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Bruce Springsteen and Classroom Literacy


Quite apart from what many of my classmates have ably done, my multi modal response has as its subject not a piece of written literature, but rather a song – or a series of songs. In this piece, I will try to elucidate why I have made this choice, and moreover, why I believe Bruce Springsteen’s music can be an effective tool for teaching literacy to grade 8, 9 and 10 students.


To the first point: Why do I feel that Bruce Springsteen’s music is an excellent example for literacy that can be used for J/I students? I would argue that Springsteen’s music is first among those musicians who strike a balance between being easy and enjoyable to listen to, and yet whose lyrics (not to mention composition) are often about profound themes and issues. For example – the song featured in my video, “Born in the USA”, is as melodically simple as a rock and roll can get – the repetitive bass drum and searing guitar give it a well deserved spot atop the “stadium anthem” rock music pantheon. However, upon closer inspection – and I suggest in my response, perhaps President Reagan did not look so closely – the song is really not simple at all; it features a nuanced discussion of the “average” soldier’s visceral response to the Vietnam War, comments on the hopelessness of a lost American dream, and touches on love, loss, and brotherhood. There is nothing simple about “Born in the USA” – nor any song on that record – and yet it is catchy and straightforward enough that students would not find it obscure.


I argue further that Springsteen’s canon touches on so many issues and themes that are relevant to the Ontario curriculum in a variety of subjects – history, language arts, geography, music, and arguably religion – that he is among the most suited musicians if the question is to find a musician in the classroom. Springsteen has records that touch on virtually every human emotion, social justice issue, political issue – many of these which can be used in the classroom to buttress teaching and inspire students. I dream of having students read “The Grapes of Wrath”, for example, and then listen to Springsteen’s song “The Ghost of Tom Joad”; or use “Atlantic City” as an example of voice and characterization. Springsteen’s lyrics lend themselves to questioning, interpretation, and discussion – even when they are straightforward and appear simple, for example as in the song “Working on a Dream” or “The Wrestler”. Springsteen’s musical composition, on the other hand, is often a tour de force and would clearly be relevant in music classes – far from my specialty, but there are any number of 9, 12, or 15 piece orchestral selections that would prove a challenge for even the most skilled teacher and class.


As for the important  question of why I think Springsteen’s music is an effective tool for teaching literacy – I will defer to my personal story to some extent. We all use different pieces of literature, music, art, and so on to frame and understand our world. For my part, the most memorable events of my high school experience were framed by Springsteen – from the story I tell in my reponse video, to the feelings we all went through on 9/11. The two most significant political evenets of my adult life – 9/11 and the election of Barack Obama – featured prominent contributions by Springsteen, in the first case, as seen in his instantly classic “The Rising” album, and in the second, by his “Vote For Change” tour, celebrity support, and of course memorable performance at the “We Are One” celebration shortly after Obama’s victory. 

