 

particular (Hansson). The other essay, “Can Chick-lit Be Canonical?: a Feminist Reading of 

Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice and Candace Bushnell’s Sex and the City” is above all a 

comparison between the two novels. 

 As to canon formation in general and about the formation of the Western canon 

in particular, many scholars have presented an opinion. The two different main theories, the 

canon as a result of aesthetics or as a result of sociological structures,  as well as some of the 

scholars behind them will be presented in a forthcoming section along with an account of the 

canon debate. 

 

 

1.5 Method   

In my study I use both a qualitative and a quantitative method. By gathering lists of books 

used when teaching English literature, quantitative data is obtained. What books are used and 

in how many schools they are used is what the quantitative method is meant to demonstrate. 

The qualitative method is the interviews with teachers, which have the purpose of 

demonstrating the reasons why certain books occur in many schools, why they were chosen 

and on what grounds teachers pick the literature they teach. This is in line with Jan Trost’s 

distinction between qualitative and quantitative in his book Kvalitativa intervjuer. If the 

purpose is to find out how many there are of something or how often something occurs, a 

quantitative method is very suitable while in order to get the reasons behind the numbers and 

to find patterns, a qualitative method is more suitable (Trost 26-27). By using both types of 

methods I hope to get a fairly balanced picture of whether there is a hidden canon of English 

and on what grounds that school canon has come to into shape. 
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I have limited myself to a certain degree in this project. First and foremost I 

have decided to only look at upper secondary schools and their selection of fiction. This is 

partly because it will be easier to make comparisons between schools and that those 

comparisons would be more reliable. I have also made this decision because not all students at 

lower secondary school actually read a novel in English as a part of their education. Most 

upper secondary schools have a school library or a room where they store English literature.  

 My second limitation has to do with copies. Literature in English can be taught 

differently and requires different quantities of titles. If the teacher wants the whole class to 

read the same book or divide the class into three or four groups and read the same book within 

the groups and then discuss it, that requires a number of copies of the same title. If one 

teaches literature by letting students pick a book of their choice and then letting them write a 

review or analysis for instance, one may have just one or two copies of the same title and a 

wider range of different titles. Some schools do both, some schools do one or the other and 

some schools combine the two.  

The books that are in the lists that I will analyze are kept in multiple copies at 

the schools. Had I analyzed the titles that are only in one or two volumes in schools I would 

probably have had lists of about 1000 titles and having that amount of data is unnecessary for 

my project as I see it. I am much more interested in what books the teachers want to teach and 

decide that students should read. I have only included books in my lists that schools have in 

three copies and more. The exception is Ryssbygymnasiet because they almost have no titles 

in more than two or three copies. The school has not had the money to buy class sets of books 

and the books they have had in multiple copies have had a tendency to disappear (verbal 

information from teacher). Since I still wanted Ryssbygymnasiet to be part of my comparison, 

I made an exception in this case. This is mainly because Ryssbygymnasiet is one of few 

independent schools at upper secondary level outside Växjö in the area. As the only other 
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independent school outside Växjö in the area only had one book in English I thought it 

important to include Ryssbygymnasiet in the study. Furthermore, the school is the only one in 

the study that is as good as completely aimed at vocational studies. 

 My third limitation is the number of schools to be included in my project. I have 

decided that about 8 or 9 schools within the region of western Kronoberg are sufficient for my 

comparisons and analysis. This is above all for practical reasons such as there being a time 

limit to my work and because not all schools I have asked has participated. I have been in 

some sort of contact with six public schools and five independent schools
3
. One public school 

and two independent schools ended up not being included in the study, either because they 

failed to provide me with material or did not respond to my inquiry. Independent schools must 

by law have a school library nowadays (Skolverket, “Skolbibliotek” 1) but perhaps there is a 

difference in what literature they provide to students. This study does however not contain 

any large comparisons between public and independent schools. I have also tried to include 

schools aimed at both vocational studies and academic preparatory studies.  

The schools that are a part of my study are the public upper secondary schools in 

the municipalities of Älmhult, Markaryd, Ljungby and two out of three public schools in 

Växjö (Kungsmadskolan and Katedralskolan). The independent schools in my study are 

Procivitas and Växjö Fria in Växjö and also Ryssbygymnasiet in Ljungby. It may also be 

worth pointing out that Ryssbygymnasiet is an independent school that is owned and run by 

the County Council of Kronoberg (Landstinget Kronoberg).  

The public schools and their municipalities are both similar and different from 

one another. Växjö is the county seat of the region and has a great amount of independent 

schools and three public schools with different profiles. I chose the public schools Kungsmad 

and Katedral because the latter is one of a kind in the area being a public school completely 

                                                 
3
 In the Swedish school system, a public school is a school that is run by the municipality and is funded by taxes. 

An independent school is also funded by taxes and does not have tuition fees but the school is owned and run 
by private associations. 
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focused on preparatory studies. Kungsmadsskolan is more similar to other schools in the 

region having both programmes for preparatory and vocational studies. The independent 

schools Procivitas and Växjö Fria focuses almost completely on preparatory studies but are 

also partly focused on educational programmes aimed at different sports. 

The public schools in Ljungby and Älmhult are quite similar with a mix between 

both vocational and preparatory studies. Most students in the two municipalities attend upper 

secondary school there. Ljungby have two independent schools while Älmhult and Markaryd 

have none. Markaryd is a small school with both preparatory and vocational studies. Many 

students from Markaryd go to upper secondary school in Ljungby, Halmstad or Hässleholm 

since their study programme is not available in Markaryd or perhaps because they want to go 

to a bigger school. Ryssbygymnasiet in Ljungby is a school that attracts students from the 

whole country with their revered and slightly unique study programmes involving tourism, 

cookery, wildlife and forestry. The school is the opposite of Katedralskolan in the sense that it 

is located in the country side and only offer vocational studies.  

 In the interviews the teachers have been anonymous and I will not state which 

teacher represent which school. This is because I want the teachers to feel unimpeded when 

speaking to me and not be concerned about their boss, colleagues or parents knowing what 

they have said even though the topic is not particularly controversial or sensitive. I have also 

chosen to keep the teachers anonymous because teachers at independent schools do not have 

any protection if they would like to act as whistle-blowers. Teachers at public schools have 

the right to engage in whistle-blowing if needed and cannot be fired for that reason while 

teachers at independent schools can be fired for the same actions (Skolvärlden). As I want at 

least one teacher from an independent school to be interviewed, I felt this was necessary to 

make them agree to participate in an interview. 
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 The interviews were executed in the schools in which the teachers work and the 

interviews were recorded on a dictaphone and later transcribed. The manuscript for my 

interview had been designed from the book Kvalitativa intervjuer by Jan Trost. I followed a 

great deal of Trost’s advice such as not writing down the exact questions but formulating 

them during the interview to make the conversation as natural as possible. I also sorted the 

questions according to themes. I had a clear beginning of the interview by asking if they had 

any idea what books might be used in the teaching of English literature at other upper 

secondary schools. I ended the interview by presenting the titles that I had found in almost all 

of the schools and asked for the teachers’ reflections on those titles. I also made an effort not 

to make the interviews too long and not to include too many questions. The longest interview 

lasted approximately 45 minutes and the average interview was just under 30 minutes long. I 

made sure that the teachers I interviewed came from different types of schools. Two teachers 

were from independent schools and three were from public schools. Two schools have 

focused on education that prepares students for academic studies, one is focused primarily on 

vocational studies and two schools have a combination of the two. 
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2. Background 

This section will provide a background for the thery behind choosing literature for teaching as 

well as give an account of what the syllabus for English at upper secondary school says about 

teaching literature. Furthermore this section will also include a depiction of the concept of the 

canon and its history and the debate that has surrounded it. 

  

 

2.1 Selecting literature for teaching 

The purpose of this section is to cast light on what criteria teachers must think about when 

choosing literary texts for teaching. These could also be criteria for a school canon. The 

author of the book Literature and Language Teaching, Gillian Lazar, defines literature as 

“novels, short stories, plays and poems which are fictional and convey their message by 

paying considerable attention to language which  is rich and multi-layered (Lazar 5). In this 

section I will follow that definition. 

 There are many things to keep in mind when choosing literature for a class. The 

three main areas to think about is what type of course you are teaching, the type of students 

that are doing the course and factors about the text itself (Lazar 48). The first area, what type 

of course, would for upper secondary course be English 5, 6 or 7. English 5 is mandatory for 

all students at upper secondary school while the other two courses are for the more academic 

studies. This means that the groups for English 5 may be very heterogeneous while the groups 

in English 6 and 7 tend to be more homogenous. Lazar gives examples of different strategies 

when choosing texts for teaching different groups. It is important for the teacher to be aware 

of the intellectual maturity of the students, their emotional understanding, their linguistic 

proficiency, literary background, interests and hobbies the students have as well as their 

cultural background (Lazar 51-52). According to Collie and Slater the primary factor is 



 

13 
 

whether a particular text can stimulate personal involvement so that they are interested and 

have positive feelings towards reading. But of course Collie and Slater says students needs, 

cultural background and language level are important factors as well (Collie and Slater 6). 

When it comes to cultural background, Lazar says the teacher must think about 

what knowledge the students have of for instance social context. An example of this that 

Lazar brings up is the fact that to fully grasp the works of Jane Austen one must probably be 

slightly familiar with the values of that time and be aware of the class system. The teacher 

may have to provide students with background information. This does not mean teachers 

should avoid works whose context is unfamiliar to the student. Such works of literature may 

very well have themes that students of today can relate to. Lazar states that many students are 

curious about different cultures and enjoy studying them through literature (Lazar 53). 

Literature in teaching is often thought of as a bearer of culture by which students 

can get access to different cultural backgrounds. But the relation between literature and 

culture is not uncomplicated.  The purpose of a novel or a poem is rarely to be an accurate 

documentation of a particular society and one must not forget that literature is works of 

fiction. It is however important to note that one language does not equal one culture. English 

is a global language spoken in many different regions of the world with very different 

cultures. Lazar thinks that it is very important to be aware of this when teaching English 

literature. 

When it comes to the linguistic proficiency of the students it may be that they 

communicate very well in English but one must keep in mind that literature can differ from 

everyday language in many aspects. A literary text could for instance include metaphors or 

the language of a specialised field such as law. Will the students be able make meaning of the 

text and will they find text interesting or become less motivated due to difficulties in the text? 

Difficult language does however according Lazar not need to be an obstacle. Other factors 
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could motivate students to read and learn despite the advanced level of the text for instance if 

the theme is of particular interest of the student. The teacher must however check so that the 

language is not too specialised to be relevant to the course (Lazar 53-54). 

A student’s literary background can be very different from a student’s linguistic 

proficiency. A student may for instance be an experienced reader in his or her native tongue 

and when reading English literature the only problem could perhaps be the linguistic aspects. 

At the same time students that express themselves very well in English may not be successful 

in reading English literature since they may not grasp the literary meaning, although  knowing 

the literal meaning of the words in the text. Therefore when choosing a text, the teacher ought 

to check not only if the words are advanced, but look at the literary aspects. Lazar’s example 

of this is that Hemingway linguistically can seem easy but the deeper literary meaning may be 

more difficult for an inexperienced reader (Lazar 54). When it comes to the length of a novel 

Lazar recommends that the teacher should use novels that are fairly short but that also 

depends on how the teacher plans to work with the novel and how much reading the students 

are expected to do at home (Lazar 90). 

Lazar focuses a lot on formal areas for literature such as the linguistic level of a 

text or whether students understand cultural factors in a text. Collie and Slater however 

stresses the theme of the books. If a book feels meaningful and is enjoyable it is more likely to 

have a positive effect on both linguistic and cultural knowledge with a student. It is important 

that a work of fiction is relevant to students in terms of life experiences, emotions and dreams 

of the learner. Therefore, questionnaires on the students’ tastes and interests can be useful 

before choosing a text (Collie and Slater 6-7). 

 

 

 



 

15 
 

2.2 The Syllabus 

In order to analyze what criteria teachers might have when choosing literature for a group of 

students that could also be the criteria for a school canon, it is important to know what the 

syllabus for English says about teaching literature. For that reason, this section will take a 

closer look at what the syllabus says about literature which teachers have to follow when 

purchasing literature. 

In 2011 Skolverket (The National Agency for Education) issued a new 

curriculum and new syllabi for upper secondary school in Sweden. English courses at this 

level were renamed from English A, B and C to English 5, 6 and 7. The syllabus for English 

contains a description of the purpose for teaching English and a few key goals for English 

education at upper secondary school in general. The syllabus is then divided according to each 

course and each section includes central contents and knowledge demands with criteria for 

marks A, C and E. 

If we begin to see what the syllabus says about literature for English 5 it says in the central 

contents it very clearly says that there shall be different kinds of fiction in the teaching. For 

English 5 it also says that cultural conditions of different contexts and parts of the world were 

English is used shall be included in the teaching (Skolverket “Läroplan, examensmål och 

gymnasiegemensamma ämnen för gymnasieskolan 2011” 54-55). For English 6 it says that 

there shall be literature that is both contemporary and older and should include poetry, drama 

and song lyrics. It also says that authors and literary eras shall be taught. Furthermore the 

syllabus says that the teaching of English 6 shall include living conditions, attitudes, values, 

traditions, social issues, as well as cultural, historical, political and social conditions in 

different contexts and parts of the world where English is used (Skolverket “Läroplan, 

examensmål och gymnasiegemensamma ämnen för gymnasieskolan 2011” 60-61). English 7 

shall include contemporary and older fiction of different genres, for instance drama. It also 
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says contemporary and historical cultural expressions shall be included such as literary eras 

(Skolverket, “Ämne – Engelska”).2031 

 

 

2.3 The Literary canon: definition and debate 

The canon as a concept can be defined in many different ways but in order to do that it is 

important to also know the background of this concept. The word canon comes from the 

ancient Greek word kanna and the word was used to signify ruler as well as standard or 

model. The word was used for example a sculpture that was so well made that it became the 

role model for other sculptures for a very long time (Kolbas 12). By the fourth century A.D. 

the word had come to signify an extensive list of books for study such as Christian literature 

and the biblical canon (Kolbas 15). The biblical canon became definite at the council of Trent 

in 1546 and the purpose of this was to establish what texts were authentic and authoritative 

(Eaglestone 51). The medieval literary canon included works of authors that were considered 

authoritative and although there could be different lists in different parts of Europe some 

authors were in almost all of them. These authors were for instance Homer, Plato, Cicero and 

Virgil. These were authorities and sources of knowledge, wisdom and philosophy (Kolbas 

16). According to Eaglestone the idea of the canon to be something authentic was adopted by 

philologists in the 18
th

 century. Since so many ancient Greek and Roman texts were in fact 

forgeries they wanted a list, a canon, of what texts actually were from ancient Greek or Rome 

(Eaglestone 51). 

 In the middle ages the vernacular canons began to take shape, initially in Italy 

with works by for instance Dante and Boccaccio. The vernacular works gained popularity 

after the printing press made books pieces of property that could be bought and sold in a way 

that had not been possible before. Vernacular literature became more popular since they could 



 

17 
 

be appreciated by a larger audience compared to the classic works written in Greek and Latin 

that had a more limited audience (Kolbas 18-19). In the 18
th

 century, English literature began 

to be studied alongside the classics, in Scotland at first and later on in universities in other 

parts of Britain. English becoming a subject of its own at universities was a crucial factor for 

the establishment of an English vernacular canon. According to Eaglestone the many 

anthologies of poetry that were released at this time contributed in shaping the canon. The 

most famous of these was the Golden Treasury of English verse by Francis Turner Palgrave. 

Palgrave had very high demands for including poems in his anthology. They had to be the 

best poems written in English by not living genius writers. The anthology is still in print but 

the first editions did not include any poems by women or the radical working-class poet 

William Blake. Eaglestone raises the question that an author perhaps had to belong to a 

certain sex or class in order to be included in Palgrave’s canon (Eaglestone 52-53).  

The American canon began to take shape in the beginning of the 20
th

 century 

and at this time the vernacular canon has its days of glory. New countries are born in Europe 

and combined with a strong need of national identity and cultural unity by the time of WWI 

the vernacular literature fills an important function (Kolbas 20). There are two prominent 

figures when it comes to the Western canon in the early 20
th

 century; T.S. Eliot and F.R. 

Leavis. Eliot talks a lot about tradition and that a living tradition of great literature makes an 

“ideal order “ i.e. a canon. What makes a work of literature authentic and part of the canon 

according to Eliot is that it is steeped in Western values. According to Eaglestone, Eliot 

assumed these to be universal human values, “the most important values that apply to all 

people at all times and in all places” (Eaglestone 53-54). If one does not have these values in 

your bones, you can neither write nor appreciate great books. F.R. Leavis has similar ideas 

and made a list of great writers. Both Eliot and Leavis claimed to have some sort of feeling 
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for what works of literature were the best and the most authentic and they considered this 

judgement to be objective (Eaglestone 55). 

Kolbas mentions that there seems to always have been discussions about what 

works belong in the canon and what works does not. The idea that older literature is superior 

to more recent literature is far from new and so the more recent debates about the canon are 

not exactly the first of its kind. But as Bloom says in his discussion against opening up the 

canon, a canon is never really complete. It is constantly revised, new titles coming in and 

older works sorted out. It is also necessary to point out that the canon is something that exists 

in peoples’ minds above all and is not a fixed list. Guillory expresses this as follows: 

 

It would be better to say that the canon is an imaginary totality of works. No 

one has access to the canon as a totality. This fact is true in the trivial sense that 

no one ever reads every canonical work; no one can, because the works 

invoked as canonical change continually according to many different occasions 

of judgement or contestation. What this means is that the canon is never other 

than an imaginary list; it never appears as a complete and uncontested list in 

any particular time and place . . . (Guillory 30). 

 

There has been a great debate going on the last 30 years about the literary canon. 

It has caused some controversy and many different opinions and theories about the subject 

have been expressed. The so called Western canon which lists all the classics and that had 

dominated the view of what literature is the best and that contains the essence of the Western 

society, has been criticized and questioned. This is greatly because of the increased influence 

of feminism and multiculturalism in our society according to Kolbas. The authors of the 
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Western canon are mostly dead white men, primarily of European descent. Therefore the 

canon has become considered to be racist, elitist and patriarchal (Kolbas 1).  

One of the contemporary prominent figures in the debate about the literary 

canon is Harold Bloom, literary critic and Professor of Humanities at Yale University, who is 

also the author of The Western Canon – The Books and School of the Ages. In his book Bloom 

guides us through the works and authors that constitute the Western canon of literature. In 

other words Bloom in contrast to Guillory, as we will later see, thinks it is very much relevant 

what books are in the canon. It is an understatement to say that Bloom and Guillory represent 

two different views on literary canon and canon formation. Whilst Guillory claims that canon 

formation is about class and cultural capital, Bloom can hardly hide that he thinks such ideas 

are nonsense. He firmly believes that canon formation basically comes down to aesthetic 

value and originality. Shakespeare is a part of the canon because his works are superior to that 

of most writers according to Bloom. 

 

If it is arbitrary that Shakespeare centers the Canon, then they need to show 

why the dominant social class selected him rather than, say, Ben Jonson, for 

that arbitrary role. Or if history and not the ruling circles exalted Shakespeare, 

what was it in Shakespeare that so captivated the mighty Demiurge, economic 

and social history? Clearly this line of inquiry begins to border on the fantastic; 

how much simpler to admit that there is a qualitative difference, a difference in 

kind, between Shakespeare and every other writer, even Chaucer, even Tolstoy, 

or whoever. Originality is the great scandal that resentment cannot 

accommodate, and Shakespeare remains the most original writer we will ever 

know. (Bloom 24) 
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Bloom cannot begin to understand how anyone could possibly claim that Shakespeare’s place 

in the canon has to do with class or social values. To him, as we can see from the quote above, 

that would mean that Shakespeare has ended up in the canon on a rather arbitrary basis. This 

idea strikes Bloom as ridiculous and he claims that it is fairly obvious that Shakespeare is 

superior to practically all other writers that have been or, indeed, will ever be. He also says 

that poems have no other value than the aesthetic value. He strongly dislikes mixing ideology 

with literature. 

 In this canon debate that for instance Kolbas mentions, there has mainly been 

two different opinions. The first opinion is the one which Bloom belongs to. This opinion is 

that the canon plays an important role in its current form and that the canon has not come into 

shape by coincidence. Those who sympathize with this opinion feel that the Western canon 

has a legitimate authority and that works included in this canon are there due to aesthetics and 

influence. Some also feel that the works included in the Western canon convey a certain 

moral which is important to our society. Bloom however does not agree with the moral 

aspects. He is very clear about that reading certain books does not make one a better person 

(Kolbas 30). 

 The second opinion is that the works of the canon do not entirely deserve to be 

authorities and that the canon has been shaped through a social process that is closely linked 

to the educational system. It is a way for the bourgeoisie to reproduce their values and make 

their values and ideas legitimate. This is why so few women or non-white authors are 

included in the canon. However the representatives of this second opinion are not entirely 

unanimous either. Some claim that women and authors of other cultures than the white 

European or Anglo-Saxon has been consciously excluded while for instance John Guillory 

says that they are not as represented partly because these groups did not have access to 

education nor had the opportunity to write. Women have through history not been given 
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prerequisites to function as writers and the same thing goes for people of the working classes 

as well as non-European countries. Some sympathizers of the more sociological view on the 

canon feels that the canon needs to be “opened up” and that works by women and authors 

from a variety of cultures as well as working class authors ought to be included (Kolbas 37). 

Some claim that suggestion is based on the idea that certain works of literature represent 

different groups of people but that it is not as easy as that. Does David Copperfield really 

represent the average white, Western man? To assume that different social groups have a 

cultural connection to certain works of literature because of the theme or the author this is 

however not accurate, Kolbas states (Kolbas 47). 

Sweden has had a canon debate of its own. In 2006, Folkpartiet (the liberal 

party in Sweden) suggested that there ought to be a politically established canon for Swedish 

literature, a list of important books that all students in Swedish schools would be taught 

(Wikström). The debate never resulted in a politically established canon for Swedish literature 

but one of our neighbouring countries chose a different path. Cecilia Wikström from 

Folkpartiet who was the one who started the canon debate in Sweden had probably been 

inspired by the fact that Denmark had launched an investigation about what literary works 

could be included in a Danish canon. This was an idea from the conservative minister of 

culture, Brian Mikkelsen, to develop Danish canons of culture for seven different art forms 

such as literature. Partly because the role model of the suggested Swedish canon came from 

Denmark, Wikström was accused of populism and wanting reproduce structures of power 

which would disfavour minorities and multi-culture (Karlsohn 232-235). The ideas behind a 

politically established canon have seemed to be about preserving a cultural heritage. It is 

unclear whether it is the aesthetic value or other values conveyed in the works of such a canon 

that would be worth preserving. 
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As we can see there are many views and opinions about the canon, how a canon 

comes to shape and how one should relate to the canon. No matter the opinion, the canon is 

there in people’s minds and what is perhaps most important is to be aware of its influence and 

to take a critical attitude towards it. Even if scholars disagree on the forces that lay behind the 

content of the canon, this essay leans towards the opinion that it is not strictly about aesthetic 

value. Had that been the case the debate would be different than what has been presented 

above. In schools there are also other purposes in studying literature than experiencing works 

of the highest aesthetic value possible or the most original compositions. According to 

Eaglestone the canon is a result of a meeting between artistic and aesthetic value on one hand 

and interests and power positions on the other hand but that these two are interwoven. 

Furthermore Eaglestone means that the canon is self-perpetuating. This means that the same 

books remain in the canon because teachers often teach the books they were taught since they 

were taught that those were the most important (Eaglestone 56). 

 

 

3. Theory 

This section will focus on the theoretical aspects of canon formation. The problem of 

selecting literature for different purposes in teaching will also be discussed in relation to the 

concept of canonicity. 

 

 

3.1 Canon formation according to Guillory 

In his book Cultural Capital, John Guillory presents canonicity as a type of cultural capital. 

The latter term was originally presented by the French philosopher Bourdieu. Guillory’s view 

on canon formation would be described as sociological. Cultural capital is basically the 
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refinement of the bourgeoisie and the ruling classes and Guillory’s theory of how the canon 

comes to shape, revolves around the notion of cultural capital. As partly mentioned earlier, 

Guillory does not see any importance in discussing what works are in the canon, what works 

ought to be in the canon and so on. According to Guillory, that is beyond the point. What 

Guillory wants to focus on is how the canon takes shape and his theory could be seen as the 

opposite of Bloom’s. 

 According to Guillory the canon is one way to reproduce cultural capital in 

schools. Schools have an important role when it comes to canon formation. Since he believes 

that the canon is shaped by the ruling classes and the canon reflects the values of these 

classes, the schools reproduce social structures and inequality. Syllabi are another means by 

which the educational system participates in the shaping of a canon (Guillory 30-31). 

 

The form of the canon belong to the process of the reproduction of social 

relations, but it does not enter this process immediately. The canon does not 

accrete over time like a pyramid built by invisible hands, nor does it act directly 

and irresistibly on social relations, like a chemical reagent; in its concrete form 

as a syllabus or curriculum, the canon is a discursive instrument of 

‘transmission’ situated historically within  a specific institution of reproduction: 

the school (Guillory 56). 

 

Since it is the bourgeoisie who ultimately decides what is in the canon, the absence of 

literature written by authors that are non-white and of lower class is not a coincidence. 

Guillory does however say that this is also explained by the fact the lower classes did not have 

the access to education nor had the opportunity to write by the time most works in the 

Western canon were conceived. This also explains why so few female authors are in that 
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canon. Despite this Guillory is very clear about him not believing in the idea that the 

background of a certain author would mean that his or her works represent an entire social 

group in the same way as a female writer cannot be said to represent all women. Women were 

not, according to Guillory, purposely excluded, but they were however excluded from access 

to literacy (Guillory 15). Guillory is more interested in what is included than what is 

excluded. “ . . . the construction of a syllabus begins with selection; it does not begin with a 

‘process of elimination’. What is excluded from the syllabus is not excluded in the same way 

that an individual is excluded or marginalized as the member of a social minority, socially 

disenfranchised” (Guillory 33). 

 Education plays an important role in Guillory’s theory as he more or less claims 

that the canon has taken its shape in that context, more precisely in the universities. 

Universities tend to have the position as bearers of fine culture that affect the entire society’s 

ideas of what literature is the finest.  

 

The apparent failure of the university’s cultural project of constituting a national 

culture elicits from the New Right the clamorous demand for a return to what 

was after all the bourgeois school, the institution enabling the old bourgeoisie to 

identify itself culturally by acquiring the cultural capital formerly restricted to 

the aristocratic and clerical estates. This capital consisted of nothing other than 

the ‘great works’ of Western civilisation (Guillory 40). 

 

Since teachers are trained at universities they are inevitably exposed to the works of literature 

that are highly esteemed. As mentioned earlier Guillory does not believe as Bloom does that 

certain works of literature has ended up in the canon due to their aesthetic values. We can also 

see that he strongly objects to the idea that works and authors have been excluded due to their 
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social identity. Although Guillory indeed has a more sociological view on canon formation he 

states that the absence of certain social groups in the canon has more to do with literacy than 

exclusion. Guillory wants to direct the spotlights on institutions which he believes play a 

major part in the formation of the Western canon. 

 The idea of tradition in the canon as mentioned earlier in relation to T.S. Eliot 

and F.R. Leavis is something Guillory strongly objects to and calls imaginary.  

 

The canon achieves its imaginary totality, then, not by embodying itself in a 

really existing list, but by retroactively constructing its individual texts as a 

tradition, to which works may be added or subtracted without altering the 

impression of totality or cultural homogeneity. A tradition is ‘real’, of course, 

but only in the sense in which the imaginary is real (Guillory 33). 

 

 

4. Result 

In this section I will present the results from my gathering of lists and interviews with 

teachers. The results will serve as the base of my analysis. 

 

 

4.1 The list 

This section will discuss the result of the lists that were collected from schools and compared 

with each other as to form one list of books that occurred in more than one school. I will also 

discuss what authors could be said to make out the canon of authors. 

 When compiling the lists I wrote down what books occur in more than one 

school and how many “hits” each title had, i.e. in how many schools a title was found. There 
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were nine lists altogether and the books I will focus on are the ones that had four to seven hits. 

Two titles stood out with their frequent appearance in the lists. Those were Of Mice and Men 

by John Steinbeck with seven hits and Stone Cold by Robert Swindells with six hits. These 

titles will be discussed further later on. This showed very clearly that these books are very 

common and interviews confirmed that they are frequently used in teaching. 

 The books with five hits were Good night Mr. Tom by Michelle Magorian, The 

Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins, (Un)arranged Marriage by Bali Rai, Frankenstein by 

Mary Shelley, Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë and The Twilight Saga by Stephenie Meyer. 

One reason why both The Twilight Saga and The Hunger Games are on the list of books with 

five hits, is that both of them are series of books with four and three volumes respectively and 

the whole series have counted as one hit. This is because I wanted to give a fair picture of 

how often they occur in the schools although many times there was just one of the titles in the 

shelves due to their popularity. The fact that they are very popular at the moment is of course 

another reason why they are on the list. Frankenstein and Jane Eyre are the two most 

common classics along with Of Mice and Men. 

 The books with four hits and that occur in almost half of the schools in the study 

are Lord of the Flies by William Golding, The Boy with the Striped Pyjamas by John Boyne, 

Holes by Louis Sachar, About a Boy by Nick Hornby, Wuthering Heights by Emily Brontë, 

The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night Time by Mark Haddon, Animal Farm by George 

Orwell, The Catcher in the Rye by J.D. Salinger, The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald, The 

Picture of Dorian Gray by Oscar Wilde, To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee, Across the 

Barricades by Joan Lingard and Go ask Alice by Anonymous. This is a clear mix between 

classic novels in the field of English literature and more modern novels clearly aimed at 

teenagers and/or adolescents. The only modern book that could be said to target an adult 

audience is Nick Hornby’s About a Boy. This is in fact the case for all the books that have 
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been mentioned so far. They are either classics or youth novels, About a Boy being the 

exception. 

 If one instead of specific titles would look at what authors are common in the 

selection of fiction at schools, other authors than those who have been mentioned above 

would be a part of such a list as well. Apart from authors such as Nick Hornby, Joan Lingard, 

George Orwell, Dave Pelzer and Bali Rai that have already have been mentioned, those 

authors would be John Marsden, Jane Austen, Charles Dickens, J.K. Rowling, Khaled 

Hosseini, Mark Twain, Agatha Christie, John Grisham, Roald Dahl and William Shakespeare. 

Once again there is a pattern of either authors of classic books or authors of books targeting 

teenagers and adolescents. The exceptions of that pattern are Nick Hornby, John Grisham and 

possibly Roald Dahl (depending on what works are included since he authored both children’s 

books and collections of short stories targeting adults). 

 When looking at the list there were not a big difference between public schools 

and independent schools although one of the independent schools had a very limited selection. 

The books that were in that list were however all represented in lists at other schools and so 

all of those books are included in the school canon. 

  

 

4.2 The interviews 

It is now time to take a look at the interviews and the teachers’ criteria for texts they use when 

teaching English literature. The contents of the interviews will be used in the analysis to get 

an idea of what shapes a school canon in contrast to the Western Canon. The teachers that 

have been interviewed are in charge of the English department at their schools and/or 

responsible for purchasing English literature. The teachers are anonymous but will be referred 

to as teacher A, B, C and D after the order in which they were interviewed. They will not be 
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introduced any further since they then could be attached to their schools. Since there is an 

ongoing shift between the old syllabus for English and the new one, the first two courses at 

upper secondary school will be referred to as English 5 and 6 while English 7 is not yet taught 

and teachers therefore refer to the “old” course English C. 

 When asking the question what criteria the teachers have for literature when 

purchasing new fiction, their answers have much in common but they also differ on some 

points. Teacher A mentions the quality of the book and the fact that the teacher 

himself/herself likes the book. Other important criteria are whether teachers think students 

would like the book and find it interesting, whether the book would be rewarding to work 

with, whether there could be interesting discussions about the book, whether the difficulty is 

in line with the different courses and whether the novels bring up the central content 

mentioned in the new syllabus. Teacher A is the only one who says that the teacher mostly 

chooses what books the students should read and uses the same book for the whole class. 

Among the other teachers interviewed it is more common to let the students pick a book of 

their choice although one of them sometimes works with themes that include an entire class 

reading the same book. 

 The most common criteria among the three teachers who let the students pick 

the books is that students can use the books in school assignments according to the syllabus, 

that the books are appropriate for the different courses and that they are not too thick. The 

most important criteria, however, is that the students like the books and find them interesting. 

Teacher D have almost given up on all other types of criteria and says that the teachers have 

such a hard time persuading the students to read that they pick books they know are popular 

and that they think students will like. Teacher B says that he/she thinks that there has been a 

change the last 10-15 years and that modern literature and what students may like have 

become more important than classics and what books the universities teach.  
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I think that a classic book is what the university says we should read and so 

what’s on the university’s list, we know that is what we should have on our 

lists with the status symbol around it, but at the same time I think that that list 

has probably been worth more before. Now I have just been teaching for 10-12 

years but I probably cared and I felt that my old colleagues that I had then, they 

cared more about following the canon and when we made purchases you 

compared with the list, what do we have on our book shelves and what do we 

need to purchase and then these radical people came and said that isn’t it more 

important that we buy books the students read? 

 

When asked if the teachers think it is important to have classics in the selection of literature, 

three out of four say yes. They justify this by saying that the syllabus requires them to teach 

literature from different time periods. The teachers seem to be aware that the students rarely 

choose books classified as classics but they still think it is important to have them in case 

someone would want to choose them. Teacher D says he/she does not find it very important 

since the students are not interested in the classics and very few of them will become English 

teachers.  

 Most teachers say they have different groups of students in mind when 

purchasing literature. They buy books with different courses and study programmes in mind 

as well as the importance of including books that are very easy for students with reading 

difficulties. Teacher A however, says he/she does not buy easier literature since the school for 

a long time have recruited very ambitious students and there is a standard that should not be 

compromised. All of the teachers can name books that are typical English 5 books, English 6 

books and so on. The teachers are very unanimous in saying that a typical English 5 book is a 
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youth novel such as Stone Cold, The Boy with the Striped Pyjamas, Holes or books by John 

Marsden. They also seem to agree that English C books are the classics such as The Great 

Gatsby and Jane Eyre. The typical English 6 book is not quite as clear. Some teachers seem to 

have some classics there but perhaps not full novels but short stories or extracts. Teacher B 

says The Boy with the Striped Pyjamas very well could be an English 6 book since it has a 

depth not all youth novels have and not all students see the different dimensions of the novel 

such as the mother’s alcoholism. They do not have enough reading experience to read 

between the lines. A book like About A Boy is also mentioned as a possible English 6 book. 

A majority of the teachers also try and think about including literature from 

different cultures. When it comes to gender and there being both boys and girls as main 

characters in books, teachers say they try and think about it but most of them admit they 

probably do not think about it as much as they ought to. Three of the teachers confirmed a 

statement I presented to them that girls have no problem reading about both girls and boys 

while boys do not want to read books with a girl as a main character. Teacher C says that 

he/she does not think girls think much about the sex of characters while boys very much do. 

“It probably depends what boys they are of course but I think they’d rather read about boys as 

main characters, I think so. The girls probably read any of it. I don’t think they think about it 

at all.” Teacher A was not presented with this statement since it crossed my mind during the 

second interview.  

 Three out of four teachers feel they are quite limited by the school budget when 

purchasing new books and that they cannot buy as many books as they would like. Teacher A 

however says the English teachers at the school almost have had problems getting rid of all 

the money. The teachers claim not to be limited by anything else than money when 

purchasing literature. They all say the syllabus affects what books they choose for students 



 

31 
 

but quite moderately. Teacher D says they mainly focus on purchasing books students like 

and what is missing from the textbook. 

 When asked if the teachers have a specific strategy when choosing a literary text 

for a specific groups there were many different answers. Teacher A says he/she thinks a lot 

about the level of the group, what course it is and what study programme the students attend. 

This teacher also mentions that one unfortunately have to adapt to time limitations and even if 

he/she perhaps would like to try a specific novel with a class there might not be enough time 

for the teacher to prepare. Another factor mentioned by teacher B is how the teacher wants the 

students to work with the book. Later in the interview it becomes obvious that this teacher 

have intellectual maturity and the students’ experience of reading in mind as well. Teacher D 

says that students pick what books they want to read and when it comes to other text he/she 

rely entirely on the text book. That teacher does also show awareness of the students’ maturity 

level when choosing books. He/she mentions that she once used Brokeback Mountain with a 

class in English 6 but realized that they were not ready or mature enough to deal with a 

subject like homosexuality. 

 When I asked the teachers about what they know about the concept of canon, 

how a canon is shaped and what they personally think shapes a canon there were a few 

different views as well. Teacher A said that the canon is inevitable but that it is very important 

to renegotiate the canon. Furthermore he/she believed that the books that are included in the 

canon are the works that remain through time and preserves a cultural heritage. A similar 

view is presented by teacher C as well. Teacher D does not really have an idea how a canon is 

shaped and teacher B says that he/she believes that the books that are in the canon are timeless 

and can be appreciated regardless of time and cultural context. Earlier in the interview it 

seems this teacher associate literary quality to the concept of canon as well. It was this teacher 

that also mentioned that the university have influence of what books are considered to be 
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classics but that the universities as much influence over what literature the schools use any 

more. 

 When briefly presented with the two theories of canon formation all but one 

teacher thought that it would be unfair to say that only one of them is valid. Teacher A 

thought that the sociological perspective, what is considered good taste, cultural capital and 

the interests of different institutions was slightly more important for the formation of the 

canon than aesthetics although he/she thought that was important as well. 

When it came to the teacher’s thoughts about books that have turned into films 

they were positive towards using such films in their teaching although they did speak of 

troubles with students having claimed to have read the book but having watched the movie 

instead. Generally the teachers seemed to be constantly aware of students trying to cheat and 

how teachers can avoid it by asking trick questions and avoiding certain types of assignments 

such as writing book reviews. Three of the teachers spoke of using the films along with the 

books in the teaching for making comparisons or as an aid for students with reading 

difficulties. Teacher A however, said that he/she would not use the film along with the book 

since that would be a waste of precious time. Instead he/she would be more willing to use a 

different film with the same theme as the book the class is reading, as to present them with 

another aspect of the same theme. 

Summarizing the interviews it became obvious that there were a difference in 

opinions about modern youth novels that have gained popularity in recent years. Teacher A 

said that he/she did not want to purchase The Hunger Games or The Twilight Saga since 

he/she thought it was important that the school offer students literature that they otherwise 

would not have come in contact with. The Hunger Games they read anyway and the school in 

question have got rid of the Harry Potter books since the students had already read them.  
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This could explain why I only found a few copies here and there of the Harry Potter books in 

schools. Teacher B also said that he/she did not think schools have Harry Potter books 

anymore and even doubted whether schools used The Twilight Saga anymore.  

 

. . . now probably everybody are reading The Hunger Games and before we 

knew what we wanted to do with Harry Potter they tried in many schools to 

use Harry Potter but many of them do perhaps not have them anymore and it’s 

the same thing with the Twilight series that they probably have it in all schools 

but I don’t know how much they use it any more or if was just something they 

had for a while.  

 

Teacher B told me they had purchased The Twilight Saga but that hardly any students had 

read them since they had either read them in Swedish at lower secondary school or in their 

free time. Despite this they were still thinking about purchasing The Hunger Games. Teacher 

C did not have The Twilight Saga or The Hunger Games at his/her school. 

Last but not least it becomes clear in all of the interviews that the teachers, some 

more than others, really have to make an effort to make students read books at all. Teacher D 

almost seems to have given up hope and simply says that young people do not read any more. 

Teacher B says that there are rarely positive reactions when the subject of reading a novel is 

being brought up. But that same teacher says that he/she now has a class that has specifically 

said that they want to read and he/she feels really optimistic about that and so even if it is a 

great challenge as a teacher to get students to read it does not seem completely hopeless. This 

teacher also said that first of all one has to make students read and then when they have 

started to enjoy reading one can introduce the classics and more challenging books. 
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5. Analysis 

In this section I will analyze the results from the lists and the interviews and link that to 

Guillory’s theory of cultural capital as well as Lazar’s points on choosing literature for 

teaching. General aspects of the canon will also be discussed. 

 

 

5.1 The School canon’s relation to Guillory 

If the school canon really is a canon it must be shaped differently by different criteria than the 

Western canon. Otherwise they should have included more or less the same books. Still, some 

of the books in the school canon were also in the list of the Western canon compiled by 

Harold Bloom. Could this perhaps mean that these two canons have some criteria in common? 

 When asking teachers about what they thought shaped a canon some of them 

presented ideas of a cultural heritage and works of literature that can be appreciated in 

different ages and cultures which brings the ideas of T.S. Eliot to mind. Two teachers said 

they thought institutions such as the university had power over the canon and what books 

were taught at school although one of these teachers thought universities had lost some of 

their influence in recent years. These ideas can be said to be in line with the theories of 

cultural capital as formulated by John Guillory. Institutions have an important role in his 

theory, especially educational ones such as universities. The idea of a cultural heritage could 

correspond to Guillory’s ideas of a cultural capital i.e. values of a ruling class that are 

preserved through institutions. What would speak against Guillory’s theory is that the 

universities do not seem to have as much power any more. It could very well be that there has 

been a radical change since Guillory wrote his book more than 20 years ago. 

As mentioned earlier the Western canon have been criticized for almost only 

including male writers which Guillory says is due to social structures in the past. The school 
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canon, however, gives a different picture. If one takes a look at the works that can be said to 

be included in both the school canon and Bloom’s list of the western canon, female writers are 

about as common as male ones. The Brontë sisters, Jane Austen and Mary Shelley have 

prominent positions in the school canon. But it is also important to point out that both Mary 

Shelley and Jane Austen came from a privileged class background and the Brontës were not 

exactly peasants either. Although not wealthy they were all well-educated and wrote about 

people from their own class background. The Brontës and Jane Austen also suffered partly 

from the social stigma of being a female writer since all of them published their books under 

assumed names. 

The reason there is such balance between male and female writers is probably 

because teachers actually think about these things when purchasing books although they claim 

not to have gender issues in mind as much as they would like to. Perhaps it is easier to include 

female writers than books with female main characters. The fact that most teachers are 

women could also be significant. When looking at what books are most common in school 

and could be said to form a school canon, the male characters are dominating. Jane Eyre, The 

Hunger Games, The Twilight Saga, Wuthering Heights and Go Ask Alice are the books with 

female main characters. The other ones focus mainly on male characters except The Great 

Gatsby that has important female characters and Across the Barricades that focus on a couple.  

The reason for this may be, as previously stated, that boys do not want to read 

about female characters, at least not as main characters while girls read about both. Go Ask 

Alice is the only book classified as an English 5 in the canon that had a female main character. 

The other books aimed at teenagers and adolescents that almost automatically become English 

5 books, all have male main characters. Could this perhaps be some sort of sign that boys are 

more reluctant to read and that schools buy more books with male characters in order to 

overcome that? It could also be the man as a normality that is responsible for this. When 
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talking to the teachers during the interviews they seemed to be aware of the fact that they need 

to include both male and female writers but it did not seem they had thought a lot about the 

sex of main characters in the books they use. That is until I brought it up. I would however 

think that teachers try very hard to make students at vocational programmed read and since 

those students are mostly boys and boys seem reluctant to read about girls, most books are 

about boys. As Collie and Slater points out it is important that students can relate to the book 

their reading and get involved in the story of it. Why it is that boys have a harder time to 

relate to female character than girls have with male characters, is a possible subject for 

another study.  

 It seems that although Guillory’s theory for canon formation is partially 

applicable it could be that this is about to change or already have become to change since the 

teachers indicate that universities does not have as much influence over the selection of 

literature any more. The reason teachers give for including classics in the selection of English 

is primarily because the syllabus says they need to include literature from different ages. 

Although this can been done in other ways, letting students read classic novels is still fairly 

common. The classics may however very well have been in the schools for many years and do 

not necessarily tell us anything about what books are purchased today. One of the independent 

schools included in the study had rather few books that could be labelled as classics, which 

could be an important sign since that school is among the newest schools in the study. More 

than one teacher express the view that works of Jane Austen and such are not popular with 

students and mostly remain on the shelves gathering dust. As previously stated, all the 

teachers say they have to make an effort to make students read at all which very much affects 

what books are purchased. In a way it seems that cultural capital, that have been provided by 

universities have become secondary in the shaping of a school canon. 
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Although the syllabus clearly says that both contemporary and historical fiction 

is to be provided, the school canon contains very little contemporary fiction that is not youth 

novels. It could be that since teachers struggle to get students to read, they lower the bar on 

the difficulty level when it comes to language as well as they probably want to find books that 

students can relate to. Of course there may very well be other books that are contemporary 

books for adults but that are not in the canon. The same thing may go for books that are set in 

countries with cultural backgrounds other than Great Britain and the USA. Lord of the Flies 

may not be set in Britain but the cultural context is British. The one book that is set 

somewhere else than Britain and America is (Un)arranged Marriage but it is only partly set 

in India. Most of the book is set in Britain but in an Indian/Punjabi context. It is the only 

example of a book in the school canon that depicts a cultural background other than the white 

Anglo-Saxon culture. When looking at the school canon of authors Bali Rai is there as well 

but is accompanied by Khaled Hosseini whose best-selling novels The Kite Runner and A 

Thousand Splendid suns are set in Afghanistan. The threshold of entering the canon seems to 

be higher for books depicting a cultural background other than that of the traditional Anglo-

Saxon world. The books probably need to become best-sellers to be able to become a part of 

the school canon. 

 

 

5.2 Criteria for the school canon 

What criteria does the school canon then have? We have already noticed that the school canon 

may have some criteria in common with the Western canon. Those criteria were about values 

and a cultural heritage which corresponds well to Guillory’s ideas of cultural capital. The 

other criteria for the school canon has to with the purpose of the school itself: teaching. 

According to Lazar there are three main areas to keep in mind when choosing literature for 
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teaching. Those areas are the type of course that is taught, the type of students attending the 

course and certain factors concerning the text.  

When it comes to what type of course is being taught this seems to be the main 

focus when choosing literature as a teacher. Teachers seem to have a very clear picture of 

what types of books fit within different courses. Although a new curriculum and new syllabus 

for English at upper secondary have come about, the teachers’ views of what types of books 

should be taught in which courses do not seem to have changed much. Since the syllabus is so 

new there is however the possibility that teachers are not much acquainted with it yet. The 

teachers however point out that the new syllabus very clearly says that there must be literature 

from different time periods in their teaching. They also think much about what is required 

from the students in each course when choosing literature, for instance if the students need to 

be able to analyze, put it into a context and so on.  

The type of students taught can be interpreted quite extensively. Teachers 

predominantly adapt to students in accordance with study programmes and first and foremost 

whether the students attend a vocational or a preparatory study programme at upper secondary 

school. This is not just about making students more interested in literature but it is also 

required from teachers to adapt to the study programme since the syllabi and the curriculum 

clearly say so. It does not seem teachers necessarily adapt more than that to their students but 

it seems they do try and get to know their students and learn about their hobbies and interests 

as well as try and match books with that so that student will be more motivated and the 

discussions more rewarding. Lazar also brings up factors within this area such as experience 

in reading literature, intellectual maturity as well as cultural and social awareness. It becomes 

clear that most of the teachers in some way have thought about the first two. One teacher says 

that since English 5 often is about reading novels aimed at teenagers there are sometimes 

students that are more mature and also more experienced readers that do not have any interest 
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in reading such novels. The teachers thought it to be very important to have more challenging 

novels near at hand for such students. Another example, mentioned previously, is teacher D 

who had a bad experience trying to teach Brokeback Mountain to a group that were not 

mature enough. Teacher B brings up the fact that books by Virginia Woolf require a maturity 

level that almost solely can be found in English 7 if at all. The fact that not all students have 

the awareness of for instance cultural and social context in the era of the Brontës did not come 

up at all during the interviews. One teacher said she was planning to read Wuthering Heights 

with a class in English 6 but that they would probably hate it. It is an interesting thought that 

students perhaps dislike the book because they do not understand it and that they would need 

proper introduction of the time period and its living conditions before reading the book. It is 

after all quite understandable that students would dislike a book they do not understand or fail 

to relate to. Lazar even says that students in fact often are interested in understanding a 

different culture or context but that this requires a sound introduction. 

When it comes to factors concerning the text, teachers and Lazar seem to be 

unanimous that novels should not be too long. This could be another reason why Harry Potter 

is not very common on the schools’ bookshelves. But a book being fairly short can of course 

not be the only criterion when it comes to the traits of a text. A good example of that is Heart 

of Darkness as brought up by one of the teachers interviewed. Apparently some students only 

look at the thickness of books when they pick a book of their choice but if they pick Heart of 

Darkness they always return it and ask for another book within a week according to teacher C.  

Other factors concerning text to keep in mind is according to Lazar whether the 

text includes a lot of metaphors or specialized language that could perhaps make it difficult 

for students to understand the full meaning of the text. One teacher mentions that not all 

students understood things that was going on between the lines in The Boy with the Striped 

Pyjamas and that she therefore feels that this novel may require more experienced readers. 
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Teacher A mentions that it would be nice to include important works that have fundamentally 

influenced writing and literature. The teacher have however realized that those books can be 

very difficult for students and for that reason the school offers easier books from the same 

time period such as The Great Gatsby. Both these examples prove that teachers think about 

these things. 

 

 

5.3 Is the school canon an actual canon? 

Since I have looked at books that schools have multiple copies of, those books must give 

some indication of what teachers want students to read as well as what teachers consider to be 

important literature. As I see it that is what makes a canon. There are many books in the world 

but a few of them become seen as more important and are taught in different educational 

institutions. What would speak against the school canon being an actual canon is that it is not 

just about what teachers want students to read. It is very much about getting the students to 

read at all. The so called classics that are in the list can probably count as part of a canon but 

the question is whether the youth novels can. The reason they are there is probably to tempt 

students to read. But then we must also remember that the school canon has different criteria 

compared to a traditional canon such as the Western canon. The school canon has a purpose 

the Western canon does not have. The syllabus have for instance included factors that have to 

be taken into consideration when purchasing books for a school and that also affects what 

ends up in the school canon. If teachers in their eagerness to make students read end up 

picking more or less the same novels in spite of them being youth novels surely there is a sort 

of canonical process in that.  

Because almost all canons, including the Western canon, are something that 

exists only in people’s minds there are no lists of what books are included. The exception is 



 

41 
 

the list Harold Bloom have written and included in his book The Western Canon – The Books 

and School of the Ages. The books that are in my lists and the I have mentioned above and 

that are also included in Bloom’s list of the Western canon are Frankenstein, Jane Eyre, 

Wuthering Heights, The Picture of Dorian Gray, The catcher in the Rye and The Great 

Gatsby. If one is to look at authors those included in the author canon and that are included in 

Bloom’s list, they are Jane Austen, Charles, Dickens, Mark Twain and William Shakespeare. 

William Golding, George Orwell and John Steinbeck are all included in Bloom’s list but the 

works they are represented by in my list are however not included in Bloom’s list. It becomes 

evident that a classic book is not the same thing as a canonical book. At least that is the case if 

we choose to rely on Bloom’s list. 

 

 

5.4 About Of Mice and Men and Stone Cold 

This section takes a closer look at the two novels that were the most common in the schools in 

the study. I will discuss possible explanations for their popularity and the content of the 

books. 

 Of Mice and Men and Stone Cold were the two books that had the most “hits” 

i.e. occurred most frequently in the schools of the study. This is probably not a coincidence. 

Something about these two books has made them popular when teaching English literature to 

students at upper secondary school and I have a few theories why. One reason for the 

popularities of these books could be that they are used with students that have reading 

difficulties, inexperienced readers, students that are reluctant to read or simply students on 

vocational programmes.  

When mentioning that these two books were the most common in the schools 

that were in the study one teacher said that “Those are for the vocational groups. They cannot 
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read long books and so we do it chapter by chapter and then we watch the movie after we 

have read the book and sometimes they write.” But why are these two books more suitable 

than other for these groups of students? An important criterion for books in English that more 

than one teacher mentions in interview, is the fact that books cannot be too long. Of Mice and 

Men and Stone Cold are both very thin books at the same time as are not viewed as difficult to 

read. Teacher C however, says that he/she has used Of Mice and Men and likes it but he/she 

does not use it any more since the language is too colloquial and it is important that student 

read “correct” English.  

 

We have Of Mice and Men. We’ve even got as a movie and it’s a very good 

book but I don’t think it’s very good to read. I don’t know if we have it as a 

book actually. Maybe we have one copy. I don’t think it’s a good book for 

most students to read and that is because there is so very much dialect in it and 

it’s almost only spoken so almost the entire book is a lot of southern dialect. If 

you then have an English 5 group for example that you are trying to learn how 

to build sentences with the right verb forms and that, this ruins everything. It 

becomes completely worthless. It’s a really good book but I think you have to 

be quite good when you read it so that you understand and so that’s why I 

myself have not propagated for it. 

 

 If we leave behind the more practical details about the two books and instead 

look at their contents it is possible we can find other reasons for their popularity in schools. Of 

Mice and Men tells the story of two American ranch workers, George and Lennie in constant 

search of work in California during the Great Depression in the 1930’s. George is the 

intelligent of the two while Lennie is big and strong but have limited mental abilities. The two 
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have a great friendship and George often protects Lennie since he often ends up in trouble due 

to his fondness of soft objects. Lennie does get into serious trouble after accidentally killing a 

woman when stroking her hair. George who wants to protect his friend from a painful death 

finds no other way than shooting him to death. 

 Stone Cold by Robert Swindells is a youth novel from 1993. It tells the story of 

a young homeless boy called Link. Link becomes friends with a boy named Ginger who helps 

him survive living in the streets. There is also an army veteran in the story called Shelter who 

tricks homeless people into his flat and murders them. Ginger becomes one of his victims but 

Link being unaware of this thinks Ginger has abandoned him. Link becomes friends with 

Gail, a homeless girl who Links falls in love with although he does notice that something 

about her is not quite right. When many more of the homeless in their area have disappeared 

Link is suspecting Shelter and begins to spy on him. In the end Link almost becomes another 

of Shelter’s victims but manage to escape and Gail makes sure the police catch Shelter. Gail 

turns out to be an undercover journalist. Link feels betrayed by Gail and his life as homeless 

with an uncertain future continues. 

 The two novels fit very well into practically all the patterns I have found for the 

school canon. Both novels have one or two men as the main characters and the majority of the 

characters of the books are also men. Both books have one feminine character but those are 

minor although playing an important part for the outcome of the plot. In the interviews, 3 out 

of four teachers confirmed my suspicion that girls have no problem reading about both boys 

and girls while boys do not want to read about girls. Therefore books that are used for an 

entire class often have a boy/man as the main character. One teacher said that these two are 

books used frequently in vocational programmes and since a majority of the students in 

vocational study programmes are boys it is possible teachers have adapted to that by choosing 

books with male characters. Almost all teachers said that it is a struggle to get students to read 



 

44 
 

at all nowadays and it could be possible that teachers sacrifice equality in gender 

representation in order to induce students to read. 

 The pattern I found that was perhaps the most evident was the fact that the 

books of the school canon turned out to almost always be either classics or books aimed at 

teenagers and/or adolescents. Some of the classics could be said to be canonical but not all of 

them. Stone Cold is clearly aimed at younger readers and the character is a teenager himself. 

The reader is supposed to be of the same age and be able to relate to the character. Of Mice 

and Men is a classic but not considered canonical, at least not by Bloom. John Steinbeck 

however is viewed as a canonical author through another literary work, The Grapes of Wrath. 

Another pattern I found was that the English literature in the school canon was almost always 

set in an Anglo-Saxon context. This is true for both of these books as well as they are set in 

California and London.  

 The question is if these two books, as Collie & Slater emphasize, makes students 

interested in reading. It is impossible to know that without asking students but since these 

books are so common one would definitely hope so. It should not be too hard for boys at the 

age of 16 to relate to a British boy who have run away from home and ends up in a hopeless 

situation. I find it harder to believe that the same group of boys would relate to a story about 

to ranch workers during the depression in the USA. I find it even harder to believe that a 16-

year-old girl could relate to such a story and enjoy it for that reason. From that point of view I 

find it hard to believe that Of Mice and Men are used so often in school due to students’ 

fondness of the book. That could however be the case with Stone cold. 
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6. Conclusion 

The purpose of this essay has been to first of all see if there are some books that occur in the 

selection of English literature in most schools. Secondly, the purpose has been to establish 

whether that can be said to be a canon, the so called school canon, and if there are any 

patterns why they are the reoccurring books and by which criteria those books have been 

chosen by teachers. I have contrasted the idea of the school canon to that of the Western 

canon and the canon as concept as well.  

 Unsurprisingly the schools in the study did have quite a few books in common. 

These were compiled to a list sorted after their number of “hits” i.e. the number of schools 

they occurred in. My conclusion is also that this list is a school canon. Books like The Hunger 

Games and The Twilight Saga are perhaps not a part of the canon but are books that are 

popular at the moment and are at risk of being sorted out. I have received fairly strong signals 

from the teachers that these books are on their way out and that there is not much point in 

having these books since most students have read them anyway. I was surprised I did not find 

more Harry Potter books in the lists but I realized that that this was what had happened to 

them. 

 The reason I believe the list to be a school canon is that a majority of the books 

in the list together have begun to form some sort of standard for what kind of books a schools 

should have. Of Mice and Men I found in almost all schools and one of the schools that did 

not have it as a book had the film. One could argue that since many of the books were in just 

about half of the schools the list cannot qualify as a canon. I chose to look at books that 

schools had in three copies of more since that would indicate that teachers thought them extra 

important and used them in their teaching rather than letting students pick any book they 

liked. I did find these books in multiple copies in a few schools but I also found out that quite 

few schools make an entire class read the same book and so the books in class editions are 
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mostly just books teachers would like students to read. The books with four or five hits were 

often found at the other schools as well but perhaps in one or two copies. That still gives a 

signal that they are a part of a standard and/ or a canon. 

 Guillory’s theory of cultural capital as a basis for canon formation had a few 

things in common with the school canon. The school canon was made out of either classics 

form Great Britain or America, or contemporary novels aimed at teenagers and adolescents. 

The first category included works that were also in the Western canon or were written by 

authors that were included in the Western canon (or a list of the Western canon written down 

by Harold Bloom to be more specific). Almost nothing in interviews with teachers supported 

the idea that the canon was based solely on aesthetic values or very much on aesthetic values 

for that matter. Although the aesthetics were not considered to be unimportant it was not of 

greater importance since the purpose today is much about getting students to read at all rather 

than being exposed to the finest literature written in the English language.  

All the teachers interviewed believed the Western canon and vernacular canons 

were more about timeless works of fiction that have continued to be appreciated through 

different ages and that the canon is the preservation of a cultural heritage. My interpretation is 

that what is believed to be a cultural heritage is more or less the same thing as cultural capital. 

The group that has decided what is cultural capital and what is worth preserving is likely to be 

of the higher educated classes. The classics that were in the school canon also had a tendency 

to be the works that teachers had studied at university and so the universities did have some 

power of the selection of literature just like Guillory claims although they seem to have lost 

influence in recent years. Guillory’s book was written more than 20 years ago and so it is only 

natural that his theories are not entirely adequate any more. 

 The other category of books in the list that were youth novels have probably not 

ended up in the list according to Guillory’s theory in the same degree as the classics. The 
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school canon has, as I have shown, some criteria in common with the traditional canon or the 

Western canon. The other set of criteria had to do with different factors about teaching. 

Teachers need to adapt to the syllabus, what course they are teaching, what reading 

experience students have, students’ study programmes, interests and hobbies as well as 

intellectual maturity. All the teachers also said that the books they choose have to go well 

with what kind of work they want to do with the book. Important criteria in particular were 

that books had to be short and interesting to the students. 

 The Western canon has been criticized for being books written by dead white 

bourgeois men about white bourgeois men predominantly from the Anglo-Saxon part of the 

world. Since I have looked at books written in English the focus tends to be even more on the 

Anglo-Saxon world. Teachers said they thought quite a lot about including different cultures 

but not much sign of this could be seen in the school canon. This was very interesting and 

perhaps teachers think they take cultural background into consideration more than they 

actually do. 

 The teachers however admitted they probably do not think as much about 

gender issues as they ought to. Often the focus was just to include both male and female 

writers. What sex main characters have did not seem to be of much focus which also showed 

when looking at the books in the school canon. An absolute majority were about boys or men 

no matter if the author was male or female. The classic books did however prove to have 

female authors in about half of the cases which prove the teachers have thought about since 

canonical writers have a tendency to be men. The teachers confirmed a theory I spontaneously 

presented to three of them that girls do not care about the sex of a main character in a book 

while boys do not want to read about girls as main characters. Since it is the students’ 

willingness to read the books that very much affects what books are purchased this could 

explain why male main characters are in such a majority in the school canon.  
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All in all it seems that teachers have gender and cultural background in mind 

when purchasing fiction but that does not show in the school canon. Few books are set in a 

culture other than that of the Anglo-Saxons and few protagonists are girls or women. 

Furthermore the books of the school canon are either classic works of fiction that have much 

in common with the Western canon a part from including many female authors, or youth 

novels. What needs to be included in the school canon then is a contemporary novel written 

for adults and set in another culture than the Anglo-Saxon and has a female protagonist. The 

God of Small Things by Arundhati Roy perhaps? 
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Appendix 

 

Literature list 

 

 

7 hits 

Of Mice and Men  - John Steinbeck 

 

6 hits 

Stone Cold – Robert Swindells 

 

5 hits 

Good Night Mr. Tom – Michelle Magorian 

The Hunger Games – Suzanne Collins 

(Un)arranged Marriage – Bali Rai 

Frankenstein – Mary Shelley 

Jane Eyre – Charlotte Brontë 

The Twilight Saga – Stephenie Meyer 

 

4 hits 

Lord of the Flies – William Golding 

The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas – John Boyne 

Holes - Louis Sachar 

About a Boy – Nick Hornby 

Wuthering Heights – Emily Brontë 

The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time – Mark Haddon 

Animal Farm – George Orwell 

The Catcher in the Rye – J.D. Salinger 

Go Ask Alice – Anonymous 

The Great Gatsby – F. Scott Fitzgerald 

The Picture of Dorian Gray – Oscar Wilde 

To Kill a Mockingbird – Harper Lee 

Across the Barricades – Joan Lingard 

 

3 hits 

The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy – Douglas Adams 

The Thirty-Nine Steps – John Buchan 

Boy – Roald Dahl 

A Child Called It – Dave Pelzer 

Pride and Prejudice- Jane Austen 

Emma – Jane Austen 

Oliver Twist – Charles Dickens 

Tomorrow When the War Began – John Marsden 

Dear Nobody- Berlie Doherty 

A Man Named Dave – Dave Pelzer 

The No. 1 Ladies Detective Agency – Alexander McCall Smith 

Brave New World – Aldous Huxley 

Bridget Jones’ Diary – Helen Fielding 

The Kite Runner – Khaled Hosseini 
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Letters from the Inside – John Marsden 

Never Let Me Go – Kazuo Ishiguro 

The Pelican Brief – John Grisham 

 

2 hits 

The Dead of the Night – John Marsden 

A Farewell to Arms – Ernest Hemingway 

And Then There Were None – Agatha Christie 

Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone – J.K. Rowling 

Macbeth – William Shakespeare 

Tom Sawyer – Mark Twain 

The Night Is for Hunting – John Marsden 

Cuckoo in the Nest – Michelle Magorian 

Evening Class – Maevy Binchy 

A Pocket Full of Rye – Agatha Christie 

The Beach – Alex Garland 

The Book Thief – Markus Zusak 

Before I Die – Jenny Downham 

Cal – Bernard MacLaverty 

The Da Vinci Code – Dan Brown 

Dead Poets’ Society – Nancy H. Kleinbaum 

How to Be Good – Nick Hornby 

No Comebacks – Frederick Forsyth 

The Cider House Rules – John Irving 

The Secret Diary of Adrian Mole – Sue Townsend 

The Secret Garden – Frances Hodgson Burnett 

The Call of the Wild – Jack London 

Gulliver’s Travels – Jonathan Swift 

Murder on the Orient Express – Agatha Christie 

White Teeth – Zadie Smith 

Heart of Darkness – Joseph Conrad 

1984 – George Orwell 

Dracula – Bram Stoker 

The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-time Indian – Sherman Alexie 

Girl with a Pearl Earring – Tracy Chevallier 

The Help – Kathryn Stockett 

Half of a Yellow Sun – Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie 

Purple Hibiscus – Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie 

The New York Trilogy – Paul Auster 

Rebecca – Daphne du Maurier 

A Thousand Splendid Suns – Khaled Hosseini 

Speak – Laurie Halse Anderson 
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