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The Interweaving of Past and Present in 
Louise Erdrich's Novels 

Arlene Holdeman 

Louise Erdrich's five linked 
novels published between 1984 anp 
1996 examine the lives of an interrelated 
group of Native Americans and 
European Americans in · the Upper 
Midwest, primarily North Dakota. They 
span the years from 1912 to the present 
and reveal how interwoven the past and 
the present are. Her first and second 
novels, Love Medicine (1984) and The 
Beet Queen ( 1986), begin in 1934 and 
1932 respectively, and end in the 1970' s 
or 1980' s. In both books, the chapters 
are labeled according to the year each 
takes place, but they 'are not always 
arranged chronologically. 

Her third novel, Tracks ( 1988), 
drafted before the earlier novels, goes 
further back in time to cover the years 
from 1912 to 1924. The Bingo Palace 
(1994) takes place mostly in the early 
nineties but with clear connections to the 
past we have seen in the other novels 
and with occasional chapters that are 
actually set thirty of forty years earlier. 
Her most recent novel, Tales of Burning 
Love ( 1996), covers a more limited time 
span, with the central narrative action 
occurring between June of 1994 and the 
summer of 1995 and with only one 
chapter, the first, set years earlier, in 
1981. It is more conventionally 
structured than the others, presenting the 

past primarily as recalled by characters 
in the present. Each of these novels, 
whether structured more or less 
conventionally, illustrates the abiding 
influence of the past within the current 
lives of the characters. 

These five novels can each stand 
alone as a unified whole, but the reader 
who knows them all will see that in 
some respects they are one novel, 
spanning eighty-three years and 
incorporating scores of characters, many 
of whom appear in several volumes. For 
example, Pauline, one of the two 
narrators of Tracks, is fourteen when that 
novel opens in 1912. She's an important 
presence in Love Medicine, puts in a 
cameo appearance as a nun with a 
camera recording a "miracle" in The 
Beet Queen, and appears once again in 
Tales of Burning Love as Sister 
Leopolda, an ancient nun who is being 
considered for official sainthood. One of 
the miracles she is rumored to have 
caused was the appearance of stigmata in 
the hand of a young girl associated with 
Leopolda years earlier. No word of 
explanation of this "miracle" is given in 
Tales of Burning Love, but the reader of 
Love Medicine may recall the time when 
Sister Leopolda stabbed the young Marie 
in her hand with a burning fork, leaving 
marks that the other nuns interpreted as 
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stigmata. (Although Leopolda should be seemingly at random, overlapping, 
only 96 in 1994, Erdrich has not circling back and forth through time and 
calculated correctly or has not concerned crossing one another in ways that are 
herself with such minor details and often ingenious and only occasionally 
describes her as being 108.) confusing. Soon enough, though, Ms. 

The structures and the characters Erdrich skillfully gathers up all these 

reaches some degree of peace with her Love, June's death in 1981 opens the 
memory. Even within chapters novel. This time, however, the death is 
seemingly focused on one particular recounted from the viewpoint of the man 
year, memories serve to bring in earlier she was with just before she died, an 
events to take their place in the present. unnamed shadowy figure in Love 
For example, in a chapter dated 1982, Medicine. That man, Jack Mauser, is a 

of these novels illustrate the message threads" (10). Such a style of course 
that the past, both cultural and personal, undercuts the importance of straight 
is not irrelevant and cannot be ignored. chronological time, bringing past and 
The present circles back to the past and present into a more unified whole. 
forward again, characters appear, Consequently, the patterns of the lives of 
disappear, and reappear. One narrator the characters in the story take on greater 
begins a story, another takes it up, and richness. Catherine Rainwater writes 
sometimes another, before the first one that in Erdrich's fiction "cyclic patterns 
enters again. Reality is in flux, always . . . best disclose the meanings of 
ready to expand or change when seen individual lives"(416). The reader of 
from another angle, a different time or a Erdrich' s novels gains a fuller portrait of 
different character. These non-linear, individual characters each time the 

Gordie, Marie Kashpaw's oldest son, central character in Tales of Burning 
shows up at her home drunk and deathly Love. He is haunted by June throughout 
ill but still begging for more alcohol. the novel. We find out he married her 
The account focuses on that sordid on impulse that final day of June's life 
present reality, but in the middle of it, while both were drunk in a bar. They 
Gordie suddenly remembers his trip to a used pop can rings for wedding bands, 
rundown Minnesota resort with June the but th~ ceremony was performed by a 
summer they were married. For five and "certified reverend" who happened to be 
a half pages the narrative goes back in on the next bar stool (8). In the next 
time, and we live with him that idyllic chapter, which skips ahead to 1994, we 
week of swimming, making love, eating learn that Jack has been married four 
bread and apples, before the present times in the thirteen years since, but 

multi-voiced story telling techniques narrative circles back and brings forth returns and we know that he is about to "here was the truth he knew: he couldn't 
Erdrich uses may be rooted in her own another strand from the past. And not 
Native American heritage. only the reader, but the novels' 

Circularity, polyvocalism, and characters themselves gain a fuller 
ambiguity are all characteristic of Native understanding of the meaning of their 
American oral tradition, according to lives when they weave the past into their 
Rodney Simard (245). Leslie Marmon present. This method and theme work 
Silko, a mixed-blood Laguna Pueblo together to lead her readers to see that 

join June in death. The trembling drunk hold on to a woman ever since he let the 
who descends to the level of drinking first one walk from his arms into Easter 
Lysol is not the whole of Gordie. We snow" (13). Some minor details have 
need to see the earlier reality too. been changed between the dramatic 

Although The Bingo Palace is encounter of June and Jack in Love 
more chronological than Love Medicine, Medicine in 1984 and the encounter as 
it also demonstrates the way the described in Tales of Burning Love in 

writer, compares the structure of Laguna since reality is not strictly chronological, 
expression to a spider's web "with many we do not leave the past behind; 
little threads radiating from a center, therefore, it must be known, 

narrative returns to the past to disclose 1996, but most remain the same. The 
more of the meaning of the present. big new revelation for the reader of 
Lipsha, the discarded son of June who Tales is that the June who appeared to 

crisscrossing each other. As with the acknowledged, and embraced, or at least reached a degree of peace with her be a prostitute with her customer in Love 
web, the structure will emerge as it is accommodated, as a part of the present. memory at the end of Love Medicine, is Medicine was, in fact, the new wife of a 
made and you must simply listen and Several examples from the first visited again by memories of his mother, man who can never forget her. Readers 
trust, as the Pueblo people do, that novel of this series, Love Medicine, and who one at night appears to him as a of the earlier novels have now gained yet 
meaning will be made" (54). Silko is from the last two, The Bingo Palace and ghost and disappoints him by being another dimension in their portrait of 
here describing the oral storytelling Tales of Burning Love, illustrate harder and more disagreeable than he June. 
techniques of the Pueblo Indians, but Erdrich' s cyclic storytelling technique. had hoped for. The narrative then leaves This circular narrative technique 
this description has broader application Love Medicine opens with a chapter 
to other Native American groups whose dated 1981 about the death of June, then 

Lipsha and the present, and a chapter is implies that the past is always a part of 
devoted to a girlhood experience of June, the present, whether known and 

stories have been passed on orally. moves back to 1934 before going a violent rape that ends with her saying, acknowledged or not. This is not only 
The metaphor of weaving is also forward again, stopping at different "Nobody ever hold me again." The technique, but theme as well. We watch 

used by critic Mark Childress to describe times during the intervening years, as it reader has just been given another strand and learn as the characters within the 
Erdrich's style in his review of Tales of recounts events of three generations of a in the web making up the character of novels demonstrate varying degrees of 
Burning Love: "At first the structure of group of interrelated families .. It ends June, whom we met in the first chapter success in the struggle to live 
Tales of Burning Love seems ... shaggy with a chapter dated 1984 in which of Love Medicine ten years earlier. authentically in the present without 
and chaotic .... The stories pop up June's young adult son, Lipsha, finally Once again in Tales of Burning neglecting or forgetting the past. Both 
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cultural and personal pasts are important. one you will not call mother" (2). Fleur Fleur may not have been able to adjust put her Indian past entirely behind her 
Paula Gunn Allen, well-known writer admirably refuses to bend before the comfortably to a changing world, but and that her mission is to save the 
about American Indian traditions, speaks unfair changes the dominant society is Erdrich makes clear that what Fleur Indians from themselves and from the 
eloquently of the necessity of connecting pushing on her, but in the process she represents, the traditions, the pride and devil. 
with one's past: "Failure to know your loses her daughter and the strength of the old ways, needs to be One of the Indians she tries to 
mother, that is, your position and its companionship of other loved ones. She incorporated into the present. Erdrich save is Marie, who is also only part 
attendant traditions, history, and place in continues to appear on the margins herself, through the telling of these Indian and looks white. (It is possible 
the scheme of things, is failure to throughout the other novels, feared and stories, is doing her part to make sure that Marie may actually be the daughter 
remember your significance, your admired as a medicine woman in touch those tracks do not disappear. born illegitimately to Pauline before she 
reality, your right relationship to earth with the spirit world. In The Beet Queen Two other prominent women in entered the convent, but that ambiguity 
and society. It is the same as being lost, she saves Karl Adare's life as he lies Erdrich's novels, Marie and Pauline, is left unresolved.) Marie, like Pauline, 
isolated, abandoned, self-estranged, and along the railroad tracks, both feet badly demonstrate respectively success and feels the call to tum her back on her 
alienated from your own life" (209-10). broken by his leap from a moving train. failure in the important task of weaving Indian heritage and to become a saint 

In Erdrich's novels Fleur Pillager In Love Medicine, she helps to save together the past and present. They among the white nuns on the hill. Sister 
is one of the characters who represents Marie Kashpaw's life during a difficult begin in some respects as parallel Leopolda (the name Pauline has taken) 
tradition, the Native American reality childbirth. characters, both only part Indian, both claims Marie as her mission, determined 
before the Europeans' arrival. In the In The Bingo Palace another attempting to deny that part of to drive the devil from her. Leopolda 
first chapter of Tracks we hear about facet of Fleur's history is revealed in a themselves, both feeling they have a tells her "You have two choices. One, 
her, a young survivor of the disastrous chapter that is set in the past. calling to become nuns in the Catholic you can marry a no-good Indian, bear his 
consequences of the early clash of the Apparently she had made her way in the Church. But Marie becomes a success brats, die like a dog. Or two, you can 
two cultures. Nanapush narrates the first outside world for a time, at least long story, one of the strong loving give yourself to God" (Love Medicine 
section, which opens with the events of enough to acquire stylish clothes and a matriarchs of the book series, while 48). 
Winter 1912. He begins with these luxury car. She has returned to the Pauline becomes a demented, lonely Marie can tolerate only so much 
memories: "We started dying before the reservation with her hair tied back in the woman, driving all people away. abuse from Leopolda (her back scalded, 
snow, and like the snow, we continued style of the warriors of the old days who Pauline is one of the two her hand stabbed) before she chooses to 
to fall" (1). He quickly introduces us to were going to meet the enemy. There narrators of Tracks, and we observe her flee the convent. On her way home she 
Fleur, who is saved by her strong will she uses that flashy car as bait to lure the gradual disintegration. We meet her as a encounters Nector Kashpaw, a full-blood 
and by Nanapush's care. She grows to former Indian Agent who had bought her fifteen-year-old, already trying to escape Indian, with whom she goes on to 
be a stubborn woman, clinging to the old land into betting at cards with her. her Indian heritage. She will not speak establish a family. She bears many 
traditions and beliefs, skilled in the arts When that battle is over, the land is hers the Native language, will not bead or tan children and after losing two begins to 
of healing and, many believed, in the arts again. The last chapter of The Bingo leather. She insists that her father send take in and mother needy children from 
of destroying her enemies as well. She Palace, entitled "Pillager Bones," her to town to learn lace-making from all over the reservation. She is helped 
becomes a doting mother of Lulu, but recounts the death of Fleur as an old the nuns. Circumstances send her back through a dangerous d~livery by two 
when she loses her land to the lumber woman. She is shown pulling the family to the reservation, where she becomes older Indian women, Rushes Bear, her 
interests, she cannot bear the thought of bones across the ice to the island in increasingly cut off from reality. She antagonistic mother-in-law, and Fleur, 
giving up her way of life in the woods. Matchimanito Lake to join the world of enters the convent, where she has the prime representativ~ of the old ways. 
Instead she gives up her daughter and the dead. She leaves tracks behind that visions: in one God tells her she is white, They bum tobacco and sage, give her a 
moves off alone further into the woods. never disappear, and the narrator reports "not one speck of Indian" (137). In restorative tea (Fleur knows all the old 

Lulu frequently tries to run away that even now the present-day Indians another she sees herself conducting the medicines), and speak the old language 
from the government school to pursue guiltily sense her watching them through souls of Indians along the road to death to her. They save her life, but beyond 
her mother, but she is always hauled the windows as they gamble: "she and being told by Christ to "Fetch more" that, Marie says they "put the shape of it 
back. Nanapush becomes her substitute follows our hands with her underwater (140). Although the religion she has back in place" (Love Medicine 104). 
parent when Lulu finally stops seeking eyes as we deal the cards on green baize, formed for herself is a strange muddle of After her children are grown and 
her mother. Nanapush, in telling Lulu of as we drown our past in love of chance, old Native beliefs, Catholic beliefs, and she moves to the senior citizens center, 
the old events, speaks of Fleur as "the as our money collects ... " (273-4). her own obsessions, she believes she has Marie begins speaking the Native 
4 Minnesota English Journal 27.2 Summer 1997 Summer 1997 Minnesota English Journal 27.2 5 



language. The narrator describes her as 
"holding to the old strengths Rushes 
Bear had taught her, having seen the 
new, the Catholic, the Bureau, fail her 
children, having known how comfortless 
words of English sounded in her ear" 
(Love Medicine 263). As strong and 
loving as Marie is, she cannot save all 
her children from the forces pulling them 
down. Alcohol is a powerful influence 
among Erdrich's characters, as it has 
been in reality for Native Americans 
since their encounter with whites. Marie 
had worked long and hard and 
successfully at pulling her husband 
Nector back time and again to sobriety 
and usefulness, but she cannot do the 
same for her oldest son, Gordie, after his 
wife, June, dies. As I mentioned above, 
he comes to her home, drunk and deathly 
ill. She covers him with a quilt she had 
made of patches from many sources: 
Gordie's first coat, the blanket he had 
brought home from the army, a baby 
blanket, her dead husband's jacket. A 
quilt is a wonderful symbol for the 
incorporation of parts of the past into the 
present, and Erdrich is not the first to use 
it in this way. (See Alice Walker's 
"Everyday Use," for example.) 

But even all Marie's compassion 
and knowledge of how to bring the best 
from the past forward into the present 
are not enough this time. Nothing can 
stop Gordie from drinking. She denies 
him alcohol, but after he drinks Lysol 
and begins convulsing, all Marie can do 
for him is guard the door with an ax on 
her lap so he won't go out to die on the 
roads but can die in the safety of her 
home. 

in going up to the convent as an 
adolescent, is actually undertaking a 
quest for a vision, a male prerogative in 
older times. They say that the vision 
Marie gains is unorthoclox, but it has 
power and compassion and it guides her 
at crucial points for the rest of her life 
(127). The vision apparently occurs at 
the moment when Marie gets the upper 
hand and is in a position to thoroughly 
humble Sister Leopolda. Instead, Marie 
is overcome with pity for Leopolda and 
with disgust for the dry ~ust of convent 
life. She flees and moments later 
encounters Nector, and so begins her life 
of motherhood and compassion. 

According to Barry and Prescott, 
Marie's return to the convent twenty 
years later to visit Leopolda on her death 
bed represents her reacquainting herself 
in traditional fashion with her original 
v1s1on. Again, she has a horrifying 
encounter with Leopolda, but again, it 
"becomes transformed into positive 
power for Marie" (129). ( In Tales of 
Burning Love we learn that Sister 
Leopolda did not die then, but she dies 
early in Tales. After her death she 
appears to Eleanor, one of Jack's wives, 
as she wanders lost in a blizzard, and 
that vision has a similar positive impact 
for her.) In Love Medicine, Marie, after 
her final encounter with Leopolda, 
comes home to find a letter from Nector 
informing her that he has left her for his 
true love, Lulu Lamartine, with whom he 
has been having an affair for years. 
Marie is badly wounded and yet finds 
the strength to take him back when his 
effort to join with Lulu fails. And years 
later, when Nector is dead and both she 

Critics Nora Barry and Mary and Lulu are living in the senior citizens 
Prescott, in commenting on Marie's center, Marie reaches out to Lulu. She 
ability to reshape and use the cultural helps Lulu recapture a missing element 
past to enrich the present, say that Marie, from her life by putting the "tears" in 
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Lulu's eyes after her surgery for healing touch, yet he struggles in both 
cataracts. Lulu said she hadn't cried Love Medicine and The Bingo Palace to 
since the days she spent in the discover how to use it. He doesn't know 
government school. The two former his parentage until he is a young man. 
rivals become friends and fellow Marie knows trye truth, as do many 
workers in their efforts to care for the others, and finally Lulu tells him, 
well being of the reservation, to win believing he needs to know his past to 
back some of its former land, to call deal with his present. He learns that his 
forth leaders, to preserve its dignity. mother was June and his father Gerry 

Lulu is the other strong matriarch Nanapush, son of Lulu and Moses 
who dominates Love Medicine. As a Pillager. June was a beautiful doomed 
young woman or teenager in Tracks, she woman, abandoned in the woods by her 
is the listener while Nanapush tells her mother and never able to recover from 
the story of her parents and her early life. that. Her death, recounted at the 
She is the daughter of the strong wild beginning of Love Medicine and of Tales 
woman, Fleur PiHager, and early in Love of Burning Love, happens as she walks 
Medicine we are told of Lulu's decision across a North Dakota field in a blizzard, 
to go to live with another Pillager, "going home" to the reservation, she 
Moses, on his island in the middle of believes. As a yQung girl, she had some 
Lake Matchimanito. There he is totally good years living with Eli Kashpaw in 
self-reliant, avoiding a changing world. the woods, where they trapped and 
She lives with him for a time and bears hunted in the old ways. But when she 
at least one child. This immersion in the tries to move into the modern world 

' traditional heritage of her people gives leaving the reservation behind her, her 
her a strength and wildness that last her life as waitress • and secretary spirals 
throughout her life, even though she down to prostitution, a brief drunken 
chooses to leave Moses and the island marriage to a stranger in a bar, and 
and return to the community of the finally death. 
reservation, where she mothers a whole She had not acknowledged her 
brood of sons. Although she is in the son Lipsha, and he struggles with that 
background in The Bingo Palace, she fact. In the last scene in Love Medicine 

' continues to have influence. She is he achieves some degree of 
described as "full speed into politics" reconciliation with his memory of June 
and "out to reclaim the original • and with his past. He stops his car on a 
reservation, no less" (129). She is the bridge and looks into the dark twisting 
one who sends for Lipsha, to reclaim river below. He thinks of June with 
him from his wasted life of drugs, video gratitude for turning him over to 
games, and work in a sugar beet factory, Grandma Kash paw (Marie) as he 
both for his own good and for the future compares himself to King, the pathetic 
good of the reservation. man June did acknowledge as her son. 

In The Bingo Palace, one of the As he stares at the river, he thinks of the 
main characters is Lipsha, who, though vast ocean that used to cover the 
the grandson of Lulu, was raised by Dakotas, and he imagines all his 
Marie, whom he calls Grandma. He is people's problems being solved beneath 
early identified as different, as having a the waves, but adds, "the truth is we live 
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on dry land .... A good road led on. So religion, Lipsha believes that might 
there was nothing to do but cross the impress her. He fasts alone in the woods 
water, and bring her home" (Love for days, hoping for a vision. The vision 
Medicine 367). he gets is unorthodox, and he believes he 

Several other incidents in Love has failed in his quest. He awakes to 
Medicine and The Bingo Palace reveal find a skunk on his sleeping bag. The 
Lipsha's continuing struggle to integrate skunk says, "This ain't real estate," 
the past and present. Love Medicine before covering him with its powerful 
takes its name from the chapter of that spray. Humiliated and disappointed, he 
title in which Lipsha tries to solve a returns home. Days later the skunk 
problem for his Kashpaw grandparents reappears in a dream and repeats its 
by using love medicine to stop Nector's message. Now Lipsha realizes it was 
hankering for Lulu and tie him referring to the old Pillager land where 
irrevocably to Marie. Lipsha says that he had been on his vision quest, land 
he knows "the best thing would be to go where his cousin Lyman is planning to 
ask a specialist like Old Lady Pillager" build an elaborate new bingo palace that 
(241), but he fears her, so he takes the would draw people from the surrounding 
powers into his own hands. He tries to states and provinces. The vision makes 
shoot a wild goose (they mate for life) in Lipsha wonder if his people are choosing 
order to feed bits of its liver to both the wrong way to get ahead, with their 
Marie and Nector. However, when he emphasis on gambling. He sees that the 
can't shoot the bird, he settles for buying land here is more than just real estate, 
a frozen turkey at the Red Owl as a and life is more than accumulating 
substitute, telling himself that "the old money. Erdrich presents Lipsha, the 
superstitions were just that--strange floor sweeper at the Bingo Palace, the 
beliefs" (Love Medicine 245) and that one who often feels like he is of no 
what really mattered was the faith. account, as the one who turns to the old 
Nector, however, chokes to death in the ways and receives the authentic vision 
process of eating the liver. Lipsha's for the present. 
experience of his grandpa's death The final view we get of Lipsha 
humbles him and makes him cherish life is in Shawnee Ray's thoughts and 
in a new way. Marie's love and dreams. He has stepped aside while 
forgiveness give him new courage. Shawnee Ray goes to art school, 

In The Bingo Palace we find although he has not given up his hope to 
Lipsha gathering up his courage and some day win her. In the second to last 
finally going to Fleur Pillager when he chapter in The Bingo Palace, we see her 
desperately wants some medicine to win at school, yearning for Lipsha and 
the woman he feels he cannot live sewing a ribbon shirt for him to wear for 
without, Shawnee Ray. He has new traditional dancing, one of her passions. 
respect for the old knowledge and the Her feelings and activity point toward 
old ways. His desire for Shawnee Ray the day she and Lipsha will be involved 
also leads to his involvement in another in the dancing together. Shawnee Ray 
of the old traditions. He decides to go and Lipsha are three generations 
on a vision quest. Since she is involved removed from the original Fleur and 
m some aspects of the traditional Moses Pillager, who clung so tightly to 
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the old ways. They embrace 
opportunities in the world that change 
has brought (such as the art school 
Shawnee Ray attends), yet they honor 
and respect many of the old values, 
doing their part to blend the best of both 
worlds. 

In Tales of Burning Love we 
encounter another man who learns a 
lesson about acknowledging and 
embracing the past. That man is Jack 
Mauser, already mentioned as the man 
who marries June in the opening chapter. 
Jack's mother was an Indian from June's 
reservation, but Jack has been raised 
primarily off the reservation, and he 
ignores his Native American roots. 
When he meets June he pretends he has 
no memory of the reservation. June 
asks, "Raised white?" to which he 
replies, "Don't I look it?" Her brief 
response is "You act it" (6). 

Jack is a contractor who buys his 
uncle's farm land, planning to build a 
new development of expensive houses. 
In a scene that describes Jack's attitude 
toward the land, we find this description 
of Jack's weakness: "The Ojibwa part of 
him was so buried it didn't know what it 
saw looking at the dirt or sky or into a 
human face. Jack did not see land in the 
old-time Ojibwa sense, as belonging to 
nobody and nothing but itself. Land was 
something to use. . . . " His blindness to 
what he sees extends even to himself: 
"Since the Ojibwa part of Jack was 
inaccessible, he was a German with a 
trapdoor in his soul, an inner life still 
hidden to him" (Tales of Burning Love 
153). 

scene where Jack is searching in a 
blinding blizzard for the car carrying his 
infant son, both June and his long dead 
mother appear to him. He vividly recalls 
his Indian mother, and he "miss[es] her 
like a child." He remembers how "she 
used to break path for him in winter, all 
the way to school" (Tales of Burning 
Love 384 ). He has a vision of June, and 
this time he follows her through the 
blizzard. "She was bringing him home" 
(385). She leads him to the buried car in 
time to save his son and the young man 
who is keeping the baby alive by holding 
him against his own skin. (The young 
man is apparently Lipsha, June's son.) 
This encounter with June seems to free 
Jack from his paralyzing guilt over 
June's death, and he is able to smooth 
things over with wives three through five 
and to finally give himself 
wholeheartedly to Eleanor, the first of 
the wives he married after June and the 
one he loves most deeply. He returns to 
the reservation to escape his creditors 
and becomes a contractor there. 
Ironically, however, in light of the 
ending of The Bingo Palace, he teams 
with Lyman Lamartine to build a big 
new casino. 

Erdrich has woven for us in these 
five linked novels a complex web of 
cultures, characters, and events, of past, 
present, and future. Relationships may 
seem confusing to us at· times, as the 
narrative moves in circular fashion 
through time and among characters, but 
when all the strands are in place, we see 
that Erdrich's narrative technique has 
been used to undergird and clarify the 

By the end of the book, he opens meaning found in her characters' lives--
himself to his past, both to "the Ojibwa that the past cannot be ignored and 
part" of himself and to his personal past, forgotten; it must be known, accepted, 
as he seeks to make amends with the five and integrated into the present if life is to 
women he has married. In the crucial be rich and authentic. 
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So, How are My Colleagues in Minnesota 
Teaching Writing? 

Judith Landrum 

Regardless of how much we 
know about writing instruction theories 
and practices, most of use still do not 
know the way our English teacher 
colleagues--across the hall or across the 
state--teach writing. This unanswered 
question was the impetus for this study. 
Since the results of the Minnesota Basic 
Skills Test, given to eighth-grade 
students across the state, came in with 
lower scores than most educators, 
parents, and taxpayers thought was • 
acceptable, teachers and administrators 
have vowed they will do a better job. 

However, it is difficult to do a 
better job until we are aware of our 
practices in any given subject area. 
Therefore, the purpose of this study was 
to describe the writing instruction 
practices of high school English teachers 
throughout Minnesota via reporting the 
results of a statewide survey. 

First, this article discusses past 
studies on writing instruction practices 
and the methodology of this study. The 
results of the survey are organized and 
reported according to the subheadings in 
the survey: writing assignments and 
related activities, teaching techniques, 
reasons for writing, response to student 
writing, grading, and amount students 
write. 

Conclusions for Past Studies 
Unfortunately, many of the 

survey-type studies in the past do not 
emphasize what English teachers 
actually do to move their students from 
what to write to how to write. But they 
do report other helpful facts on writing 
instruction practices. Since space does 
not permit reporting on every survey, 
only national surveys on writing 
instruction practices involving secondary 
teacher participants are included, in 
chronological order of their publication. 

Applebee concludes that process 
writing instruction is failing for several 
reasons (Contexts 187-88). First, 
process writing is intended to be a 
"work-in-progress," and classroom 
writing is usually evaluative. Second, 
process writing instruction takes more 
time, which teachers do not feel they 
have; as a result, teachers adopt a less 
time-consuming practice and title it 
process writing. Third, teachers lack 
expertise in process instruction. Fourth, 
process writing seeks answers during 
writing, while most schools want 
developed answers recorded in 
assignments; the process of seeking 
answers during writing complicates 
using writing for evaluative purposes. 
Fifth, when implemented, attempts at 
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process writing usually became a skill 
and drill exercise, rather than a focus on 
contextualizing writing and its purpose. 

Focusing primarily on response 
to student writing, Freedman reports 
numerous findings on both responses to 
students' writing and on various other 
classroom writing instruction practices, 
both of which are reported here. 
Freedman states that secondary teachers 
were using specific types of response to 
student writing in a continuum moving 
from the practices used the most 
frequently to the practices used least 
frequently. These practices include 1) 
discussing the topic or subject of a text 
with the student, 2) commenting on 
strengths and weaknesses in student 
writing, 3) responding to selected 
problems in student writing, and 4) 
making students aware of an audience 
for their writing. Those responses which 
were used somewhat less frequently fall 
into the second group, also listed in 
order of frequency. These practices 
included 5) using student writing 
examples as models, 6) editing in peer 
groups, 7) publishing student work, and 
8) meeting for individual student 
conferences. Modeling work of 
professional writers was the least-used 
practice (71-3). 

Freedman concludes that even 
though some teachers spent four weeks 
navigating students through a writing 
assignment (topic selection to final 
draft), the average time given to a 
writing assignment was 5.21 days (27). 
In suburban and academically rigorous 
private schools, academic writing began 
at 9th grade. For the inner city and non
college bound students in the suburbs, 
academic writing (essays with a clear 
thesis which is proven by the support of 
the body paragraphs) was not taught (36-

7). Finally, Freedman concludes that 
although teachers in the survey found 
multiple reasons for teaching writing, the 
dominate view was to help students learn 
to think more clearly, not master the 
mechanics of writing. 

In group writing instruction, 
however, Freedman notes that many 
teachers "conceptualize teaching the 
writing process as teaching a rather 
formulaic set procedures--prewriting, 
writing, and revising" and frequently 
ignore the problem-solving process in 
writing (58). Freedman concludes that 
writing instruction and response to 
student writing should help students 
learn problem-solving strategies within 
for writing rather than a set of 
procedures. 

The National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP) test has 
been repeated every four years since 
1972 (Applebee, Langer, and Mullis 5). 
Although the earlier NAEP reports lack 
the breadth on writing instruction and 
feedback that appears in the more recent 
NAEP reports, they do include some 
specific practices. With revision, for 
example, in 1974, 54% of the students 
reported that they wrote multiple drafts; 
in 1984, only 59% of the students 
reported writing multiple drafts. In 
1974, approximately half of the students 
were prewriting (41 % of 13 year olds 
and 55% of 17 year olds); in 1984, 
prewriting increased to 47% for 13 year 
olds and 65% of q7 year olds (Applebee, 
Langer, and Mullis 56-7). 

Regarding feedback, in 1974 
approximately one-third of students 
reported receiving teacher feedback on 
"how to improve their papers," whereas 
by 1984 approximately one-half of 
students reported rece1vmg teacher 
feedback (Applebee, Langer, and Mullis 

12 Minnesota English Journal 27.2 Summer 1997 

56). This NAEP study concludes that 
students were receiving more writing 
instruction in 1984 than in 1974, and that 
teachers were giving more attention to 
prewriting and rewriting activities in 
1984 than in 1974 (Applebee, Langer, 
and Mullis 59). 

The NAEP study done in 1988 
(Applebee, Langer, and Mullis, 1990) 
reported little change from the previous 
study in writing quality and writing 
instruction. These changes do show, 
however, that students in 4th, 8th, and 
11th grades were writing more in 1974 
as well as 1984; that teachers are 
commenting on fewer student texts, but 
commenting on them in more depth 
when they do; that writing quality is 
about the same or slightly better for 4th, 
8th and 11th grades; and that students 
appear to have an increasingly positive 
attitude toward writing (73). They 
concluded that the only major change 
was that students are required to write 
more frequently and longer texts 
(Applebee, Langer, and Mullis 6; 
Jenkins 73-74). However, the 1988 
NAEP study primarily report on the 
quality of student writing rather than 
writing instruction practices. 

The most recent NAEP study 
reported, 1992, describes some specific 
writing instruction practices including 
classroom strategies and response to 
student work (Applebee, Langer, Mullis, 
Latham, and Gentile). Among the 
specific activities which the survey 
teachers reported emphasizing the most, 
76% reported that they always required 
planning; 61 % reported that they always 
required multiple drafts; and 45% 
reported that they always required 
students to define audience and purpose 
in their writing. Additionally, only 10% 

reported that they always require a 
formal outline (174-6). 

Regarding student response to 
writing, approximately 30% of the 
teachers reported using peer groups for 
writing instruction once or twice a week 
and approximately 60% reported using 
peer groups for writing instruction once 
a month (Applebee, Lanager, Mullis, 
Latham, and Gentile 184). In addition, 
47% reported that they discussed "works 
in progress" with students as they wrote. 
When grading, 91 % of the teachers 
reported that quality of ideas were the 
main plumblines for grading (190-2). 
The results of the most recent NAEP 
study indicate that teachers are applying 
more practices from the process writing 
cluster than in the past. 

Although English teachers will 
never become clones who teach writing 
identically, the surveys do illustrate 
trends in writing practices. The key 
point gleaned from reviewing these five 
surveys is that they suggest that writing 
instruction is changing. Students are 
writing more in the 1990s than in the 
1970s and 1980s. In the 1990s, teachers 
nation-wide report that they require 
students to plan their writing, to 
seek/receive feedback, then to revise 
their writing. Teachers also report that 
they emphasize writing as 
communicating a specific message to an 
audience rather than as handing in a 
formula-driven essay .. In the 1990s, 
teachers nation-wide report that they 
emphasize quality of ideas and their 
development as students write rather 
than use writing to communicate pre
conceived ideas. In comparison to these 
past studies, most of which were 
published in the 1980s, this study 
illustrates many of the mid-l 990s 
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writing instruction practices reported by 
teachers state-wide in Minnesota. 

Methodology 
The survey participants sampled 

were 10th-grade English teachers in 
Minnesota. All the participants had 
experience, and most had credits beyond 
the bachelors degree; the teachers in the 
public schools generally had more 
experience and advanced degrees than 
the teachers in private schools. Only 
36.5% of the survey participants reports 
that they had either taken a class or 
attended a conference on writing 
instruction within the past five years. 

Materials 
The materials consisted of a 

survey mailed to a stratified random 
sampling of 10th-grade English teachers 
in Minnesota (reproduced at the end of 
this article). The survey obtained its 
validity and reliability from three 
sources: it was based on two other valid 
writing instruction surveys, Applebee 
(1981) and Freedman (1987); it 
addressed the question guiding this 
study--How are high school English 
teachers teaching writing in 
Minnesota?; and it went through a pilot 
study. 

suggest one 10th-grade English teacher, 
who met specific criteria, as a possible 
participant in the survey. Fourth, for 
130 of the 475 high schools in 
Minnesota, a personalized cover letter 
and a coded survey were mailed to the 
English teacher suggested by the school 
principal. Over the next two months, 94 
surveys were returned, which was a 72% 
rate of return. Fifth, survey data were 
analyzed according to percentages for 
the entire group of survey participants. 

Results 
The following sections of this 

article include writing assignments and 
related activities, reasons for writing, 
response to student writing, grading, 
amount students write, and conclusion, 
based directly upon the survey. 

Writing Assignments _ and Related 
Activities 

Among survey participants, 83% 
reported that they Almost Always or 
Often used the essay structure. This 
response seems to indicate that essays 
are a basic writing assignment for almost 
all 10th-grade English teachers. The 
survey participants also reported using a 
wide variance in usage of journals, from 
Almost Always to Almost Never used, 
although the teachers at the urban 

Procedures schools reported that they Almost Always 
First, the Minnesota Department used journals twice as frequently as 

of Education provided a list of teachers in any other school setting. The 
Minnesota high schools for a sample use of journals appears to be an 
population. The schools were classified individual choice of about half of the 
into four categories: suburban, private, survey participants, and is unrelated to 
urban, and rural. Second, the schools setting. Teachers appear to use the 
were randomly selected using a table of journals either constantly or rarely. 
random numbers. Third, a pre-screen Among survey participants, 75% 
phone call was made to a principal in the reported that they Almost Never or 
schools selected for the state-wide Sometimes used collaborative writing, 
survey. The principal was asked to and 2% reported that they Almost Always 
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used collaborative writing. This 
indicates that teachers rarely, if ever, 
assigned collaborative writing. 

Thirty-seven percent of the 
teachers reported that they Often and 
30% reported that they Sometimes gave 
students an open topic for writing 
assignments, and 40% reported that they 
Often and 37% reported that they 
Sometimes allowed students to write 
about subjects other than English. This 
response indicates that teachers usually 
give students a writing topic and that 
those topics are usually about English or 
the literature that students are reading. 
Allowing students to find a topic which 
interests them for their writing appears 
to be the exception rather than the rule. 

Teaching Techniques 
Although 43% of the survey 

participants reported that they Often 
asked students to write to a specific 
audience, only 16% reported that they 
Almost Always asked students to write to 
a specific audience. Attention to 
audience dropped even lower ';Vhen the 
audience was specified. For example, 
among the survey participants, 34% 
Almost Never asked their students to 
write to their class as an audience, and 
only 6% reported that they Almost 
Always asked their students to write to 
their class. In addition, 53% reported 
that they Almost Never asked students to 

outside of the class, even fewer teachers 
reported that they taught audience to 
their students. The survey does not, 
however, address whether students did, 
in fact, write for a given audience. 
Additionally, 63% of the survey 
respondents reported that they did not 
use a textbook to teach writing. 

Among survey participants, 37% 
reported that they Often and 31 % 
reported that they Almost Always 
required their students to write multiple 
drafts. This figure indicates that revision 
is not a prominent practice, since slightly 
more than one-third of the survey 
participants reported that students 
usually wrote multiple drafts of their 
work, and slightly less than one-third 
reported that students frequently wrote 
multiple drafts. 

Modeling is a fairly common 
writing instruction practice among 
Minnesota English teachers, especially 
teacher modeling. Among survey 
participants, 39% reported that they 
Often and 31 % report that they 
Sometimes used student modeling. O~ 
the other hand, 72% reported that they 
Almost Always or Often used teacher 
modeling. Unfortunately, the survey 
responses cannot determine whether 
teachers perceived that they used 
modeling daily or once per assignment 
when they reported using it. 

write to an audience outside the class, Reasons for Writing 
and only 3% Almost Always asked Seventy-six percent of the survey 
students to write to an outside audience. respondents reported that teaching 

Attention to audience appears to students to think was a Very Important 
be ignored among the Minnesota reason for writing, and 22% reported that 
teachers surveyed. Almost all of the it was an Important Reason for writing. 
survey respondents reported that, in It appears that almost all of the survey 
general, they did not teach audience to participants believe that teaching 
their students. Among specifically cited students to think is a key goal of writing. 
audiences, such as the class or people Of the other reasons for teaching 
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students to write, 57% of the 
respondents reported that learning to 
communicate clearly was a Very 
Important Reason (57%) or an Important 
Reason (38%) for students to write. 
Teaching the essay structure was an 
Important reason for 53% of the 
teachers, and Very Important for 37%, 
indicating that this is probably a 
common practice. Additionally, 48% of 
the respondents reported that teaching 
mechanical correctness was an 
Important Reason and 40% reported that 
it was a Very Important Reason. 

at the private school responded to all the 
problems in students' texts more 
frequently than those in other settings. 

Among survey participants, 60% 
reported that they Almost Always or 
Often gave peer feedback prior to a 
rough draft. In addition, 47% reported 
that they Often and 38% reported that 
they Sometimes gave teacher feedback 
prior to a rough draft. This indicates that 
feedback prior to a rough draft occurs 
with some frequency, but is not a wide
spread practice with Minnesota 
teachers. 

Response to Student Writing Grading 
At the rough draft stage, the data Sixty-seven percent of the survey 

indicate that students are receiving some participants indicated that they Almost 
feedback from either their teacher or Always and 31 % that they Often assessed 
their peers ( or both), but that the student writing. Despite these 
feedback is not a widespread practice. differences, 98% of the survey 
Among the survey participants, students participants reported that they Almost 
received feedback at the rough draft Always or Often assessed student 
stage in a teacher conference Almost writing. Additionally, 63% reported that 
Always (13%), Often (32%), Sometimes they Almost Never or Sometimes used 
(42%), and Almost Never (12%). Forty- peer assessment, but 30% reported that 
two percent of teachers also used peer they Often used peer assessment. This 
feedback Sometimes, while 32% reported indicates that teachers are the primary 
using peers Often. The survey results grader of almost all student writing and 
also showed that 68% of the teachers that the survey participants rarely use 
Almost Always and 28% Often gave peer assessment. 
students feedback . with the final draft. In the use of holistic grading, 
This indicates that students received survey results indicated that 32% of 
considerable, if not the most feedback teachers Often, 25% Almost Always, 
from their teachers with the graded draft, 24% Sometimes, and 17% Almost Never 
which is probably the final product. used holistic grading. Use of a grading 

Survey participants' replies to the criteria sheet was reported as Often by 
statements about responding to a few 30% of the participants, Almost Always 
problems in a text and/or responding to by 29%, Sometimes by 25%, and Almost 
all the problems in a text were not strong Never by 16%. 
enough to suggest that these two types of The data indicate that these two 
responding were mutually exclusive or assessment practices were not mutually 
that one method was used more that the exclusive; some teachers reported that 
other. It appeared to be an individual they Almost Always used both a holistic 
choice, although the teacher participants form of grading and a grading sheet with 
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specific criteria. Furthermore, the 
frequency of both practices is fairly 
evenly distributed. Forty percent of 
participants reported that they Almost 
Never and 26% reported that they 
Sometimes use portfolios. 

Amount Students Write 
Assignments of 250-500 words 

appear to be used by almost all the 
survey respondents. Seventy-nine 
percent reported that they either assigned 
papers of 250-500 words, or that the 
length of writing assignments varied too 
widely to define an average length. To 
complete most writing assignments, 4% 
of the survey participants reported that 
they gave students one day, 19% gave 
students one to three days, 48% gave 
students three days to one week, 20% 
gave students two weeks, and 8% gave 
students more than two weeks. This data 
indicates that most teachers gave 
students approximately one week to 
complete most writing assignments. 

Conclusion 
On the open-ended question, all 

teachers titled their writing instruction as 
the writing process, even though the 
term was intentionally deleted from the 
survey. The remainder of the survey 
divided various writing instruction 
practices into various subcategories and 
reported the prominence of use within 
those categories. 

For writing and related activities, 
essays were reportedly assigned by 
almost all the teachers, collaborative 
writing was assigned by almost none of 
the teachers, and although an open topic 
choice and writing about subjects other 
than English were related to school 
setting, most teachers gave students a 
choice of topics rather than open topics. 

For teaching techniques, most 
teachers (two-thirds) reported that they 
did not use a textbook to teach writing; 
they did not teach audience; they did not 
consistently require multiple drafts; but 
they did use both student models and 
teacher models, especially the latter, in 
their writing instruction practices. 

Reasons for writing reported by 
almost all the teachers included that it 
was very important to teach students to 
think and to communicate clearly. And, 
although many teachers report that 
teaching students the essay structure 
and/or mechanical correctness was 
important, it appeared to be much less 
important than the issue of clear thinking 
and communication. 

For response to student writing, 
almost all the teachers reported giving 
feedback on the final graded draft and 
marking mechanical errors on student 
texts. Some teachers reported giving 
feedback prior to the rough draft. 
Survey participants reported mixed 
answers for marking all the problems or 
a few problems in a student text--both 
are being used. Finally, a few teachers 
reported giving feedback prior to the 
rough draft or using student/teacher 
conferences or peer conferences after the 
rough draft. 

Almost all of the teachers 
reported that they grade their students' 
writing, while almost none reported that 
students grade their peers' writing or that 
portfolios are used. Also, holistic and 
criteria grading both are reportedly used; 
frequently, both are used by the same 
teacher. Almost all teachers used 
writing assignments that were usually 
250-500 words in length and that the 
time frame to complete them was one 
week. 
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Many of the writing instructional 
practices discussed in this survey are not 
addressed in the the national surveys 
reviewed earlier. However, it seems 
relevant to make comparisons between 
this Minnesota survey on writing 
instruction practices and national 
surveys on writing instruction practices, 
when possible. Minnesota teachers 
appear to mirror their colleagues 
nationally in that they require their 
students to write frequently and a 
primary objective in writing instruction 
is to communicate their text clearly and 
to teach students to think/problem solve 
as they compose a text. Minnesota 
teachers differ from their colleagues 
nationally in that they place less 
emphasis on many key writing 
instruction practices: audience, purpose, 
peer conferences, and multiple drafts, as 
well as giving verbal feedback during 
the writing process, and feedback prior 
to the final draft. Finally, Applebee's 
conclusion in the early 1980s that the 
writing process was not and will never 
work does not seem to be true in the 
1990s. It appears that nationally, and to 
a lesser degree in Minnesota, teachers 
are adopting more strategies that exist in 
the cluster of writing instruction 
practices typically labeled as the writing 
process. 

For both teachers and students, 
learning is a journey through which we 
guide our students. In Minnesota, the 
Basic Skills Test given last spring 
reported the current destination or stop
off point for Minnesota 8th graders in 
reading and math. The purpose of this 
article is to describe the path(s) we as 

English teachers in Minnesota are 
choosing to transport our students to a 
successful destination in their writing. 
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Minnesota Survey on the 
Teaching of Writing 

As you fill out this questionnaire, please base you responses on one, average 
ability tenth grade class which you are teaching this year. If you are not 
teaching 10th grade, please do not use a class whose curriculum is almost 
exclusively writing (i.e. creative writing, journalism, etc.) If possible, please 
use a regular English class (i.e. English 9, English 11, etc.) 

Number of students in this average ability 10th grade class is _____ _ 

I. Writing Assignments and Related Activities 
Please answer this section according to the extent that you currently use the 
following activities with this class for tests, class work, homework, or other 
writing assignments throughout the school year. 

Journals 
Collaborative writing assignments 
Computer exchanges (like E-mail) 
Writing about subjects other than 

English for English class 
Narratives (non-fiction) 
Narratives (fiction) 
Research paper 
--Library gathered 
--Field-based gathered data 

(interviews, observations, etc.) 
Essay structure 

II. Teaching Techniques 

Almost 
Never 
Used 

1 
1 
1 

1 
1 
1 

1 

1 
1 

Sometimes 
~ 

2 
2 
2 

2 
2 
2 

2 

2 
2 

Often 
Used 

3 
3 
3 

3 
3 
3 

3 

3 
3 

Almost 
Always 

Used 
4 
4 
4 

4 
4 
4 

4 

4 
4 

To what extent do you currently use the following teaching techniques for this 
class? 

Almost Almost 
Never Sometimes Often Always 

Used Used Used Used 
Use an assignment sheet 
Have students write in class 

1 2 3 4 
1 2 3 4 

Break assignments into steps that 
can be completed one at a time 

Allow open choice for writing topics 
within other assignment limits 

1 

(length, genre, etc.) 1 
Publish student writing for class members 1 
Publish student writing for audience 

2 

2 
2 
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3 

3 
3 

4 

4 
4 
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outside the class 1 2 3 4 

Require multiple drafts, so you can 
2 3 4 

make suggestions on early ones 1 

Model a writing strategy in class 1 2 3 4 

Use student work for a class model or 
an exercise 1 2 3 4 

Direct Instruction 1 2 3 4 

Read essays to illustrate writing techniques! 2 3 4 

Require students to write 
to a specific audience 1 2 3 4 

Introduce a topic for large or small group 
discussion before students write on it 1 2 3 

Peer response strategies 1 2 3 

Self-Assessment strategies 1 2 3 

Do you use a textbook to teach writing? ____ yes ___ no 

If you use a textbook, please list the titles and publishers of al the writing 
textbook( s) you use for this class. 

III. Reasons for Writing 

4 
4 
4 

Below are a list of reasons for which teachers ask students to write. Please 
circle the numbers which best describes how important you think this writing 
activity is in you tenth-grade class. 

Not at all Not Very Very 
Important Important Important Important 

To give students practice in aspects of writing 
mechanics (grammar, punctuation, etc.) 1 2 3 4 

To test whether students learned relevant 
content 1 2 3 4 

To summarize material learned in class 1 2 3 4 

To let students use writing as a tool to think 
through an idea, topic, concept, etc. 1 2 3 4 

To teach students the essay structure 1 2 3 4 

To grade students' ability to communicate clearly 1 2 3 4 

To help students develop their voice in writing 1 2 3 4 

To give students opportunities to 
express feelings 1 2 3 4 

To help students remember important 
information 1 2 3 4 

To give students opportunities to correlate 
personal experiences with a given topic 1 2 3 4 
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IV. Responses to student writing 
What methods do you currently use to give students feedback on their writing? 

Almost Almost 
Never Sometimes Often Always 
Used Used Used Used 

Early Feedback - ................. -
Peer conferences (response groups 
Parents (encouraged, not required) 
Student/teacher conference 

Written feedback 
Completed Draft Feedback 

Peer conference (response groups) 
Parents 
Student/Teacher conference 
Teacher, feedback when assigning final grade 

Types of Feedback 
Response to only a few selected problems 
in the text 
Respond to all the problems in the text 
Reader-based Feedback (responding as a 
reader, not evaluator to the text) 
Text-based feedback (responding primarily to 
the text, independent of context) 
Indicate mechanical errors 

V. Grading 

1 
1 
1 
1 

1 
1 
1 
1 

1 
1 

1 

1 
1 

2 3 4 
2 3 4 
2 3 4 
2 3 4 

2 3 4 
2 3 4 
2 3 4 
2 3 4 

2 3 4 
2 3 4 

2 3 4 

2 3 4 
2 3 4 

To what extent do you currently use the following grading measurements-
formally or informally--with this class? 

Assessor 
Teacher assessment 
Peer assessment 
Self (Student) assessment 

Types of Assessment 
Holistic Scoring 
Portfolio Assessment 

Almost 
Never 

Used 

1 
1 
1 

Achievement not determined by grades ( ) 
Grading Sheet with listed criteria 

1 
1 
1 
1 Pass/Fail 

VI. Amount Students Write 

Sometimes Often 
~ Used 

2 
2 
2 

2 
2 
2 
2 

3 
3 
3 

3 
3 
3 
3 

Almost 
Always 
Used 

4 
4 
4 

4 
4 
4 
4 

A. Please ci~cle the answer which best describes the average amount that 
students m you tenth-grade class write each week. 

1 page or less 1-2 pages 2-3 pages 3-4 pages 5 pages or more 

B. Please circle the answer which best describes the average amount of time 
that students in your tenth-grade class write each week. 

1 hour or less 1-2 hours 2-3 hours 3-4 hours 5 hours or more 
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. h b describes the average length of the 
C. Please circle the answer ~ hie If ~st length varies widely' peals circle the 

writing assignments you give t e 
last answer. 

less than 250 words 

more than 1000 words 

250-S00words 500-l000words 

length varies considerably 

. h b describes the average amount of time 
D. Please circle _the answer whic ef:te most writing assignments from . 

you usually give stt~dents to comhp f 1 draft If the amount of time given 
introducing the assignment to t e ma • 
varies widely, please circle the last answer. 

1 2 k 2 weeks or longer 1 day 1-3 days 3 days-1 week - wee s 

VII. Open-ended que st ion . . . 7 How would you advise someone What are your beliefs about teaching wntmg. 
else to teach writing? 

Number of years you have taught English __ _ 
Highest degree earned. ____ _ 
Highest degree sought (if applicable) 
Hours earned beyond highest degree ·----

Please list any classes or conferences you've attended during the paSt five 
years on the teaching of writing. 
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Computer Classrooms: Creativity Blocker 
or Writing Enhancer? 

Barbara Parisien 

If I had the choice between is to write spontaneously in a rushed and 
teaching a writing class in a sleek, well- uncritical manner. I suggest a topic or 
furnished computer lab, or at the write a thought-provoking quote at the 
lakeshore, which would it be? Last year, board and tell the students that these are 
on the last day of school, I listened to my only suggestions and they can write 
writing students share their favorite about whatever is on their minds. I find 
piece of writing from the portfolios they that most students rely on the 
had assembled during the spring suggestions I give them, but some 
trimester. Then I sat comfortably in the launch out on their own. Generally, 
solitude of my lake cabin with the whir these journals are not shared, but 
of my laptop computer broken only by occasionally I warn students that they 
the repetitive trill of a wren. The gap will be called on to read a particular 
between the frantic pace of the school entry or to read one of their own 
year and my cherished life in the choosing. I also require that they expand 
outdoors had widened, but my mind a few of the journal entries into more 
continued to process the teaching polished pieces during the term. I 
experiences of that past year and seek mention this activity as an example of 
answers to endless questions. what worked better for me in a 

During that trimester, I had the traditional classroom. It seems that in 
opportunity to teach two writing classes the computer classroom students are 
in contrasting settings. One was in the very task oriented and want to "get the 
computer lab, and the other, no, not at a job done." They come into the room, 
lakeside (only a dream!) but in a open up whatever file they are working 
traditional classroom. As I moved back on and start typing. Isn't this a teacher's 
and forth between the two classes, I dream? Yes and no. It is great to have 
conducted a very unscientific study. students so focused on the task at hand, 
Then with the sounds of waves lapping but I offer the unstructured journal as an 
at the lakeshore, I assembled the data example of what doesn't work well in a 
scribbled in my lesson plan book, computer room because of the feeling 
evaluated the experience as stored in my that the end product is more important 
mind, and offer a little advice. than the creative process. 

One of the activities I usually In reflecting on the dilemma of 
incorporate into a writing class is the lost creativity in the computer room, I 
daily journal. The purpose of the journal realized that part of the problem was 
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with my own approach, and that it could 
be changed! When I walked into our 
computer room, I felt like a different 
person because I was not surrounded by 
blackboards where I could write my 
favorite quotations and journal 
suggestions. I missed the posters, 
pictures, plants, and CD player. Maybe 
it didn't matter to the students, but when 
the environment was less friendly, I was 
a little uncomfortable and the class was 
not as open as in a friendlier place. A 
computer room does not have to be a 
sterile environment. Care should be 
taken to soften the effect of the machines 
by adding a few human or natural 
elements for those teachers like me, and 
a few students who might like a picture 
or a plant or two. 

Another challenge to the teacher 
of writing at the computer is the loss of 
interaction between students. In my 
traditional writing classes we sit in a 
circle so can all talk to each other eye to 
eye. I think it's important to share 
writing-in-progress. I remember a class 
over a year ago when one student had 
started a great story but was stuck 
halfway through. Suggestions from 
classmates in one of these sharing 
sessions propelled the writer into a story 
conclusion that the whole class was 
proud of because they had been part of 
the process. Teaching in the computer 
room, I found ways to adapt my methods 
to encourage interaction. Sometimes we 
squeezed into somewhat elliptical 
"circles" between the rows of computers 
so that we could talk to each other and 
read our works. My ideal would be to 
meet in a room large enough to have an 
area for gathering in a circle. If there is 
not enough room for chairs, the floor 
would do. Student-teacher interaction in 

How to Use Technology in Teaching 
Writing without Losing Creativity 

and Interaction 

1. Tell students to do some of their 
creating away from the computer, at 
home, or wherever they feel 
.comfortable. Then bring these ideas 
to the computer. 
2. Try to make the computerroont a 

little more ''friendly'' by using bulletin 
boards, posters~ plants, mobiles. 
3. Try to arrange space so.tha.tit is 

possible for students to gather in a 
circle to share their writing. 
4. When giving instruction, persuade 

students to look at you and listen. No 
hands on the keyboard. 
.5. Challenge students who like to 

play around with fonts and graphics 
to "self-publish'' their writing using 
desktop publishing techniques. 

6. Encourage students to send their 
works to publishers. Writing at the 
computer is a perfect opportunity to 
compose cover letters and query 
letters to pµblishers. 
7. Make use of the CD drive to play 

background music. You'll have to be 
autocratic about this one because their 
won't be agreement on the choice of 

• • . ' music. 
s.· Take advantage of the fact that 

students will be much more focused 
when writing at the computer. You 
can requfre revision, polishing, and 
attention to detail. 

a computer classroom is not a problem 
since the teacher circulates and talks to 
each student regularly, a real advantage. 
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There also seems to be a class 
rapport problem to be dealt with in 
teaching writing at the computer. 
Students stare at the computer rather 
than the teacher (can you blame them?). 
Not that I miss being the center of 
attention, but there are times when I 
want to address the whole class, giving 
some instructions or tossing out ideas to 
stimulate writing. In my two writing 
classes--not exactly "control groups" --1 
gave many of the same assignments, 
used many of the same handouts 
presenting examples of writing from 
published writers, and offered many of 
the same ideas to stimulate their writing. 
I found that the computer students barely 
looked at the handouts, forgot many of 
the great ideas I had given them, and 
merely wanted to get on with the show-
completing their sometimes uninspired 
pieces. Again, the problem of 
expediency, completing the project at the 
expense of thoughtfulness, searching for 
inspiration, looking for just the right 
word or image. Here again a more 
flexible room arrangement might have 
helped. At times, I insisted that students 
face me with "no hands on the 
keyboard" so I could give the necessary 
instructions, but it would be better to be 
able to move to another area where the 
teacher is not competing with the 
machine. 

Some students love to tap away 
at the computer, others face the screen 
and immediately encounter a writer's 
block. I can remember two girls, in 
particular, who could write beautifully 
with pen on paper, but spent many 
fruitless days in the computer writing 
class. I always told them, as well as the 

They could not depend on being inspired 
by a cold machine. This is extremely 
important for some students and 
inconsequential for others. In fact, many 
students write . much better at the 
computer for some obvious reasons: 
they are very focused, they can rely on 
spell-check, they enjoy playing around 
with fonts, graphics, and spacing. 

Meanwhile, back in the 
traditional writing room, there were 
some activities that I just wasn't able to 
bring into the ~omputer room. Like 
illustrating a poem with charcoal and 
chalk on colored ·construction paper--not 
for keyboards! Or walking over to the art 
department to look at original student 
photos or artwork and writing about 
them (maybe ~ith individual laptop 
computers this idea might work some 
day). And what about the last week of 
school when we sneaked out of our 
traditional classroom to write in the 
sunshine after a record cold winter. 
Somehow I didn't feel I could sneak out 
of my computer classroom. After all, the 
computer room was reserved for us and 
we needed to be very businesslike. But 
now, after processing the experience of 
teaching the two writing classes, I feel it 
is possible to take advantage of 
technology while holding onto those 
aspects of art, nature, and human 
interaction that help us create. Yes, and 
even write at the lake with a laptop 
computer! I think it's time to enjoy the 

scenery! ~ 

whole class, to do their thinking, Barbara Parisien teaches English at 
brainstorming, and preliminary writing Cretin-Durham Hall, a private school in 
at home or wherever they felt inspired. St. Paul. 
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Interpreting Staggerford: An Experiment with 
Literary Criticism 

Jim Holden 

On occasion, we English teachers 
have been known to tum off students to 
the literature we want them to embrace 
by telling them what we think they ought 
to know about a particular story or 
poem. In our desire to share what we 
learned in our college classes about our 
favorite literature (after all, it's what we 
were trained to do), we sometimes make 
students passive observers in the game. 
We lecture: "Twain includes the 
Grangerford-Sheperdson feud to contrast 
the meanness of life in society with the 
peacefulness of life on the river." We 

... ask rhetorical questions: "Can you see 
how Gatsby's life symbolizes the 
corruption of the American dream?" We 
see ourselves as literary critics (literary 
"popes": speaking ex cathedra, we hope 
that our "disciples" will gain some 
insights from our pronouncements. 

I encourage you to resist this 
temptation, opting instead to let your 
students participate in the game. Let 
them become insiders so they can 
explain what they think a text means to 
them. Let them become literary critics. 
Two of the most effective activities I 
used in my senior College Prep Writing 
classes at Northfield High School were 
those in which students interpreted Jon 
Hassler' s novel Staggerf ord, the one 

novel we read as a common text in this 
semester-length course, from the 
perspective of a particular theory of 
literary criticism. In making their 
interpretation of Staggerf ord, students 
were asked to choose one of four 20th
century models of literary criticism 
(Marxist, Freudian, Feminist, or 
Deconstructionist ). 

After we finished reading the 
novel, I set aside one class period to 
provide some basic information about 
literary criticism. In the large group 
setting, I asked students to consider the 
objective of learning how to read and 
interpret a text by answering the 
following questions: 

1. Do we need to know the 
social and political history of the 
period to understand a work of 
literature? Why? Why not? 
2. How important is it to know 
something about the author's 
life? 
3. Does the meaning of a text 
change over time? If so, why? If 
not, why not? 
4. How can we agree on what a 
text means? Or should we? 
5. Are there guidelines we can 
use to interpret a text? 
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6. Is it possible to read too much "piously mirrors the universals of 
into a text? Can we really know the human condition which are 
what the author means? essentially unmoved by the 
7. Should teachers share their economic and political 
interpretations with students? environment in which they 

This discussion lasted about 30 minutes operate" (Hicks and Hutchings 
( one could certainly take more time if 8). 

necessary); then we discussed how Freudian theory praises a work 
scholars think very deeply about what a to the degree that it recognizes 
text means, writing essays and books in Freudian concepts such as the 
which they offer their interpretations of Oedipus or Electra complex. 
individual works of literature and the Freudian critics often do a 
overall works (or oeuvre) of particular biographical profile of an author, 
writers. I suggested that some writers explaining a work in terms of 
(or critics) interpret these works by using occurrences in the author's 
a particular frame of reference or theory childhood (Barnet, et al. 285). 
of literary criticism and that we would be Feminist theory views "language 
studying that kind of approach to as a male property created by a 
literature during in the coming days. society which has been 

Next, I provided a dictionary traditionally male dominated" 
definition of literary criticism--"the art, (Hicks and Hutchings 7). 
skill, or profession of making Women in literature are 
discriminating judgments and marginalized or depicted only 
evaluations, especially of literary or from a masculine perspective and 
other artistic works" (American Heritage only in stereotypical roles. A 
Dictionary)--and indicated that humans good feminist text would contain 
have interpreted literature from the independent, strong-minded, 
beginnings of recorded history. For complex female characters. 
example, in the Hebrew culture we know Deconstructionist theory is 
about the Pharisees and their strict derived principally from the 
interpretation of the scriptures, and work of French critic Jacques 
scholars such as Moses Maimonides Derrida. The deconstructionist 
who attempted to codify the Talmud. "denies the existence of a text 

With this condensed overview, governed by a 'center' or an 
we then looked at these four literary 'original' core that organizes a 
theories and how they could be used to single system of meaning" (Cain 
interpret a work of literature. I provided 26). Each reader writes ( or 
these brief definitions for the students: deconstructs) meaning for the 

Marxist theory explains text. 
literature in terms of the society You could use fewer models or choose 
that produced it. An effective others, such as Historical Criticism or 
Marxist text would describe the New Criticism, but the four I chose 
political struggle toward a worked best with the two activities I had 
classless ideal. The Marxist planned. 
critic rejects the notion that a text These first two steps took one 
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full class period, so the second day we between the underclass, the Native 
put theory into practice by interpreting Americans, and the ruling class, the 
Robert Browning's "My Last Duchess." school and by implication the white 
We read the poem aloud twice and community. 
discussed what we thought Browning Following on the heels of this 
was trying to say. Then the students group activity, students were assigned 
worked in pairs, reviewing their notes on the task of writing a short review of the 
the four theories of literary criticism, and novel, selecting a particular point of 
discussed what a Marxist critic might view outlined in one of these four 
say about the poem. After reaching theories of criticism (see Table 2). Some 
some consensus regarding the Marxist wrote from the perspective of the model 
view, we "read" the poem from the of criticism they had discussed in their 
Freudian, Feminist, and groups, but most chose, the Freudian or 
Deconstructionist perspectives. One Feminist models. 
could of course use a large-group setting, These two assignments were the 
small groups, triads, buzz groups, or any most successful of the semester for a 
method that would help the students feel number of reasons: first, students were 
comfortable in discussing the poem. required to do a close reading of the text; 
The goal was to help them realize that second, the cooperative group discussion 
critics assess a story or poem based on was good preparation for the writing 
what they understand about a theory of activity; third, both activities pushed 
criticism. Knowing some basics about students to a higher le.vel of thinking; 
these four models helped enable them to and finally, the book review was an 
do a closer reading of Staggerford and to appropriate concluding paper for our unit 
discover some new and different insights on Writing about a Novel. From a 
about the novel. pedagogical perspective. these activities 

On the third day, I divided the also support current Constructivist views 
class into groups of five and charged of learning. In The Case for 
each group with the task of interpreting Constructivist Classrooms, the authors 
Staggerford in the manner of one of maintain that learners construct their 
these critical theories (see Table 1). We own understandings of the world in 
used an entire class period to complete which they live (5). In this type of 
the "interpretation" and the writing, then classroom, "student questions are 
shared our sometimes and always valued, students are viewed as thinkers 
insightful analyses in class the next day. with emerging theories about the world, 
For instance, in looking at the teachers seek the students' points of 
interactions between the central view, and students primarily work in 
character English teacher Miles Pruitt groups" (Brooks and Brooks 17). So 
and his student Beverly, the "Freudian" providing students an opportunity to 
critics thought her school-girl crush on become literary critics strikes me as an 
Miles was a longing for the father she effective method of letting them 
had lost, a kind of Oedipus complex by "construct" meaning from the text and at 
adoption. The "Marxist" group thought the same time helps us resist the 
the Native American "uprising" was a temptation to tell students what they 
perfect example of a class struggle should know about a text. 
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Critics for a Day 

Objective: In your groups, "rewrite/interpret" Staggerford using one theory/model of literary 
criticism as your guide. 

Procedures: 
l. Select the model of literary criticism you will use for your discussion (Marxist, Freudian, 
Feminist, Deconstructionist). 
2. Choose a character, a scene (or scenes), theme, plot, etc. to interpret. 
3. Brainstorm ideas. Take at least IO minutes to discuss your model of interpretation. 
4. Write your interpretation, keeping in mind that you will read it to the class tomorrow. 

Requirements: 
I. List the following items at the top of your paper: 

a. The scene, character, etc. that you are interpreting. 
b. The model of literary criticism you have chosen. 

2. Write one or two paragraphs of interpretation. 
3. Explain how your interpretation fits the model you have chosen. One paragraph will do. 

Evaluation: You will receive a group grade for this assignment ( 10 points possible). 

Table 1. 

I. One point each for listing the scene, character, etc. , and the model of criticism chosen (two 
points total). 

2. Six points for your "interpretation." Points will be deducted if the "interpretation" doesn't 
match the model. 

3. Two points for your explanation. 

Works Cited Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
UP, 1984. 

Hicks, Malcolm and Bill Hutchings. 
Literary Criticism: A Practical 
Guide for Students. London: 
Edward Arnold, 1989. 

Barnet, Sylvan, Morton Berman, and 
William Burto. The Study of 
Literature: A Handbook of 
Critical Essays and Terms. 
Boston: Little, Brown and 
Company, 1960. 

Broo9, Jacqueline, and Martin G. 
Brooks. In Search of 
Understanding: The Case for 
Constructivist Classrooms. 
Alexandria, VA: Association for 
Supervision and Curriculum 
Development, 1993. 

Morris, William, ed. American Heritage 
Dictionary of the English 
Language. Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 1969. 

Cain, William E. The Crisis in 
Criticism: Theory. Literature, 
and Reform in English Studies. 

Jim Holden is currently an assistant 
professor of Education at St. Olaf 
College - in Northfield, MN, and was 
formerly a high school English teacher 
for 29 years. One of his courses at St. 
Olaf is the Teaching of English course 
for pre-service English teachers. 
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Book Review 

Objective: Assume the role of a Marxist, Freudian, Feminist, or Deconstructionist literary critic and 
write a book review of Staggerford. 

Audience: Your peers or a magazine or your choice (real or imagined). 

Procedures: . 1. Introduce the reader to the story, identifying the major characters, setting, plot, etc. Do not 
reveal the ending, however. Write one or two paragraphs. 

2. Choose the model of literary criticism you will use in writing your review. 
3. Brainstorm ideas, perhaps even write an outline. 
4. Compose a rough draft of your review, focusing on a character, a scene (or scenes), a theme, 

the plot. 
5. Ask someone you trust (a classmate, a friend, your parent) to read your paper and offer 

suggestions. 
6. Make the necessary corrections and write the final copy. 

Requirements (what to tum in): 
1. A rough draft. 
2. A final copy written in INK (or composed on a computer) and MANUSCRIPT FORM, 

containing the following elements: 
a. TITI..E (centered at the top of the page). 
b. a brief SUMMARY of the novel (one or two paragraphs). 
c. a REVIEW of the novel following the model of literary criticism you chose 
( one to two pages in length, or 400-600 words) 

Evaluation (30 points): 
1. Summary--10 points possible. 
2. Review--20 points possible 

a. Clear thesis statement--3 points 
b. Organization--3 points 
c. Mechanics--2 points 
d. Evidence or original thinking/clear personal voice--5 points 
e. Following the model of literary criticism--7 points 

Table 2. 
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A Selected Bibliography: Contemporary 
Autobiography by American Women 

Suzanne Bunkers 

A number of excellent 
contemporary works of autobiography 
and memoir emphasize the multiple 
perspectives and belief systems from 
which a personal story unfolds. 
Contemporary autobiographers and 
memoirists increasingly feel the need to 
acknowledge and affirm the fluid (and 
sometimes contradictory) nature of 
"truth" in autobiography when writing 
about the question of referentiality in 
one's own life as well as in one's 
experiences with others. Many writers 
shape their narratives in specific ways to 
help readers understand the ways in 
which memory and imagination interact 
to reconstruct and recreate past locales, 
individuals, and events. 

Beyond that, in many recently 
published works of creative nonfiction, 
the reader gets to "see" the author at 
work. This reflexivity is crucial to the 
reader's understanding of how the author 
views her subjects and, consequently, 
how their stories are told. When a writer 
steps out of the text to comment on what 
she has just written, this self-reflexivity 
sharpens her focus as a memoirist and 
leads readers to ponder not only her 
memories but also their own. 

Issues of memory and 
imagination, reconstruction and 
reinvention of the past, implications of 
the past for the present and future, 

privacy vs. telling of family secrets, the 
role of dreams and memories in memoir 
writing, real time vs. virtual time, 
versions of the truth, fluidity of identity, 
self-consciousness in narrative, the role 
of lies and confession in memoir writing, 
the influence of gender, race, class, and 
sexual orientation on genre in 
autobiography--all of these pertinent 
issues in theory of autobiography are 
interwoven into a number of the works 
cited in the bibliography that follows. 
This list is not intended to represent a 
comprehensive listing of works worth 
reading. Rather, it represents some of 
the most interesting works on my 
bookshelves as well as some of my 
recent choices as texts in undergraduate 
and graduate literature and creative 
writing: nonfiction courses that I have 
taught. I hope that it will prove useful to 
you. 

Abbott, Shirley. The Bookmaker's 
Daughter: a Memory Unbound. 
NY: Ticknor and Fields, 1991. 
ISBN: 0-89919-518-0. 

Allende, Isabel. Paula. NY: 
HarperCollins, 1994. ISBN: 0-
06-01753-3. 

Allison, Dorothy. Skin: Telling About 
Sex. Class, & Literature. Ithaca, 
NY: Firebrand Books, 1994. 
ISBN: 1-56341-044-3. 
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Bateson, Mary Catherine. Peripheral 
Vision: Learning Along the Way. 
NY: HarperCollins, 1994. ISBN: 
0-06-092630-9. 

Bishop, Elizabeth, ed. The Diary of 
"Helena Morley." NY: Farrar, 
Strauss, and Giroux, 1995. 
ISBN: 0-374-52435-1. 

Blackbum, Julia. Daisy Bates in the 
Desert: A Woman's Life Among 
the Aborigines. NY: Random 
House, 1994. ISBN: 0-679-
74446-0. 

Blakeley, Mary Kay. American Mom: 
Motherhood. Politics. and 
Humble Pie. Chapel Hill: 
Algonquin Books/Workman 
Publishers, 1994. ISBN: 1-
56512-052-3. 

Blew, Mary Clearman. Balsamroot: A 
Memoir. NY: Penguin Books, 
1994. ISBN: 0-14-017624-1. 

Brave Bird, Mary. Ohitika Woman. 
NY: HarperCollins, 1993. 
ISBN: 0-06-097583-0. 

Campbell, Bebe Moore. Sweer Summer: 
Growing Up With and Without 
My Dad. NY: Ballantine Books, 
1989. ISBN: 0-345-36694-8. 

Chicago, Judy. Beyond the Flower: The 
Autobiography of a Feminist 
Artist. NY: Viking, 1996. 
ISBN: 0-670-85295-3. 

Cofer, Judith Ortiz. Silent Dancing: A 
Partial Remembrance of a Puerto 
Rican Childhood. Houston, TX: 
Arte Publico Press, 1990. ISBN: 
1-55885-015-5. 

Conway, Jill Kerr. The Road from 
Coorain. NY: Vintage/Random 
House Books, 1989. ISBN: 0-
679-72436-2. 

__ . True North. NY: Alfred Knopf, 
1994. ISBN: 0-679-42099-1. 

Crafton, Barbara Cawthorne. The 
Sewing Room: Uncommon 
Reflections on Life. Love. and 
Work. NY: Viking, 1993. 
ISBN: 70-84113-7. 

Culleton, Beatrice. In Search of April 
Raintree. Winnepeg: Peguin 
Publishers, 1983. ISBN: 1-
895411-46-7. 

Delaney, Sarah L., and A. Elizabeth. 
Having Our Say: The Delany 
Sisters' First 100 Years. NY; 
Bantam, Doubleday, Dell, 1993. 
ISBN: 0-440-22042-4. 

DeLuca, Sara. Dancing the Cows Home: 
A Wisconsin Girlhood. St. 
Paul: Minnesota Historical 
Society Press, 1996. 

Douglas, Marjorie Myers. Eggs in the 
Coffee. Sheep in the Com: My 
17 Years as a Farmwife. St. 
Paul: Minnesota Historical 
Society Press, 1994. ISBN: 0-
87351-299-5. 

Feinberg, Leslie. Stone Butch Blues: A 
Novel. Ithaca, NY: Firebrand 
Books, 1993. ISBN: 1-56341-
029-X. 

Friedman, Bonnie. Writing Past Dark: 
Envy, Fear. Distraction, and 
Other Dilemmas in the Writer's 
Life. NY: Harper Perennial, 
1993. ISBN: 0-06-092200-1. 

Gaines, Patrice. Laughing in the Dark: 
From Colored Girl to Woman of 
Color. NY: Anchor/Doubleday, 
1994. ISBN: 0-385-48027-x. 

Gilberg, Gail Hosking. Snake's 
Daughter: The Roads in and Out 
of War. Iowa City: University of 
Iowa Press, 1997. ISBN: 0-
87745-586-4. 

Gomez, Jewelle. Forty-Three 
Septembers. Ithaca, NY: 
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Computer Literacy in the "Real World" 

Lee J. Woolman 

Review of Electronic Literacies in the 
Workplace: Technologies of Writing. 
Eds. Patricia Sullivan and Jennie 
Dautermann. NCTE and Computers and 
Composition. 1996. 322 pp. ISBN 0-
8141-1307-9. 

users, among others. Any teacher in the 
computer racket recognizes those 
problems. 

The second section, "Electronic 
Challenges to Traditional Notions of 
Writers and Writing," explicitly raises an 
issue that is probably the most pervasive, 
unstated theme of the entire collection: 
the fundamental tension between 
workplace needs for control and 
efficiency and academic commitments to 
experimentation and freedom. Quoting 
an earlier study, the authors of "After 
Automation: Hypertext and Corporate 
Structures" agree that "early uses of 
technological innovations are essentially 
conservative because their capacity to 
create social disequilibrium is intuitively 
recognized amidst declarations of 
progress and enthusiasm for the new" 
(122). Five other articles throughout the 
book address a similar concern. For 
example, in his conclusion to 
"Networking Technology in the 
Classroom: Whose Interests Are We 

The 14 studies collected here 
should appeal to a range of educators 
including college technical writing 
teachers, high school teachers interested 
in vo-tech issues, and college prep 
English teachers fretting about the 
amount of computer literacy to balance 
against traditional activities. While the 
articles examine workplaces exclusively 
(such as Southwestern Bell), many of the 
findings relate to academic concerns we 
teachers encounter, from the enormous 
time and money costs of computer use to 
theoretical issues about the transforming 
nature of computer writing. The 
research focus of this volume is valuable 
because each article provides a succinct 
summary of current research findings on 
a topic. Serving?", Craig Hansen warns 

In addition to the four-part As we plan to integrate 
structure of the book, each article's computers and computer 
introductory abstract expedites quick networks into our writing 
reference to topics of particular interest. classrooms, we need to keep in 
The first section reports some of the mind that they are designed to 
successes and problems of workplace play a role in supporting the 
electronic writing: e-mail informality or organizational hierarchy; that the 
formality ("distancing"), technological "bottom line" for their use is 
incompatibilities resulting from reduced costs from increased 
piecemeal hardware purchases, and worker productivity and control. 
tensions between software designers and These goals are antithetical to 
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those of the writing classroom. 
(212) 

One can of course argue that school is 
inherently revolutionary vis a vis the 
workplace. And yet at the same time, 
the whole structure of school-with its 
schedules and deadlines-already serves 
corporate America's need for well
trained workers. The authors of these 
articles, however, provide a useful 
caveat to those whose commitment to 
computer literacy is in part predicated on 
its workplace role. Both teachers and 
students need to recognize these kinds of 
conflicts more self-consciously. 

Part three considers some 
"academy-workplace" interfaces, 
including reports on the value of school
business internships and of extensive 
classroom business communication 
simulations. The writers confirm for us 
all the touted benefits of electronic 
writing: increased collaboration, the 
needs for creative approaches and 
flexibility, the interdisciplinary 
opportumties, the "decentering of 
teacher-based hegemony," (203) and the 
challenges to contemporary rhetorical 
theories of writing and the teaching of 
writing" (xvii). Two articls provide 
writers especially with useful 
information. David Farkas and Steven 
Poltrock review a variety of current 
online editing and mark-up software, and 
Tharon Howard tries to sort out the 
convolutions of "Who 'Owns' Electronic 
Texts?" 

While all writers in this 
collection are college employed, I still 
found much material relevant for the 
computer issues my high school 
colleagues and I face. School changes, 
like those in the workplace based on new 
technology, "demand time, curiosity, and 

the opportunity to explore the capacity of 
existing equipment well beyond its daily 
use" (15). As I discover every day in the 
computer labs with my 9th or 101h 

graders, "the greater the technology in an 
office, the more costly and painful is the 
process of learning how to use the 
technology, the more likely there are to 
be problems, and the more specialized 
the troubleshooting expertise needed" 
(82). Finally, I agree with Powell 
Henderson's conclusion to his 
ethnographic study of the computer and 
"official forms" morass at the White 
Sands Missile Range's Directorate of 
Information (that is a work-place!): "As 
long as these paper forms exist, the old 
paradigm will exist" (74). Our graduates 
will have to operate in paradigm
changing work spaces. We best start 
coping ourselves. Electronic Literacies 
in the Workplace provides a useful 
introduction. 

Lee J. Woolman teaches at the Blake 
School in Minneapolis and is currently 
involved in an elaborate pilot 
interdisciplinary course using extensive 
technology. 
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Through the Eyes of a Child of War 

I am the eyes of a child of war, 
Crying at night, for depression fill~ my s_oul. 

I'm as hard a stone, but tender with pam. 
I've seen too much hatred: 

Fathers killing sons. 
People's lives wasted over such mindless things,. 

The mother standing over her child's grave wondenng 
why, WHY? 

I am the eyes of a child 
Hiding in darkness afraid to come out. 

What if I did? 
I belong to the face that haunts your dreams, 

The silent tears that run down your face. 
I'm shut out of the world when you don't want me to see, 

But I will, I always do. 
I am the window to your emotions. 

I see what causes the sick feeling in your stomach. 
I try to run away but my feet will not move. 

I watch whole cities being abolished by one man's doing, 
People who mean so much to me 

Killed as if they are nothing. 
I watch people on the streets crying to God f~r mercy. 

The world is cruel and cruel, as always will be. 
I am the eye without sparkle. 

My world is clouded over by the darkness of evil. 
I see the results of hatred. 
I am the results of hatred. 

Today I'm alive. 
Tomorrow, who knows? 

Look into my eyes. 
What do you see? 

For I am the eyes of a child of war. 

Danielle M. Deragish is an 8th grader at 
Luverne Middle School is Luverne, Minnesota. 

Minnesota English Journal 27.2 Summer 1997 

,.._ - .,.. 

Writing Better Poetry Before Peer Groups: 
Revision's First Steps 

Mike Bezdicek 

Evaluation of one's own poetry higher quality "writer discussions" can 
appears to be a difficult process. Yet, develop within the peer groups. The 
we know, and it is well documented, that need to eliminate these problems falls on 
revision is always a critical and the writer, and it was this idea that 
necessary part of the poetry writing prompted me to analyze my own poetry 
process. Readers' comments are one just writing process to figure out how a 
way to spark new ideas. However, many writer can better prepare for peer groups. 
of poetry's initial revisions do result Within peer groups, a poem's 
from the responses of others: peer owner, or true author, may be unclear if 
groups. Peer Groups have been the student authors are dependent upon 
revision tool and trend of late, but using the initial ideas of others to revise 
without a good self-revision, peer groups their poems. Also it seems that if 
may be non-productive. Therefore, an students know a third party will look at 
effective, first-step self-evaluation will their poem critically, they themselves 
allow students to be the first to "re-see" may not take their initial draft seriously 
their poems. prior to the peer group. Therefore, the 

The revision process begins first new ideas students are exposed to 
before peer comments, and students are ideas they did not create. As a 
should not take an initial draft into peer member of many peer groups myself, I 
groups. Students need a strong sense of noticed I was guilty, at times, of not 
direction within their poem before they taking my initial draft seriously before 
discuss their writings with peers. With entering the group. On the contrary, 
this confidence, students will find it many times I saw members of my peer 
easier to evaluate and respond to peer groups as sponges for comments, 
comments. In addition, students need to copying down my suggestions of what to 
have their poem strengthened to the write verbatim. This sponge effect is the 
point where peer comments will be at a direct result of writers being unprepared 
higher level, instead of standard remarks for the peer group, and not having a 
like "you are telling, not showing" or focal point from which to discuss and 
"explain this cliche." These problems analyze what they have written. 
should be eliminated, as much as So, by meticulously breaking 
possible, before group response so down my own poetry revision process, I 
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developed a self-evaluation which 
student writers can use to critique their 

poems before entering their groups. This 

process was completed by critically 

analyzing and documenting all changes I 

made to a poem, start to first-draft 

completion. I looked at what steps I 

took throughout the process, why I took 

them, what prompted me to make the 

changes, and the goals I wanted to 

achieve. When developing these ideas, I 

moved back and forth from revisions to 

my journal, noting the areas I marked up, 

changed, and why. From these 
experiences, and through questioning 

myself constantly, I began a self critique 

and the poetry revision process that 

resulted in a work sheet "Making My 
Poem Better Myself' (reproduced at the 

end of this article). 

Writing to Say What You Wanted 
As I read my initial draft, I first 

found myself referring to what I now call 

a post initial draft paragraph, which 
describes exactly what I wanted to show 

within the poem. I had always kept 

, these ideas in my mind, but for discovery 

purposes, I wrote down this mental 
paragraph. This explanatory paragraph 

of my initial ideas and intentions proved 
to be a resource tool from which I drew 

constantly. Of course, my intentions 

changed as I did more and more drafts, 
but the initial importance of the 

paragraph was to provide focus for the 

poem. Shortly after, I discovered this 

method documented as an activity 

(Bishop 149). 

Discovering What Is & Isn't Finished 
After writing the paragraph and 

comparing it to my actual poem, I found 

myself creating a list of where changes 

needed to be made. For student 

purposes, I would ask also that they 

write what they have accomplished so 

they do not feel writing poetry is only a 

never-ending process of corrections. 

Students should be made aware that 

sticking to the ideas of the initial 

paragraph is not a must, but just a 

guideline of what can be done. As for 

myself, I only used two ideas from my 

original list. However, what the list did 

do is spark more ideas, and it made me 

realized I wanted to say too much in one 

poem. 

Assuming Too Much? 
I discovered I was asking myself 

quite oftern, "What are you assuming?" 

Most poetry is the recording of our 

personal experience, expression, or 
opinion. This is where our poem's 

ownership lies: within our thoughts. 

And within initial drafts, we writers may 
assume details. From what I discovered, 

missing details usually disrupt flow. 
These may be the details that connect the 
ideas, images, and thoughts in our minds 

to our readers' minds. Therefore, we 
need to step out of our writing minds and 

become the reader. By reading it from a 
reader's point of view, missing details 

may become obvious And with the 

advantage of us, the authors, reading our 
poems, we knowexactly what and where 

to revise. 

Noting and Exploring the Showing, 
Not Telling 

"Show, don't tell" . is classic 
advice given because as writers we want 

to see poems, • not hear words, as we 

read. I found this essential to the poem's 

imagery development, and I always went 

through and noted "tell" in the necessary 
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spots of my poem. As for the students, I 

would ask them to mark both "show" 

and "tell", so they could experience the 

difference between the two, and more 

importantly, realize they have the ability 

to "show." When I came across a 

portion of my poem marked "tell," I 

stopped and tried to visualize what I 

meant to say. Sometimes, I just wrote 

until an image came, and if nothing 

came, I wrote something anyway, hoping 

I would read it differently later to spark 

what I really wanted to say. Elbow calls 

this method "making a false point," 

which he encouraged (130). Hence, 

studetns should brainstorm their "tell" 

ideas in their journals, in anticipation of 
further development later. 

The first five sections of the 
worksheet are intentionally set off from 

the rest. Depending on the student, too 
much initial rev1s1on may be 

overwhelming. Therefore, this critique 

is set up to accommodate all writers. 
The more motivated stsudents will jump 

at the chance to continue making their 
poems better, while the less interested 

students will have a place to stop. 
However, the final sections should not 

be ignored. Students should realize that 

if they continue with the critique past 
this stopping point, their poems will 

improve by "keeping these ideas in 

mind" as they revise. All sections of this 
critique point out important aspects of 

poetry revision, that if used, will create a 
better piece of writing. 

Getting Them "In Your Mood" 
I noticed the first change to my 

firswt stanza was to establish proper 

tone. The original tone wasn't putting 

my potential readers in the frame of 

mind I wanted them in. In fact, there 

really wasn't a tone. Readers need to be 

put in the correct mood so the author's 

images can have the intended effect. 

Setting tone early wll help the poem 

unwind the way the writer wants it read. 

Breaking the Dams 
Flow is very important, and as in 

composition papers, it requires 

transitions. I noticed that what will hurt 

flow is missing details, subject change, a 

"telling" in the middle of a "showing," 

wordiness, and vagueness. Student 

writers, when they become readers, will 

recognize where flow isn't smooth, and 

they will need to find a solution. This 
recognition forces students to look 

critically at their poems, and learn 

critically through discovery. When the 

poem flows, more than likely the writer 

is saying what he or she wants to say. 

Therefore, we can't assume the smallest 
detail; it may be that detail which reveals 

and or connects our intended meanings. 

Repeating or Rephrasing: Should It 
Be Said Twice? 

As for redundancies, I am always 
guilty of over-explaining at first, having 

one too many examples, or repeating an 
earlier stanza with a different view. Yet, 

these initial redundancies have actually 

improved my writing. Once I recognize 
that I have a redundancy, I have to figure 

out which works best. • It could be the 

choosing between examples, which may 
lead to a third and better one, or it could 

be the appropriate choosinsg of location, 
or both. 

When writers accidentally write 
an idea twice, it gives them two views. 

This is why writers should not revise too 

early as they are writing; they may want 
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to use what they wrote at a later time. 

Elbow says, "if you manage yourself 

right, you won't need to revise until you 

have written enough to throw away." 

Basically, when you have overexpressed 

yourself, the revision process can start. 

So now, if writers know that they will 

critically revise their poems later, they 

can write redundant material to maintain 

that writer's groove. However, poetry is 

the conciseness of words, and authors 

should not repeat themselves, unless it is 

strategic. Therefore, eventual 

conciseness will improve the poem. 

Originality Works, but the Familiar 

Marks Returning Points 
Cliches do not belong in poetry; 

however, at first, cliches will get down 

on paper what the writer wants to say. 

There are two advantages to using 

cliches in initial drafts. First, it is a way 

for a writer to keep moving. Instead of 

stopping to pry open new meanings, the 

writing can continue with the context 

surrounding the cliche. Secondly, 

cliches are markers telling students 

where to revise and create original 

images. By using cliches in an initial 

draft, students know where to return to, 

without stopping and losing valuable 

ideas. 

This entire self critique is a tool 

that will allow upper-level poetry 

students to improve their poems before 

peer evaluations, and may be used as a 

discussion guide within the group. As 

mentioned earlier, if a writer has a good 

self evaluation, it will help peer 

responses attain a higher level, forcing 

all group members to think a little more 

deeply about the group's poetry. And 

instead of responding to common 

remarks, group members will be able to 

discuss their poem ambitions more 

critically. An ineffective self critique 

will wast peer response time with 

comments like "don't tell" or "you said 

this twice." Good self critiques will lead 

to efficient, thought-provoking peer 

response groups, with the members 

discussing a solid first draft, not an 

initial one. 
This self critique is a step-by-step 

process that will improve poems. 

However, long after this,process is done, 

revisions will still need to be made. 

Therefore, I developed a· list of activities 

to complement this self critique. These 

activities, a few discovered in writing 

books, along with those that I have done 

historically, are designed to help students 

"re-see" their poems before or after peer 

group sessions. These activities are 

designed to help students experiment 

with words, and/or the way a poem 

visually appears on paper. Of the list 

(reproduced at the end of this article), 

activities 1 through 4 are ones I have 

used before. The following six are 

complementary activities which I found 

documented in many sources and are self 

explanatory. Activities such as these can 

be a less formal, more enjoyable form of 

revision. 
Revision is a complex, on-going 

process and should start with the writer 

keeping a strong sense of ownership. 

Once the writer is confident with the 

piece, or sick of it, it is time for other 

methods of revision. David Madden, 

author of Revising Fiction, says, "Many 

writers who have earned their 

reputations through hard work agree that 

one must write at first just to have 

something to rewrite" ( qtd. Bishop 131 ). 

Revision is a vital part of the poetry 
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~reation process, and arguably the most 

important. This is where self critique 

and supplemental activities are crucial. 

Students should be encouraged to revise 

without the constant thought that what 

the~ revised was poor poetry. Elbow 

clarified revision when he said, "revision 

does not mean wrong" (132). Revision 

is simply the development of initial 
ideas. 
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Activity List 
1. From memory, rewrite your entire 
poem. Compare the poems. 

2. Mix and match current stanzas. 
Without IOQking, rearrange word 

selections in a completely new order. 

Read the new poem and note 
observations. 
3• Copy the poem word for word onto 

another piee of paper. Keep notes of 
your observations. 

4. Remove all punctuation from the 

poem and convert all capital letters to 

lower case. Read. the poem without· 
endstops or put it into new paragraph 

fonn. Read the new poem and note 
observations. 
5• Experiment with adjectives: remove 

all adjectives (or adverbs or both),* 
6• Rearrange the poem so that the line 

breaks at the end of sentences. Then 

arrange it in 10 syllable lines. Try it in 

two-or four.-word lines. Space it by 
phrases and move the lines across the 

white space. Read all versions aloud 

and explain how each works or does 
not work.* 

• 7 • Remove all conjuntions, articles and 
,.. . ' 

, 
prepositions.* 
·s. ~ut ~e.poem in half while trying to 

. mamtain the otiginal intensity.* 

~- T1?' turning an unmetered poem into 
1amb1c pentuneter and vice versa.* 

. _10 •. · Cut and paste only the strong images 

:ID any order without changing them. 

Then try to reconnect images using 
fresh ideas. (Elbow 153) 

* Tsujirnoto, Joseph. Teachin~ Poetry to 

Adolescents. 1988. As found in Bishop 
148-49. 
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