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Project Description

I am applying for a Pedagogy Travel Grant in order to offset the cost of attending the annual Modern Language
Association (MLA) Conference, in Vancouver in January 2015. The MLA Conference is the largest, and in many ways
the most significant, annual gathering of teachers and scholars of languages and literatures. I wish to attend for a
number of reasons, two of which relate directly to my vocation as a teacher and my work at a teaching- and student-
centered institution: (1) I wish to attend several of the dozens of panels dedicated to teaching literature in order to
continue the ongoing process of self-reflection and self-assessment of my teaching; and (2) I wish to attend a cluster
of panels directly relevant to an essay I am working on in the field of SOTL, “The Possibilities of a Romantic
Education: Or, Can Empathy Be a Learning Outcome?” 

The central pedagogical question of my SOTL project is contained in the title of the paper: can empathy be a
“learning outcome”? Of course, this single question is connected to a set of pedagogical issues that we often
encounter as faculty at a small, Catholic, liberal-arts-plus institution. Namely, those issues revolve around our
shared commitment to educating the whole person – through General Education, through the disciplines and majors,
through Moral Inquiry, through CIT. But – and here is the “learning outcome” portion of my inquiry – can our work as
faculty who educated the whole person be measured? I pose the question because the original definition, as I have
learned via committee and long-range-planning-group service, of “learning outcome” is something that can be
measured. Should we be concerned that our goal of educating hearts and minds will fall by the wayside as
momentum builds to assess and measure those things that, historically and philosophically, resist the potential
reductiveness of quantification?

These are the larger implications of the work I propose to undertake with a Pedagogy Travel Grant – issues that I view
through the lens of a teacher and scholar of literature. I have enclosed the detailed description of the essay I plan to
research at MLA as an appendix to this application.

Benefit

The research I can conduct at MLA benefits my teaching directly. Not only is this research motivated by issues and
challenges that have arisen in my teaching (at the ENG 100 level), but it aims to imagine the concrete and practical
implications of considering “empathy” as a goal in the literature classroom – from assignments to exams to my
approach to instigating and managing class discussion.
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Several panels speak directly to the pedagogical issues at stake in my project. For example, the session titled “Close
Reading, Slow Reading, and the Teaching of Literature” includes a presentation on “Close Reading and Civic
Engagement,” among two other interesting papers. In addition, the standing MLA Division on Teaching Literature
organizes a panel annually, and this year’s comprises three presentations that will undoubtedly provoke critical
reflection on the means and ends of my work in the classroom. In a broader sense, the beauty of the MLA is that such
a diverse array of sessions are scheduled that I will be able to explore my developing interest in digital humanities
and how it is, or will, or should affect my approach to teaching eighteenth and nineteenth century literature. I began
to explore this set of issues in as a TLSS Fellow a few years ago from the perspective of editorial and textual theory.
Attending the MLA would allow to continue this work.
Yet the panel perhaps most directly pertinent to the essay on which I am working is titled “Another Site for
Negotiation: Empathy, Cognition, Literature.” The papers all look compelling, and this look at the front lines of
scholarship on literature and empathy is required by my project. The titles of the presentations are as follows:
“Mirroring Minds: Exercising Empathy in Nineteenth-Century Fiction,” “Reading Literary Fiction Improves Theory of
Mind,” and “(Why) Do We Want Literature to Create Empathy?” 
Community Outreach

Given that the specific outcome of this project is an essay, I imagine two possible avenues for community outreach.
First, I would be open to presenting this paper to a group of interested colleagues from around the College, perhaps
under the auspices of the CTL, where an open discussion could follow. I would be eager to hear how my colleagues at
Stonehill would respond to the ideas in my paper. Second, I plan, down the road, on submitting this essay for
publication, perhaps to the journal Pedagogy, published by Duke University Press.

Budget (detail how you will use the funds requested)

Estimated Budget

The MLA Convention takes place January 8-11, 2015, at the Vancouver Convention Centre. I am applying for the
grant to offset the cost of traveling to the conference due to having already used a substantial portion of my 14-15
Faculty Development Fund to attend a disciplinary conference in July (North American Society for the Study of
Romanticism conference) – despite only being at the conference, in Bethesda, MD, for less than twenty-four hours.
The budget below contains several estimates based on prices viewed online on 9/30/2014.

Round trip airfare to Vancouver: $391 (lowest fare available online on 9/30/14)
Lodging: $450 (ballpark of $150/night based on online search)
Meals: $200 ($50/day allowance)
Conference Registration: $170 (before 10/8)
Shuttle/Taxi to/from airport to hotel: $70 (source: MLA Web site)
Fuel and parking costs in Massachusetts to and from airport: $120 (parking at Logan) + $33 (mileage reimbursement
for travel to and from Logan)

Estimated total cost to attend MLA: $1434
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Abstract

The Possibilities of a Romantic Education: Or, Can Empathy Be a ‘Learning Outcome’?

In this paper, I weave together the following three threads in order to reflect on the place of empathy – that is, its
cultivation in our students – in the teaching of literature. The first thread is anecdotal, as I recount my experiences
with a short story by Nadine Gordimer, “Some Are Born to Sweet Delight” from her collection titled Jump and Other
Stories, in several first-year literature classes over the last few years. The ways students respond to this story,
especially in their attempts to write about it, reveal several unexpected challenges involving the possibility of
teaching empathy, including misdirected and narrowly dispensed empathy that, in its very narrowness, threatens to
undermine empathetic potential of the story altogether. Such moments open up the space to think, and to rethink,
not only the proper role of the professor of literature in facilitating or enabling empathy, but also the effect of one’s
approaches to course design, class discussion, and essay assignments. For what would an empathy-centric pedagogy
look like in a literature course? In an English Department? How would such a pedagogy interact with and affect our
other disciplinary commitments – for instance, to genre, to form, to history, to literary history, to theory, to the
teaching of writing, et cetera?

Yet the intriguing possibilities perhaps potentiated by thinking along these lines encounter, inevitably, the second
thread of this paper: the question of whether or not empathy can be classified as a “learning outcome”? It is perhaps
fair to say that by now we are all familiar, and maybe all too familiar, with the term “learning outcome” – if not from
your school’s administration, then certainly from your school’s accrediting agency. On first glance, there is no
problem with the idea of listing empathy as a learning outcome, if I mean simply that I aim for to it be an effect or a
consequence of my teaching; that is, in other words, that one of my goals is for students in my courses to emerge at
the end as more empathetic individuals – as persons more capable of recognizing and identifying with the subject
positions and experiences of a diverse set of others. However noble and constructive this goal might be, there is a
rub: the general drift of thinking in higher education on “learning outcomes” is that they can be measured – or,
indeed, assessed. But how might empathy be assessed? How could we start to imagine measuring our students’
potentially increased empathy?

The short answer is that we probably cannot, an answer I reflect on by way of the third thread in this paper, as I turn
to my own field, British Romanticism, to locate models of – and to help imagine the possibilities of – an empathetic
education that eludes the pressures we feel to measure and to assess. Beginning from the canonical and productive
(if too-simple) tension between imagination and reason motivating Romantic literature, I discuss moments in the
work of William Blake (“The Little Black Boy”), William Wordsworth (“We Are Seven” and the “Preface” to Lyrical Ballads)
and P. B. Shelley (“A Defence of Poetry”) that both thematize and dramatize the cultivation of empathy in aesthetic
experience on the one hand and, on the other, provide indispensible arguments for the necessity of empathy in the
development of what David Bromwich has recently called the “moral imagination” – a learning outcome that, despite
its likely resistance to measurements and assessment, is surely implicated in many of our commitments, stated and
unstated, as teachers 
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