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Letter From the Editor 
This is hard. My first attempt 

at writing this introduction went on for 
pages and linked this year's theme 
(2001: An English Odyssey: 
Exploring the Space Between Words) 
to the "multiverse" many-worlds 
theory of quantum physics, linked 
what we're doing in our classrooms 
(teaching multicultural literature, 
critical thinking, and tolerance through 
the perspectives of others) to the 
efforts of all good gods, and linked the 
terrorist attacks of September 11th to 
everything. 

My second attempt wasn't 
much better. This, my third, promises 
more of the same. Hard to get much 
clear thinking done these days. Maybe 
it'll help to just get it out. 

Great thanks go to all who 
submitted their good works to this 
issue. These pages are a reminder of 
how blessed we are to live in 
Minnesota: our diversity is reflected 
here, yes, but our spirits as well, 
diverse spirits which joyfully unite in 
appreciation of our differences and 
come together to get good work done. 

We've all heard how we'll 
never forget where we were when the 
terrorists attacked. I was fifteen 
minutes into my 8 a.m. analytical 
writing class and a couple pages into 
Martin Luther King's "Letter From a 
Birmingham Jail" when a student came 
in babbling a long strange explanation 
for his tardiness, that his radio was 
playing, and he was listening to a song, 
and then some guy came on right in 
the middle, and ... 

And by the time he got to the 
important part I was nodding and 
saying something like, "Yeah, yeah, 
whatever, we're kind of in the middle 
of something here" and waving him to 
his seat so everybody laughed and 
nobody really heard what he said about 
planes hitting buildings and ... 

And then he just took his seat 
with a weird look on his face, like he 
expected me to do something, so I just 
went right back to the "Letter" and 
what King was saying about justice, 
and what he was saying about 
nonviolence, and what he was saying 
about loving, understanding, 
respecting, and getting along with 
others. And then ... 

And then class ended and we 
opened the door to hallways filled with 
students watching hatred blossom on 
televisions suspended from ceilings 
along the way. And we realized ... 

I realized I'd been a bad 
teacher, disregarding obvious conster
nation on the face of a student, missing 
what might have been the most 
important teaching moment of my 
career. Or did I? I like to believe in 
the possibility of creatures like 
windigo, uniped, ogopogo, menehune 
and muse. The possibility of such 
creatures is good to imagine, fictional 
spirit figures of all sorts that make our 
stories more interesting and more 
meaningful. Like angels. Like the 
possibility of angels existing, spirits of 
our good ancestors and present 
prayers, all really busy that morning 
holding up towers as long as they were 
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able, fortifying the courage of heroes 
as they contemplated sacrificing them
selves for others, spirit angels flying 
here, there, everywhere at once so 
many to save, some flying heavenward 
with souls, some flying downward 
with bodies, one helping the guy riding 
steel beams down, one with the leaping 
lovers keeping their hands firmly 
clasped, thousands with the terrorized 
in stairwells and burning floors, one 
with each and every struck life, one 
with each and every stricken friend and 
family member, one with each and 
every broken heart, all at once in dizzy 
rush, too many, too many, too much-

Yet one for me, too, on the 
shoulders of a tardy student, making 
me disregard his concern, making him 
shut up and sit down, making me return 
to what we were doing. This is the 
kind of story made up to explain what 
can't be explained, but it works for me, 
for now. When I remembered where I 
was when I first learned of the attack, 
I remembered being a bad teacher. I 
asked myself why, over and over, until 
this answer came to me: an angel made 
me do it. Nice, eh? 

An angel ( or something 
equally cosmic, equally good) made 
me disregard a student's pain, made 
me act how I was taught not to act, 
teach how I was taught not to teach. 
And there can only be one reason: our 
discussion was too important to 
interrupt. What King was telling us 
about peace and love and justice and 
goodness was too important to stop. 
An angel kept us in heaven- free 
people discussing freedom, 
discovering differences, seeing 
solutions, recognizing the infinite 

power of love over hatred-an angel 
kept us in heaven a half hour before 
devil time told us part of us had died 
and pieces of our souls were suddenly 
up for grabs. Our discussion was 
important enough for an angel's 
involvement, despite that angel being 
needed so much by so many elsewhere 
that morning, or maybe because of that 
very thing, our discussion was 
important enough to finish. 

Despite our rightful separation 
of church and state, and maybe because 
it, morality is learned through our 
willingness to engage students with the 
perspective of others. We learn to 
understand and respect and love by 
learning to see through others' eyes. 
As English teachers, our role in these 
endeavors is intrinsic, and I'm proud 
of the job we've done. Students 
exiting high school these days seem to 
have a greater understanding and 
respect for others than they did in my 
day. 

And though King's words may 
seem far away and long ago, yet their 
truth has become part of our national 
consciousness, and their victory part 
of our national pride, so much so they 
no doubt seemed like common sense 
to many of my students, like they 
learned this stuff in kindergarten and 
couldn't understand why they should 
be learning it again. Like the struggle 
between good and evil, between love 
and hate, had been settled long ago and 
it made no sense to keep such vigilance 
against fear and ignorance. Everybody 
knows, every story shows, good 
always wins in the end, love always 
endures, hate always loses. Surely the 
world learned that lesson long ago. 

That's what some thought, no doubt 
wondering why my voice changed so 
when I read some passages. Because 
hate never touched them. Because hate 
was long ago and far away. Because 
we had been living happily ever after 
for so long. 

But that was "before 
September 11th" and this is "after 
September 11th" and now hate's 
touched them and now King's words 
are as important to those students as 
they were to me and my invisible 
assistant. It reminds me of the tribute 
Garrison Keillor wrote to us for the 
back cover of last year's journal, in 
which he praised his own English 
teachers and said, 

"The teaching of English is a 
humane art that is simply crucial in any 
person's life, a discipline nobody 
should be allowed to fail at, and my 
gratitude to my old teachers ... is 
without bound. Of course, they 
encouraged me toward the profession 
I'm in, but more important, they filled 
us all with the love of literature, which 
is the love of language, which is 
fundamental to civilization. Onward." 

This year's tribute comes 
handwritten from my favorite author 
of all time, Louise Erdrich. I scanned 
it onto the back cover because it shows 
a good writer at work-one word is 
judiciously edited from the final line
and because she means so much to me. 
Many years ago I bought a class set of 
Love Medicine when I was a new 
teacher at Nay Ah Shing School on the 
Mille Lacs Ojibwe Reservation, and 
owe much to her for giving my 
students something they looked 
forward to reading. Once we began it 
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I wouldn't have been able to stop them 
if I wanted to. I encourage all high 
school teachers to consider using some 
of her great stories. And visit her 
bookstore, Birch Bark Books, the next 
time you 're in Minneapolis. The 
manager there, Jeanne, was good 
enough to send us an ad, included in 
this issue. She looks forward to 
meeting you. 

Onward indeed. What we do 
is very important. We need to 
remember this when· late or sleeping 
students get us questioning our 
priorities, when horrific world events 
get us questioning our significance. 
Erdrich and Keillor believe we can 
change the world one mind at a time. 
I believe we were making good 
progress. And I believe we're almost 
there. 

And maybe an angel, a helper 
spmt of my own gitchimanitou, 
believes so, too. 

Between these covers wait the 
words and thoughts of your colleagues, 
good folks doing good work for a great 
country and a better tomorrow. May 
America remain a land for all people, 
first and last. May all your endeavors, 
like those herein, remind us of love 
worth fighting for and hate worth 
nothing but forsaking. We need to do 
what we must do, and if we pause to 
weep for love's losses, yet we must 
remain true to our task, confidant we 
can and do make a difference, 
confidant what we've taught since 
kindergarten is right, regardless of the 
times. A hero's words can be meant 
for us, too. Let's roll. 

For goodness' sake, 
-Jake Oetting 
St. Cloud Technical College 
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Child Abuse 
in Adolescent Literature: 
Let it Fall Through the 
Cracks or Take Action? 

BY STEPHANIE ANN SANDERS, UNIVERSITY OF MINNESOTA DULUTH 

In recent years, the problem 
novel has created a near monopoly 
on the adolescent literature genre. 
From suicide to divorce, depression 
to drug abuse, one will never be at 
a loss to pull a problem novel off 
the shelves in a local library, 
bookstore, or classroom. Why are 
adolescents so drawn to this 
literature? Maybe it is simply the 
drama, but maybe these adolescents 
are trying to find solutions to 
problems that they are facing in real 
life. Maybe it is a cry for help. This 
could be the case if a child is 
reading numerous books about 
child abuse. 

Should we as teachers 
question students who are reading 
these texts? Do we address abuse 
problem novels in class? Do we 
teach these novels? How do we 
teach them? Are the incidents in 
these adolescent problem novels 
realistic? What are signs of abuse? 
What do teachers face with 
mandatory reporting? Can a 

teacher use these books for 
bibliotherapeutical purposes? All 
these questions will be answered in 
the following sections. 

I. What is Considered 
Child Abuse? 

Child abuse comes in many 
forms, and before discussing its 
place in literature, it is crucial to 
know what exactly falls under the 
headings of physical abuse, sexual 
abuse, neglect, and emotional 
abuse. 

The National Committee 
for Prevention of Child Abuse 
(NCPCA) defines physical abuse as 
"nonaccidental injury, which may 
include beatings, violent shaking, 
human bites, strangulation, 
suffocation, poisoning, or bums" 
that may result in "bruises, welts, 
broken bones, scars, permanent 
disfigurement, long-lasting psycho
logical damage, or death." Rather 
than one attack, physical abuse 
usually is patterned and takes place 
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over an extended period of time 
causing both physical and 
emotional damage (Jaudes 3). 

Sexual abuse can be broken 
down into three categories. The 
first is non-physical such as an 
inappropriate touch, an obscene 
phone call, or a peeping tom. 
Second is physical which includes 
fondling, oral or genital 
stimulation, and intercourse. Third 
is violent sexual abuse such as rape. 
Sexual abuse victims, like victims 
of physical abuse, may suffer 
psychological harm. Sexual abuse 
is often ref erred to as child 
molestation (What Everyone 
Should Know ... Sexual Abuse 2). 

Child neglect is "a 
continued failure to provide a child 
with needed care and protection." 
Children need proper food, 
clothing, supervision, medical care, 
affection, attention, and schooling. 
Like other forms of abuse, neglect 
causes life-long scars (What Every
one Should Know ... Neglect 2). 

Emotional abuse is defined 
as "treatment by a parent or 
caregiver that can seriously injure 
a child's emotional development." 
This can be done verbally with 
threats or by name calling and/or 
by not showing affection towards a 
child or not spending enough time 
with a child. The child feels 
continually rejected and forgotten 
and carries pain that lasts a lifetime 
(About Emotional Abuse ... 2-3). 

II. Portrayal vs. Reality 
Does child abuse literature 

accurately live up to and portray 
what really happens? In my study 
of thirteen adolescent novels ( these 
novels are marked asterisk on the 
"Works Cited" page), portrayal was 
not accurate in most categories. 
Factors compared were sex of the 
victim and perpetrator, neglect, 
physical abuse, sexual abuse, 
emotional abuse, substance abuse, 
and families. 

In the literature, nearly half 
as many teenaged males (seven) got 
abused or neglected compared to 
their female counterparts (twelve). 
Out of the seven males, four were 
pairs of brothers who suffered along 
with their sisters through 
abandonment in Cynthia Voight's 
Homecoming and physical abuse 
accompanied by extreme neglect in 
V.C. Andrews' Flowers in the Attic. 

In reality, it is not more 
likely that one sex is more abused 
than the other, and one sex does not 
receive any form of abuse more 
than the other (MacDonald). In the 
literature, the female characters 
were victims of more violent types 
of abuse like the severe beatings 
received by the protagonists of 
Don't Hurt Laurie and When She 
Was Good, the near-drowning 
incident experienced by Miranda in 
The Watcher, or the burns suffered 
to the title character of Staying Fat 
for Sarah Byrnes. The only male 

who suffers from similar abuse to 
these girls is Forged by Fire's 
Gerald. 
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Just as in the sex of the 
victim, the sex of the perpetrator 
plays no role in the incidence abuse 

In this powerful novel, (MacDonald). This comes across 
three-year-old Gerald is left alone clear in the literature as the number 
by his cocaine-addicted mother of male perpetrators and the number 
who leaves for a short time to offemale perpetrators is equal. The 
purchase more drugs. While she is representation of some perpetrators 

G ald tart shows another gone, e~ s s a ... we actually see 
fire and 1s severely h . u· . piece of reality-if 
burned. His mother is t e Slatis c zn one was an abuse 
arrested on neglect action. victim as a child, 
charges, and Gerald then lives with they are more likely to be a 
his aunt until he is nine. By that perpetrator as an adult 
age, Gerald's mother has been out (Macdonald). This is brought 
of jail long enough to be married across in four different texts
and ready to have her son back in Flowers in the Attic, Don't Hurt 
her life. Gerald's new stepfather is Laurie, Homecoming, and When 
a heavy drinker who abuses him She Was Good. 
physically. In When She Was Good, we 

Physical abuse is heavily actually see the statistic in action. 
portrayed in the literature. In 1994, Sisters Pam and Em were victims 
3,140,000 children were reported to of their father's physical abuse. 
child protective service agencies When the two decide to run away 
nationwide as being abused or from home and live on their own, 
neglected ("Number of Child Pam (the elder sister) begins to 
Abuse and Neglect Reports physically abuse Em on a regular 
Nationwide"). Of these cases basis. This may not be the prime 
reported, 22. 7 percent dealt with novel for an abused child to read 
physical abuse ("Statistics: Child because they may receive the 
Abuse and Child Sexual Abuse"). message that even if you leave the 

Physical abuse ranks current abusive situation, there is 
second only to neglect in these still a possibility of abuse. 
statistics. The literature gives a Although the texts don't 
false represent-ation of reality in delve into the future of any of the 
this area. Nearly 37 percent (seven victims, research tells us that 
of nineteen) of the fictional females who were abused as 
characters were victims of physical children are often tend to "hook up" 
abuse. with a spouse much like the 
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perpetrator of their past abuse 
(MacDonald). The four fictional 
females, abused in the past and who 
in tum abused their children, did not 
have a relationship with an abusive 
male. One example is the mother 
in Don't Hurt Laurie. Laurie's 
stepfather explains to Laurie that 
her mother was abusive towards her 
because she was abused when she 
was young and didn't know any 
other way to deal with things. 

A factor in which the book 
accurately portrays reality is that 
abuse can occur at any age. 
Although adolescent fiction usually 
deals with characters near the age 
of the reader, there are sometimes 
minor characters involved that are 
younger. In What Jamie Saw, the 
title character is not the target of 
abuse, but his infant sister is thrown 
across the room by his mother's 
boyfriend. Gerald of Forged by Fire 
is abused and neglected at age three, 
and the reader sees him suffering 
abuse until the age of seventeen. 
Em and Pam of When She Was 
Good were also abused into their 
late teens. Flowers in the Attic is 
another novel in which abuse and 
age have no correlation. The two 
younger children and the two older 
children live through the same 
situation while being locked away 
in the attic. 

Flowers in the Attic also 
deals with an extreme case of 
neglect. Statistics prove that 

neglect is the most widely reported 
form of child abuse. 53.5 percent 
of all abuse cases fall into the 
category of neglect ("Number of 
Child Abuse and Neglect Reports 
Nationwide"). Only 5 of the 13 
texts involved neglect situations. 
One of these books is America's 
favorite new child hero Harry 
Potter. 

In Harry Potter and the 
Sorcerer's Stone, readers learn that 
Harry has been forced by his aunt 
and uncle to live in the infamous 
cupboard under the stairs and 
receives only tiny rations of food. 
Harry's abuse does not end here; he 
also suffers emotional abuse. His 
aunt and uncle Dursley spoil their 
son, Dudley, who is the same age 
as Harry, beyond belief. Harry, on 
the other hand, is given neither 
physical affection nor material 
comforts. 

Harry Potter creator J .K. 
Rowling has literally performed 
miracles in getting children to read. 
Everyone reading the books, adults 
and children alike, are whisked 
away into the magical world of the 
Hogwarts Academy, but most 
people aren't thinking twice about 
Harry's battle with neglect and 
emotional abuse. The readers who 
probably are thinking about it are 
those being abused themselves. 

Young children and some 
adolescents who are reading the 
series may very well be in a 
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situation like Harry1s full of abuse Giver's Jonas was in our society, he 
and neglect. Some adolescents are would seem to suffer emotional 
just beginning to be able to reason abuse from his parents due to 
abstractly; whereas young children societal constraints. Some might 
are locked into a concrete stage of not even consider this as abuse 
thinking. Children in abusive simply because of how the utopian 
situations may be even more behind society of the novel is set up, but 
cognitively for their age. It is we must remember that there are 
almost absurd for an ,------------, parents out there 

adult to think an ... some children who may not show 
abusive situation will may have never any affection. Like 
ever end up happily if heard the words Jonas, some children 
the child is swept into may have never 

"I love you." 
a fantasy world, but heard the words "I 
abused children may be wanting to 
get out of their situation so badly, it 
doesn't seem so far-fetched. This 
book may be giving young readers 
the wrong impression. 

As I mentioned, Harry 
Potter suffers from emotional abuse 
as well. Only 6 percent of reported 
abuse cases fall under emotional 
abuse ("Number of Child Abuse 
and Neglect Reports Nationwide"). 
The number of emotional abuse 
cases is less often reported because 
it is the most difficult to detect. 
Many people aren't aware of 
emotional abuse and what it is; 
therefore it goes unreported. 

Only four of 13 texts deal 
with emotional abuse making it the 
least represent-ed category of abuse 
in my research, so it's incidence is 
realistic in the books sampled. The 
four texts differ vastly in the cases 
of emotional abuse (Harry Potter 
already being discussed). If The 

love you." 
In the novel, mature readers 

can see absurdity in the parents' 
lack of affection. This could lead a 
reader facing emotional abuse 
through a process of realization in 
which they conclude the treatment 
they receive from their parents is 
not normal and not tolerable in our 
society. 

In Dancine: on the Edge, 
Miracle, who has been motherless 
since birth, loses her father. She 
lives with her extended family who 
neglects to offer her adequate 
comfort after her father's death. In 
Sights Unseen, Hattie lacks 
motherly love because her mother 
suffers from manic depression. 

The final category of abuse 
is sexual abuse. Eleven percent of 
abused or neglected children suffer 
from sexual abuse ("Number of 
Child Abuse and Neglect Reports 
Nationwide"). This population is 
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underrepresented in adolescent 
literature. It may be that authors 
are more apt to use this theme in 
adult literature. 

Only one book included 
sexual abuse-Forged By Fire. The 
main character, Gerald, was not 
sexually abused; his half-sister 
Angel was the victim. The perpe
trator was her father (Gerald's 
stepfather), Jordan. Having a girl 
as the victim of sexual abuse is 
realistic in that girls are more likely 
to report sexual abuse. Boys are 
less apt to report sexual abuse 
because they feel a more intense 
sense of shame (Litman). 

An outside factor in abuse 
that played a role in Forged By Fire 
was alcohol. Gerald's mother was 
a crack addict and his stepfather an 
alcoholic. Other than Gerald's 
mother, only male perpetrators in 
the literature had substance abuse 
problems, and unlike Gerald's 
mother, these males were 
alcoholics. 

These alcoholic males used 
violent forms of physical abuse 
such as Jordan's hitting Gerald, Em 
and Pam's frequent beatings from 
their father in When She Was Good, 
and Virgil Byrnes pushing his 
daughter into a hot stove resulting 
in physical and emotional scars in 
Staying Fat for Sarah Byrnes. 

Although abuse can happen 
in any family or any socio
economic class, substance abuse 

and alcoholism prove a common 
contributing factor in child abuse 
cases (MacDonald). 

A commonality running 
through all of the texts was the 
absence of a traditional family 
(mother, father, children). Only one 
novel, Sights Unseen, displayed 
this complete family unit. Four 
novels contained characters whose 
fathers were dead. Two other 
characters had lost both of their 
parents. Interestingly enough, both 
of these characters-Kit in The 
Witch of Blackbird Pond and Harry 
Potter-were locked in small 
spaces by their uncles and both 
novels included something about 
witchcraft. 

In the three novels in which 
there was a stepparent, only one 
(Jordan in Forged By Fire) was a 
perpetrator, and only one novel 
included a significant other in the 
role of a parent. Van, the mother's 
boyfriend in What Jamie Saw, 
proved to be the perpetrator as well. 
Again, abuse is not exclusive to any 
socio-economic class nor is it more 
likely to occur in a traditional or 
nontraditional family. 

Finally I want to discuss the 
involvement of authorities and 
happy endings in the adolescent 
literature sampled in this study. 
Five texts that reported the abuse 
had happy endings in which the 
child was out of the abusive 
situation by the .end of the text. 
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None of the texts had an incident uncomfort that may come over the 

which was reported that was not teacher if a child reveals in the 

dealt with in a positive manner. middle of class that s/he has been 

Only one text lacked reporting and or is being abused (Litman). 

a happy ending. Another five did Should we take the chance of 

not report abuse and had happy teaching a book like Willo Davis 

endings. Roberts' Don't Hurt Laurie if we 're 

I would categorize The afraid of hearing something like 
Giver as having an ----------- "Teacher! My mom 

ambiguous ending. "Teacher! does that kind of 

So reporting and My mom does that thing to me!" while 

living happily ever kind of thing to giving a quiz? If you 
after gives the same fear having to deal 

me!" 
outcome as not .__ ________ ...J with such a situation, 

reporting and living happily ever you should not teach the book. 

after. This could tell the reader they This student and other students in 

have the same chances of the abuse the classroom will see your fear and 

ending whether or not they involve discomfort and see this as a sign to 

the police or social services. back off. The students will feel that 

On the whole, the by dropping the subject they will 

adolescent literature sampled does be protecting you (Litman). 

not portray reality. The literature Despite how we may feel at 

shows that girls are more to be times, our students will often go out 

targeted as victims than are boys, of their way to protect us and make 

while in reality either sex can be a us feel comfortable. For this 

victim. The sampled texts show reason, teachers unwilling or 

mainlyphysicalabusewhileneglect unready to tackle this difficult 

tops the list in reality. These subject would be better off to stay 

adolescent problem novels are away from it until they are ready. 

fictional, but since they're dealing The last thing we need to do, as 

with such serious, real life issues, teachers, is to give an abused child 

they should try to portray real life a the wrong impression about 

bitbetter. revealing the abuse and/or 

III. Do We Teach Child Abuse 
Literature? And if so, How? 

The major concern with 
teaching a novel with child abuse 
as a theme is the feeling of 

perpetrator. 
Those of us who are ready 

to deal with the subject have 
preparation to do. Before even 
considering a text about abuse, one 
must make sure the class is ready 
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to be immersed into the topic. The 
best way to do this is to let the class 
choose it. The more ways to allow 
students to exert some form of 
ownership in a classroom, the 
better. 

If you feel there is a sense 
of community and respect in the 
classroom and the students are 
ready to tackle the subject, lay out 
some books that you would like to 
teach in class. Have a wide variety 
of genres but not enough so that the 
students are indecisive (five books 
would do). Tell the class they get a 
chance to choose the next book you 
do and that they should look the 
books over in class before you take 
a vote at the end of the week. At 
the end of the week, have the 
students vote by writing their 
choices on note cards (Litman). 
(This could possibly be paired with 
a social studies lesson about 
voting.) Tally their votes over the 
weekend and be ready to tell them 
the results on Monday. 

If the book dealing with 
child abuse is chosen, Monday 
should be used solely as a day of 
explanation and a day to let your 
role be known. Let the class know 
that only a mature class would 
choose such a topic, and you are 
proud that they did. Also tell them 
that you are sure they will do a good 
job with it. Explain what a serious 
subject abuse is and give statistics 
about the number of children 

abused each year in our country to 
let the students know just how 
many lives abuse effects. 

You should also point out 
that the book is fiction and that it 
shows only one representation of 
abuse (doing this along with 
statistics will prove helpful
pointing out, for instance, that 
Sights Unseen includes emotional 
abuse but only six percent of abuse 
victims report this). 

Most importantly, let the 
students know that if anyone is 
having a hard time dealing with the 
material or needs to talk about 
abuse or anything troubling, they 
can come to you and you will be 
happy to set aside time to talk w.ith 
them. These words can-not leave 
your lips unless you truly mean it 
because there is a very good chance 
an abused child will take you up on 
that offer in a heartbeat. It is unfair 
for them to be exposed to the 
subject matter and then have no one 
to go to in hopes of discussing it 
further. 

In actually teaching the 
piece of literature, journals should 
be integrated into the curriculum. 
Eighth grade language arts teacher 
Dawn Conlan says that more 
student feeling, emotion, and 
opinion will emerge in journaling 
than in any other medium (Conlan). 
Journals allow us to have private 
one-on-one conversations with our 
students. Students feel more 

comfortable revealing things to be 
seen only by a teacher's eyes rather 
than announcing it in a "group 
share" type of environment. If a 
student does reveal something in a 
journal, it is our job to report it (see 
pg. 11). 
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the role child abuse/neglect plays 
in their career (Wolverton). 

In another assignment, 
students could role-play a situation 
out of a text. Four students could 
play out the climactic scene in The 
Watcher as the father, Miranda, 

In addition to the mandatory Chris, and Evan. Maybe even 
reporting, tell the .-----------. continue by having 

"Ask for questions student in private that the students write up 
you are there to talk to and be available." additional parts for 
if they ever need you. In assigning those characters and for the police 
journals while reading tP.e abuse officers. Immediately after, create 
texts, we have to be ready to take a panel in which the characters take 
in self-disclosures like, "My dad questions from the class 
gets just like Jordan in Forged By (Wolverton). If students in a school 
Fire when he's drunk" or "Once I organization such as a National 
saw my mom hurt my baby sister Honor Society are willing to do a 
kind of like Van did" (What Jamie service project with abuse, they 
Saw) and many other heart- couldpreparean"InformationDay 
wrenching self-disclosures. It is on Child Abuse" open to the public 
crucial to be mentally prepared. (Wolverton). Finally, you could 

When teaching a unit give a creative writing assignment 
dealing with child abuse, many that must include abuse as a factor 
creative assignments can be given. (Wolverton). 
In groups, students can brainstorm What if you run your class 
ideas to help a family dealing with as a reading workshop? Should a 
abuse. After this, they could write teacher be worried if they see a 
down services or individuals in the student continually reading abuse 
community who could help such a literature? Eleven-year social work 
family. veteran Tracy Litman says no. She 

If the environment/situation says that rather than being worried 
allows, the groups could then we need to be comfortable: "Ask 
interview some of those services/ for questions and be available." 
groups/individuals and report their Make sure you don't plant a seed. 
findings to the class. If this isn't It would be optimal to have more 
possible, you could ask a police than one suspicion beyond just the 
officer and/or social worker to reading; perhaps bruises, perhaps a 
come in and speak to the class about journal entry. 
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Just as in teaching any 
novel, be open to questions from 
those reading abuse texts in the 
workshop environment. If as a 
teacher you feel it would be a good 
idea to recommend an abuse book 
to a recovering victim, take a step 
back. 

Depending on where the 
student is in their case, a child may 
naturally gravitate to these books. 
It is better for them to pick the book 
rather than giving it to them. That 
way they feel no obligation to read 
it (Litman). 

Since sometimes merely 
reading the back of the book will 
not give enough of a plot summary, 
you may want to recommend books 
to the person in charge of the child'~ 
case. 

W. Mandatory Reporting 
As professionals in 

education, we are mandatory 
reporters. Minnesota Mandatory 
Reporting Requirements State 
Statute 626.556 reads: 

A person who knows or has 
reason to believe a child is 
being neglected or physical
ly or sexually abused, as de
fined in subdivision 2 or has 
been neglected or physical
ly or sexually abused within 
the preceding three years 
shall immediately report the 
information to the local 

welfare agency, police de
partment or the county 
sheriff. ("Training; 
Investigation, Apprehen
sion; Reports"). 

In these cases, "immed
iately" is defined as "as soon as 
possible" but in no event longer 
than 24 hours. A reporter's name 
is "confidential, accessible only 
upon consent of the reporter or by 
court order" (What Can I Do To 
Prevent Harm To Children 2). 

Upon reporting, a reporter 
must supply "[their] name and 
phone number, what happened to 
the child and when and where the 
child is now, the names and 
addresses parents or caretakers, and 
firsthand knowledge [they] have 
about the child or family" (What 
Can I Do To Prevent Harm To 
Children 3). 

It is not a teacher's job to 
be a counselor (Conlan). We need 
to leave that role to a trained 
professional like a school social 
worker. In some school districts, a 
teacher must report to the principal 
while in others they must report to 
the social worker and yet others 
directly to the police (Litman). As 
a teacher, it is crucial that you know 
your district's policy. 

Many teachers may feel 
afraid to report (Litman), but we 
have to remember that we are in our 
profession because of children. 

MINNESOTA ENGLISH JOURNAL 19 

Ideally, we want to educate the example of a student's journal 
students, but students can't learn if which speaks of abuse. Take 
they can't cope with a situation pictures in class one day to create a 
outside of the classroom (Litman). bulletin board to decorate your 

Teachers who are scared room. If a child shows signs of 
must recall the consequences of not physical abuse, show the pictures 
reporting. First off, the child to the social worker or principal. 
remains in a dangerous, possibly Sometimes students report 
life-threatening ~---------- on their own. A 
situation. Further- • • • even the 
more, not reporting 
may result in a misde
meanor, gross misde-

literature 
reinforces 

the students 
meanor, or even a to confide in 
felony (up to two teachers. 

discussion in your 
class or simply 
reading a section of 
the text may 
prompt the student 
to tell authorities. 
As mentioned in a years in prison) . .__ _________ __, 

Finally, there will also be 
consequences to face at your school 
such as probation or suspension 
(Gornick). 

Fear and failure to report is 
intolerable in the school setting. If 
you are a teacher who is scared to 
report, it would not be ideal to teach 
abuse literature. In teaching the 
abuse literature, you should have 
already prompted students that they 
could come to you for help. In a 
book like Don't Hurt Laurie, the 
protagonist attempts to go to a 
teacher for help, so even the 
literature reinforces the students to 
confide in teachers. 

All mandatory reports are 
good faith reports (Marquardt). You 
truly believe that a child is in an 
abusive situation. When making 
the report, you may want to bring 
in written evidence. Provide an 

previous section, girls are more 
likely to report than boys because 
males feel shame in admitting to 
being abused, especially sexually 
(Litman). 

Some teachers may choose 
to or feel obligated to try and help 
the student on their road to 
recovery. A teacher may volunteer 
to provide transportation for the 
child to therapy if needed. They 
could tutor a student or connect the 
student with a tutor to help him or 
her with what s/he 's missed in 
school. 

A teacher can simply be 
available to give the child 
emotional support. More indirectly, 
a teacher can get involved with 
local authorities/agencies to deal 
with child abuse (What Everyone 
Should Know About the Sexual 
Abuse of Children 15). 
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V Bibliotherapy 
Problem novels can be used 

in the field of bibliotherapy, and 
those dealing with child abuse are 
no exception. Bibliotherapy is 
defined as "the use of books to help 
people solve problems." More 
precisely, it is a "technique for 
structuring interaction between a 
facilitator and a participant based 
on mutual sharing of literature" 
("What is Bibliotherapy?"). 

Problem novels are 
successful in this process because 
they are "patterned after the lives 
of adolescents [and] their plots and 
characters mirror [the lives of] our 
students" (Reid). 

Bibliotherapy involves five 
basic procedures. The first is 
motivating the individual with 
introductory activities ("What is 
Bibliotherapy?"). It may be too 
overwhelming for a child if you 
throw a book in front of their face 
right away. You may want to use 
Don't Hurt Laurie or The Watcher 
for a physical abuse victim. You 
can give them a plot synopsis before 
they even begin reading. 

Adequate time must be 
allotted for reading the text ("What 
is Bibliotherapy?"). It may be 
difficult for a child who has been 
abused to read about the subject, so 
we can't expect them to breeze 
through the material even if they are 
normally a quick reader. While 
reading Don't Hurt Laurie, they 

may come across instances similar 
to what happened to them. They 
need time to think about these. 

Time must be allowed for 
incubation before conducting a 
follow-up discussion. This incuba
tion period should consist of time 
for the student to do personal 
reflection about what they've read 
("What is Bibliotherapy?"). You 
may ask them to write reflection if 
they're comfortable. Otherwise, 
they can do this personally. 

The follow-up discussion 
should allow students to relate to 
the text. This can be done orally or 
by journal entries. Do not start the 
discussion section by bringing up 
the abuse. Talk about other points 
in the plot or what characters the 
student liked. In Don't Hurt Laurie 
you may want to start with sibling 
or friend relationships. Allow the 
student to be the one to bring the 
topic of abuse into the discussion. 
Finally, an evaluation must be 
conducted at the end of 
bibliotherapy in order to provide 
closure for all those involved 
("What is Bibliotherapy?") 

Bibliotherapy is used for 
various reasons. It helps in dev
eloping an individual's self concept 
("What is Bibliotherapy?"). This 
is especially evident in child abuse 
cases in which victims tend to begin 
with a low self esteem. It can 
increase understanding of human 
behavior ("What is Biblio-
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therapy?"), so a student reading ("What is Bibliotherapy?"). It is 
Don't Hurt Laurie could see that recommended that a teacher work 
abuse, even though one comes from with a professional from another 
a family of abuse, is always wrong. field so the most can be gained from 
It can provide a way for a person to the process. Teachers might choose 
find interests outside of self ("What to contact a social worker or 
is Bibliotherapy?"). This could psychologist with whom they can 
possibly help a child get interested conduct bibliotherapy sessions. 
in reading. It can.-----------
relieve emotional By choosing Conclusion 
pressure or stress not to teach What is the answer 

to the title question? 
Do we bring abuse 
literature into our 
English classrooms? 
I believe if the 

("What is Biblio- or discuss abuse, 
therapy?"). Although we are leaving it on 
the student may still the wayside and may 
be thinking about be endangering 
abuse, s/he may not children. 
be thinking about .__ ________ ___. teacher is comfort

able enough and willing to deal 
with the topic, nothing but positive 
outcomes can emerge from the 
experience. Maybe no students in 
the class are in an abusive situation. 
The topic and discussion will 
enlighten them about abuse and 
allow them to be able to recognize 
signs of abuse. If nothing else, 
these students could count their 
blessings. 

their own situation. It can help a 
student speak more freely about the 
topic ("What is Bibliotherapy?"). 
They may need that extra push to 
help talk about their situation. They 
may also be more comfortable 
talking about their own abuse 
through a character or occurrence 
in the book. They can also simply 
relate their situation to sections of 
the literature. 

Bibliotherapy, just like 
teaching literature dealing with 
abuse, should not be taken lightly. 
Although a teacher can use 
bibliotherapy, not every teacher 
should. If interested, one must 
possess "personal stability; a 
genuine interest in working with 
others; and the ability to empathize 
with other without moralizing, 
threatening, or commanding" 

Teaching this literature can 
prove most helpful to abused or 
neglected children in the class. 
Simply letting them know you are 
willing to talk may do the trick. The 
literature and discussion will 
possibly instill in them the view that 
their own abuse and that of others 
is intolerable. The literature may 
give the students ideas about taking 
steps to get out of their own lives, 
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and in the best of situations, give the them. Kids may be able to hide that 
students courage to reveal the they suffer from abuse. We need to 
abuse to authorities. "Good make these students aware that 
communication means effective 
listening, and that requires patience 
and insight as well as a genuine 
desire to communicate" (A 
Parent's Guide to Common and 
Uncommon School Problems). 

As teachers, we should 
possess all of these qualities. We are 
in the teaching profession because we 
love children. We want to help 

there are services out there to help 
them and their families. We must 
urge them to get help. No child 
should have to suffer from any form 
of abuse. By choosing not to teach 
or discuss abuse, we are leaving it 
on the wayside and may be 
endangering children. By teaching 
the literature, we can play a role in 
putting an end to abuse. 
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COMPOSING CLASS: 
AN EXAMINATION 
OF COMPOSITION 

TEXTBOOKS 
ev JOANNE CAVALLARO, COLLEGE OF Sr. CATHERINE 

Composition courses have 
long served contradictory purposes 
within institutions of higher 
education. On the one hand, they 
are ostensibly designed to teach 
students the academic discourse, 
however defined, that will in theory 
enable them to succeed both in 
college and beyond. Thus they can 
be seen as and indeed can be a tool 
for empowerment. On the other 
hand, these courses often serve as 
gatekeepers, very real and powerful 
institutional barriers to student 
progress. 

This gatekeeping function 
often seems quite arbitrary and 
rigid, and not just to students. 
Having taught in the City 
University of New York system, I 
know how effective, and how 
arbitrary, the Written Assessment 
Test used in their composition 
courses can be in barring students 
from continuing their education. 
Such courses exert a great deal of 
power in many institutions, for 

unless a student can successfully 
negotiate her way through them, the 
gates to further education are 
effectively slammed in her face. 

Given the importance of 
these tests and courses, I was inter
ested in how textbooks commonly 
used in them can illuminate-or 
not-the very real dilemmas 
students face in making their way 
through the various gate posts put 
in their way. I was specifically 
interested in issues of social class 

' 
for as Lynn Bloom points out, 
"freshman composition is an 
unabashedly middle-class enter
prise" ( 655). Partly because of this, 
students from lower or working 
class backgrounds often have a 
difficult time negotiating their way 
into academic discourse and 
through the gates that such dis
course erects. 

I focused my attention on 
anthologies meant for composition 
courses since so many of them now 
have diversity as their theme and 
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overtly or covertly promote an 
egalitarian social agenda. I 
examined five composition 
anthologies, limiting my 
examination to those that overtly 
address issues of diversity, identity, 
and difference within America: Re
re ad in g America: Cultural 
Contexts for Critical Thinking and 
Writing (1998); Inventing America: 
Readings in Identity and Culture 
(1996); Identity Matters: Rhetorics 
of Difference (1998); Across 
Cultures: A Reader for Writers 
(1996); and American Voices: 
Culture and Community (1998). In 
looking at these anthologies, I asked 
two questions: is social class 
identified as one of the types of 
diversity addressed and if so, how 
is it discussed. 

I began by examining the 
biographical information about 
authors that editors choose to 
convey before each piece, what I 
call "bio-blurbs." These 
biographical blurbs are important to 
examine because they indicate to 
the reader, both the student and the 
instructor, those aspects of an 
author's background that 
presumably have some bearing on 
the author's writing and the piece 
at hand. All of these anthologies 
identify many authors by ethnicity 
or race; one is identified as African
American, another as from a Pacific 
Northwest Indian tribe, another as 
Mexican~American and so on. 

Gender is usually identified merely 
by pronouns; if the fact that it is a 
woman writing about women is 
important, she is usually identified 
as a feminist. In two anthologies, 
Identity Matters and Re-reading 
America, both published in 1998, 
we also see authors self-identify as 
lesbian or gay and this identification 
is part of the biography that editors 
deem worthy of inclusion. The 
class background of an author is 
less frequently included in the bio
bl urb s, for these texts tend to 
overplay ethnicity and gender 
influences and underplay class 
influences. 

Still many authors are 
identified by their class 
background. In American Voices, 
for example, ten out of 101 authors 
are directly or indirectly identified 
by class. Of these ten, nearly all 
(nine) are working class. Some, 
such as Tillie Olson or Nathan 
McCall, are labeled working class 
in the bio-blurb. In other bio
blurbs, class is referred to indirectly, 
through mention of growing up in 
poverty, for example. The one 
author identified by class who is 
non-working class, is a homeless 
woman who "gave up good 
earnings and a middle class lifestyle 
when catastrophic illness struck her 
family" (p. 195). 

What is interesting about 
American Voices and the other texts 
is the editors' choice about which 
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authors to identify by class. They 
are, nearly always, authors who are 
writing about their personal 
experiences: memoirs, fiction, 
poetry, writing in which the 
personal background of the writer 
plays an important role. Of those 
who write about social class from 

culture and society" and "the 
grounds for understanding the 
perspective of other social groups" 
(xv). The readings do just that for 
understanding racial stereotyping, 
ethnic traditions or religious 
differences. No mention is made, 
however, of class as a social group 

an expert or 
"objective" pers
pective, not once was 
the class of the author 
even alluded to. 
Anna Quinlan, Diane 
Ravitch, and Daniel 
Boorstein seemingly 
have no class back
ground. It is as if the 
class background of 

~---------
... the only writers 

whose class 
background is 

mentioned 
are those who 
write of class 

from a personal 
perspective, not 

those who write as 

that forms part of a 
student's place in 
American culture and 
society. The other 
texts do mention 
class as part of the 
diversity about which 
students are encour
aged to learn. 

an author writing experts. 
about class from a _________ _____. 

Although the emph
asis in Across Cul
tures is clearly on 
what they call "ethnic 

journalistic or sociological 
perspective is invisible and 
therefore irrelevant. The message 
here is similar to that sent about 
race and ethnicity: working class 
writers have something to say only 
about working class experiences 
and those who write with the 
authority of an institution behind 
them are classless. 

When I examined the stated 
purposes of these readers, an even 
more interesting pattern emerged. 
Inventing America can serve as an 
illustrative example. Its stated 
purpose is to provide the student 
with "a basis for understanding his 
or her own place in American 

subcultures," class does get a brief 
mention in a quotation from Mike 
Rose which lists "students from the 
white working class" (p. xviii) as 
among those not from mainstream 
America. This mention, however, 
only appears in the preface to the 
teacher, not in the preface to the 
student. And there is no further 
discussion of social class, though 
the preface goes into some detail 
about culture and the diversity of 
students' backgrounds, "blacks, 
whites, Native Americans, Asians, 
Africans, and Hispanics" (p. xviii). 
Identity Matters and Re-reading 
America both devote much more 
space to discussions of class as part 
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of the social construction of 
identity. Re-reading America uses 
a poem by Theodore Roethke, My 
Papa's Waltz, to help students see 
how differing class perspectives can 
lead to very different interpretations 
of a poem. The discussion of the 
poem identifies the father in the 
poem as "blue-collar" and goes on 
to illustrate the ways in which 
middle-class values might blind 
some students to anything except 
the father's drunkenness. The end 
of that section concludes that "Our 
culture simply doesn't associate 
good, loving families with drinking 
or with even the suggestion of 
physical roughness" (5). The 
unanswered question here is-who 
is included in the "we" that "our 
culture" implies? Whose culture 
are they talking about? The 
implication seems to be that "our" 
culture is middle class culture. 

One entire section of 
Identity Matters focuses on social 
class, including selections that 
examine class from different 
perspectives. And class is listed in 
the alternative table of contents as 
one of many possible "overlapping 
identities." Here too, however, the 
only writers whose class 
background is mentioned are those 
who write of class from a personal 
perspective, not those who write as 
experts. One interesting exception 
appears at the end of this section, 
the story of a laid off executive, who 

is identified as "a voice from the 
upper class" (98). Interestingly, the 
voice that describes the effects of 
being laid off because of 
downsizing is not that of a factory 
worker, but that of a vice president 
of a major corporation, asking us 
to feel sorry for him. This case, like 
the case of the homeless women 
who used to have a "middle-class 
lifestyle," implies that for those of 
the middle or upper class, class 
membership is only important when 
class membership is threatened. 
Otherwise, it remains invisible. 

Re-reading America begins 
its introduction by noting how 
starting college can be a 
"disconcerting experience" for 
many students, citing experiences 
such as being away from home for 
the first time, dealing with 
academic competition and 
increased temptations (to do what, 
they do not say), and being among 
people "whose backgrounds make 
them seem foreign and 
unapproachable" (1). All can 
certainly be disconcerting 
experiences. Never, however, does 
the text mention the more-than
disconcerting difficulties of 
balancing conflicting demands of 
school, work, family, or parenting, 
what Mary Soliday, in her recent 
article in College English, calls the 
"material conflicts that are central 
to the experiences of working class 
students" (733). 
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Soliday contrasts the author or a main character in several 
material struggles that working previous selections and to speculate 
class students face with the how that class affiliation might 
culturalist approach common in affect her or his life chances (348). 
many composition courses and What is interesting about this 
texts. This approach emphasizes exercise, which seems quite useful 
identity, meaning-making and on the surface, is the choice of 
students' struggles to learn authors. All of them, except one, 
academic discourse ,-------------. are arguably working 
without giving up Working class class. Students are 
their "pre-academic students may have not asked to 
sense of self." class, in other speculate on the ways 
Soliday goes on to words, but they got in which Theodore 
note that the factor Roszak's or Lynne no culture. found to influence Cheney's class 
student retention most consistently 
is .number of hours students work 
at a job outside of college. For her, 
it is not just the identify struggle 
around finding a place within 
academia nor the differences in 
ways of making meaning that trip 
up working class students; it is also 
the often impossible struggles over 
time and money, the very real 
material things. Though the texts 
do refer to the difficulties of making 
meaning and finding an identity in 
a new environment, none of the 
anthologies I examined mentioned 
the reality of material conflicts 
when they "spoke" to students, 
seeming to assume that such 
conflicts are not relevant to their 
purpose of resistance and identity. 

After a sociological reading 
on economic inequalities in the 
U.S., Re-reading America asks 
students to identify the class of the 

background have affected their life 
chances. Even more interesting is 
the editors' choice of whether to ask 
about the author or about a person 
the author is writing about. In two 
cases the author is Studs Terkel, 
writing about working class men. 
The exercise asks students to 
discuss the class affiliation of the 
men, not of Studs Terkel. In 
another, also an interview, it is the 
working class woman being 
interviewed who is to be discussed 
in terms of class, not the author of 
the interview, an associate professor 
at Claremont Graduate School. 

The clear implication from 
all this is that working class people 
are the ones who have class, if you 
will, not the rest of us. This 
situation is, of course, analogous to 
that of African-Americans, who 
many texts imply, have race while 
whites do not, or Hispanics and 
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Asian-Americans, who have 
ethnicity while whites do not. 
These texts may discuss the class 
background or the dominant culture 
in general terms, but when it comes 
to specifics, the working class is 
used. Even more important, all of 
this implies that one's life chances 
are shaped by class only if one is 
part of the working class, not if one 
is part of the middle or upper 
classes. 

Class is seen in terms of 
oppression, then, in that being from 
the wrong class can hinder your life 
chances. There seems to be little 
recognition, however, that being 
from the right class can also benefit 
one's life chances. 

The euphemisms common
ly employed to describe class 
reinforce this perception. These 
euphemisms tend to fall into two 
categories: one equates class with 
a type of employment; the other 
equates it with amount of money. 
Euphemisms, such as factory 
worker, vocational track, life "on 
the line," or "working in the fields" 
are commonly used for working 
class. So are ones such as "low 
income." "the wrong side of the 
tracks," "non-affluent back
grounds," "grinding poverty," or 
"poor communities." Through the 
continued use of these euphemisms, 
working class culture is essentially 
reduced to poverty. Any richness 
that such culture contains, any 

values or characteristics worthy of 
emulation, are ignored. As John 
Guillory points out in Cultural 
Capital: The Problem of Literary 
Canon Formation, "while it is easy 
enough to conceive of a self
affirmative racial or sexual identity, 
it makes very little sense to posit 
an affirmative lower-class identity, 
as such an identity would have to 
be grounded in the experience of 
deprivation per se" (36). So we 
can have "Black is beautiful" or 
"Women rule," but nothing 
analogous for working class 
identity. The implication is that 
there is no culture or social identity 
there, only deprivation and 
oppression. Working class students 
may have class, in other words, but 
they got no culture. 

Of course, in theory at least, 
with the right skills and hard work, 
working class students can work 
their way out of the working class, 
and those who have done so are 
included in these texts. The price 
they pay in terms of alienation from 
family and friends is even 
sometimes mentioned. But the 
reasons one might not want to 
assimilate, or the gains in choosing 
not to do so, remain invisible. 
Working class culture is defined 
solely by what it lacks, not by what 
it has. Its values and joys remain 
hidden. 

What has been so 
distressing to me is that these texts 

come out of an effort in the field of 
composition to develop approaches 
to teaching that recognize the 
authority of the various cultures 
students bring with them to college 
and promote cultural awareness. 
Their stated aim might be 
resistance, but if their implicit 
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message minimalizes and 
marginalizes working class culture 
and renders invisible consequences 
of class membership, except for the 
working class, then real issues of 
oppression and class privilege are 
hidden from both students and 
teachers alike. 
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Literature Circles: 
An Alternative 
to Traditional 

Reading Groups 
DWIGHT C. WATSON, HAMLINE UNIVERSITY 

A student's journey to 
lifelong reading competence begins 
in the elementary classroom; 
therefore, programs that will foster 
reading achievement are essential 
to the elementary school 
curriculum. Because some students 
do not have positive attitudes 
toward reading, they turn away 
from it and tum to stimuli such as 
television, recorded music, and 
video games. Noll (1994) 
suggested that our fast-paced 
society inhibits students' reading 
willingness: 

There are an incredible 
number of distractions 
which are imposed on 
society, many of which are 
the result of the explosion 
of technology. Lifestyles 
are greatly affected by this 
overstimulation of things to 
do, places to go, and tasks 
to perform. Too often, this 
leaves precious little time 
for pastime reading (p. 88). 

Teachers must provide 
viable alternatives to such 
compelling stimuli to encourage 
students' affective abilities, such as 
social interaction and self
confidence, and to stimulate 
academic growth. 

In order for children to 
excel academically, they 
must feel confident about 
themselves and their self
worth. This should be the 
major concern of educators. 
As educators, we must 
nurture the 'whole child,' 
not just areas pertaining to 
academia (Canterford, 
1991, p. 288). 
Attending to the whole 

child is necessary because students 
need affective as well as cognitive 
nurturing. Teachers need to create 
strategies that will motivate 
students and encourage the 
development of masterful readers 
by the time they complete 
elementary school. A quality 
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education is one that ensures 
affective, cognitive, and social 
growth for all students. 

The purpose of this research 
report is to provide evidence that 
will support the instructional 
strategy of literature circles as an 
alternative to traditional reading 
groups. Hill, Johnson, and Noe 
(1995) stated that, 

Literature circles are not a 
variation on reading groups. 
They are not a better way to 
teach reading. They are a 
place to think and inquire. 
This is not to say that stu
dents do not learn about 
language and explore read
ing strategies during these 
groups. They do, but the 
primary focus is not on the 
reading process but on life 
and inquiry (p. xi). 
This paper will discuss the 

development of literature circles 
from an initial classroom 
experience (Short & Pierce, 1990) 
to a structured, cooperative 
approach of literature response 
(Daniels, 1994). The components 
of the various literature circle 
models and procedures that are part 
of each model will be discussed and 
compared. 

There are various 
interpretations of the term literature 
circle and instructors may have 
subtle differences in their 
approaches. The definition below 

gives and initial understanding of 
the concept of literature circle. 

Literature circles are small, 
temporary discussion 
groups who have chosen to 
read the same story, poem, 
article, or book. While 
reading each group
determined portion of the 
text (either in or outside of 
class), each member 
prepares to take specific 
responsibilities in the 
upcoming discussion, and 
everyone comes to the 
group with the notes needed 
to help perform the job 
(Daniels, 1994, p. 13). 
After discussing the various 

models, the benefits of literature 
circles will be outlined and 
discussed. The main thesis will 
evolve from the collected 
information; hence, the reader will 
be able to understand how literature 
circles can aid in students' 
affective, cognitive, and social 
development and how literature 
circles can be viewed as a viable 
alternative to traditional reading 
groups. 

Components and Procedures of 
Various Models 

In the Beginning with Kathy Short 
Kathy Short was a graduate 

student at Arizona State University. 
She found a box of books in her 

room and just placed them in a 
corner. The books were soon 
discovered by her students. They 
informally started selecting books 
from the box and started forming 
their own discussion groups around 
various books (Short & Pierce, 
1990). 
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and allow opportunities for free talk 
time. In the beginning of the year, 
small groups and partners are used 
in a variety of situations. This 
exploratory period allows for 
interactions with various peers on 
many different topics and in many 
situations. "Not only do these 

These inform- .-----------~ act1v1t1es help 
al sessions evolved 8t rategies • • • enable children get to know 
into elaborate, in- st udents to take on each other, but they 
teractive response 
groups with minimal 
interaction from the 
teacher. Short was 
fascinated with this 
spontaneous literature 
discussion phenom

perspectives other also support them in 
than their own and working at small 

to value the diversity 
within their 

group processes 
such as taking turns, 
asking questions, 
and giving ideas" 
(Short & Pierce, 

community of 
learners. 

enon and decided to have some of 
her doctoral committee members 
and other graduate students observe 
the students. With their guidance 
and repeated observance, Short was 
able to create a method that would 
allow her to join the students' book 
talks without dominating the 
discussion. 

This initial interaction 
evolved into Short's Community of 
Learners Model (Short & Pierce, 
1990). Her model consisted of a 
series of stages which will be 
explained in detail. 

Personalizing the classroom 
community 

In order to personalize the 
learning community, the teacher has 
to give up some control of the class 

1990, p. 37). 
These informal group 

settings al-lowed the students to 
begin exploring how to work with 
others in a group and signaled to 
them the importance of literate talk 
about what they were reading and 
writing. 

Valuing diversity within a 
community of learners 

The purpose of this step is 
to recognize and honor the 
uniqueness of each student. 

One of the paradoxes of a 
collaborative community is 
that individuality and 
'groupness' are both high
lighted at the same time. A 
successful community is 
built on the different 
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contributions that each 
member brings to that 
group. Each person con
tributes diverse talents, 
experiences, and perspec
tives" (Short & Pierce, 
1990, p. 39). 
Activities that foster 

diversity awareness must be open
ended so that students can draw 
upon their experiences which are 
uniquely different. Strategies such 
as show and tell, brainstorming, and 
role playing enable students to take 
on perspectives other than their own 
and to value the diversity within 
their community of learners. 

Focusing on inquiry and consensus 
in decision making 

Students must become 
problem solvers and decision 
makers in order to interact 
successfully in Short's Community 
of Learners. These skills are 
necessary as they try to relate 
vicariously to the problems of book 
characters and when they must 
discuss in a rational manner their 
difference in opinion about book 
events. 

As students begin to work 
in literature groups, they need to 
know how to come to consensus. 

When the focus is on 
inquiry and not on final 
solutions and right answers, 
then consensus becomes a 
key process for working at 

new insights into problems. 
Instead of using authority or 
compromise to make 
decisions, consensus 
involves exploring the 
diverse perspectives 
available within the group 
without creating winning 
and losing sides" (Short & 
Pierce, 1990, p. 43). 

Individual responses, knowledge, 
and experiences are pooled and 
reworked by the group until 
consensus can be met. Through 
consensus students are able to 
create knowledge and 
understanding that goes beyond the 
current capabilities of any 
individual within the group. 

Sharing responsibility for creating 
a leamine community 

All members of the class are 
a part of the learning community; 
therefore, all members must take on 
the flexible roles of learner and 
teacher. Short (1990) states, "When 
roles are flexible, they can be 
generated by the needs of a 
particular project and filled as 
individuals recognize what they can 
contribute to that project. Because 
learners, including the teacher, is 
not 'type cast,' there is a better 
chance that none of their talents or 
knowledge will go unused" (p. 43). 

This sharing responsibility 
takes place as the students interact 
in their literature group. Each 

student must learn to respect the 
thoughts and input of each other. 
Each group member must have a 
time to speak and each group 
should listen attentively. Each 
member must decide the topic, the 
amount, and the time to read. The 
teacher shares his or her abilities by 
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learning. When students reflect on 
what they are learning, how they are 
learning (process), and why they are 
learning, they become more 
conscious of their learning 
strategies and develop a wider 
range of strategies as they engage 
in future experiences. 

modeling appropriate .---S-tu_d_e_n_t_s-.-.-.-fi-r-ee_l_y_, 
questioning strategies 
and by becoming a experience the 

Establishing a predict
able atmosphere that 
offers real choices learner as the comfort of their 

group members' 
knowledge and 

realize that diverse 

facilitator's role is 
passed on to the 
students. Sharing 
responsibilities in the 
literature group 
allows students to feel 

The most important 
step in developing a 
Community of Learn
ers is to make sure the 

interpretations classroom environ-
strengthen their ment is inundated 

ownership of their initial ideas. with opportunities for ..__ ________ __, 

environment and their own learning students' choices. These choices 
potentials. 

Leaming through action, reflection, 
and demonstration 

In the beginning, the teacher 
must demonstrate to students how 
a collaborative classroom should 
operate. Instead of telling students 
what to do, the teacher leads by 
example and actively engages in 
activities along with students. If 
students are asked to read 
independently or write a 
composition on a specific topic, 
then the teacher does the same 
while the students complete their 
assignments. Once students are 
engaged via demonstrations, they 
must be guided to reflecting on their 

can be as simple as where to sit, 
what materials to choose when 
completing an art project, or how 
to organize the classroom space. 
This freedom of choice is best 
expressed when students choose 
their own books to read. Individual 
book selection assures that the 
discussion that flows from the 
reading is based on students' 
personal connections and not a 
teacher's prescribed agenda. 

Students in literature groups 
do not have to second guess why 
they were assigned the book or try 
to figure out the teacher's agenda. 
Students know they are personally 
invested in the reading and that the 
connections they make are their 
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own. They also freely experience 
the comfort of their group 
members' knowledge and realize 
that diverse interpretations 
strengthen their initial ideas. 

Kathy Short's Community 
of Learners model established the 
ground rules for others who wanted 
to use literature circles in their 
classrooms. Short firmly believes 
that students will perform academic 
tasks at a more superior level if they 
are engaged in activity and have 
ownership and choice in their 
learning experiences. 

Short's beliefs are 
manifested as a classroom environ
ment that is rich in inquiry, dis
covery, collaboration, and endless 
reading. 

Literature Circles in Lieu of 
Ability Grouping 

Suzi Keegan and Karen 
Shrake ( 1991) decided to use 
literature circles in their fourth 
grade classrooms as an alternative 
to ability grouping. They were 
encouraged to pursue literature 
circles as an instructional strategy 
after reading portions of Nancy 
Atwell's In the Middle (1987). As 
touted by Atwell, Keegan and 
Shrake ( 1991) wanted their students 
"to develop a dining room table 
atmosphere in which they come 
together as friends who are enjoying 
a good book. They laugh; they 

disagree; they share their opinions 
and questions; they build on each 
other's backgrounds and 
understandings" (p. 542). 

Keegan and Shrake were 
tired of traditional classroom 
reading instruction that placed 
students in homogeneous reading 
groups which met daily to read from 
a basal textbook and to work on 
worksheet skills. They felt that 
students in the low groups were 
spending far too much time circling 
and filling in the blank and not 
enough time actually reading. 
Furthermore, they felt these 
students in the low group were 
never challenged or encouraged to 
read beyond their controlled, basal 
text. 

In order to remedy the 
traditional problems, Keegan and 
Shrake transformed their 
classrooms into literate environ
ments in which discussion, 
interpretation, collaboration, and 
actual reading took place. 

Initial procedures 
In each of the teacher's 

classrooms, heterogeneous groups 
of students meet at least three times 
a week to read a particular novel. 
Each group of seven sits in a circle 
around a tape player. One member 
starts the discussion by reading and 
asking an open-ended question. 
The students' responses are record
ed as they share their ideas (refer-

ring to their books is permitted). 
After discussion of the open-ended 
question, students then read the 
pages they have assigned 
themselves. Finally, students react 
to the group's discussion and the 
novel in their literature logs. 
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form around a particular novel 
choice. 

In order to determine 
groups, students were given a short 
narrative to read and discuss. While 
the students were practicing the 
skills of cooperation, decision 
making, and effective discussion, 

Models and demon-.....----------.. the teachers evaluat-
strations With this worksheet ed group dynamics. 

When Keegan approach, they felt The teachers looked 
and Shrake first start- as if they were for personality clash-
ed their literature "basalizing" es, leadership qualit-
circle investigation, their novels. ies, reluctant readers, 
they realized that exuberant readers, 
students needed pre-circle group 
activities. Before they actually 
started to read and discuss a novel, 
they needed to learn think-aloud 
strategies, discussion techniques, 
and cooperative skills. 

The teachers demonstrated 
think-aloud strategies which taught 
the students how to verbalize their 
thoughts as they are thinking. A 
variety of think-aloud activities 
such as making predictions, 
visualizing during reading, 
integrating new know ledge with 
old, talking through a confusing 
passage, and applying strategies to 
clarify misunderstandings were 
demonstrated by the teachers and 
practiced by the students. 

Assi nino-students to rou s 
Keegan and Shrake felt a 

need to assign students to groups 
as opposed to having the groups 

introverts, and extroverts. From 
their observable data, they formed 
literature circle groups that would 
work together the remainder of the 
year. 

Once groups were estab
lished, the teachers book-talked 
several novels and had the groups 
decide on which novel they wanted 
to read first. The book talk session 
was repeated once the groups 
finished their first book and before 
the group chosed their second book. 

Designing discussion questions 
When Keegan and Shrake 

first started using novels, they 
created worksheets • to support the 
text. They soon discovered that a 
worksheet only focused the 
students on what the teacher felt 
was significant in a book. With this 
worksheet approach, they felt as if 
they were "basalizing" their novels. 
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They realized that if they wanted 
students talking about books and if 
they truly wanted to value personal 
insights into novels, then open
ended questions were needed to 
guide meaningful discussions. 

The teachers developed 
several categories of questions that 
dealt with content, reading 
strategies, and authors' writing 
styles. Some of the questions were 
book specific, while others were 
generic. The open-ended question 
provided direction for the groups' 
discussions. 

Group roles 
Students were assigned 

particular roles in order to keep 
them engaged in the literature circle 
group and to accept more 
responsibility as participating 
members of the study group. 

The reader was responsible 
for providing the group with the 
teacher feedback from the previous 
session, and for initiating the 
discussion. 

The coordinator ensured 
that each member got a chance to 
talk and that no one reader 
monopolized the discussion. 

The mechanic connected 
the tape player and recorded 
responses. The teacher used the 
tape responses to provide feedback 
to the group since it was sometimes 
difficult to meet with each group 
during discussion time. 

The note taker/ secretary 
recorded the next meeting's job 
assignments and the pages and 
chapters the group decided to read. 

Conversation in literature logs 
Since most of the feedback 

students received about their 
reading and interaction was in 
group form,. Keegan and Shrake 
felt a need to provide individual 
feedback. They used the students' 
literature logs as a vehicle for 
individual feedback. The teachers 
would respond to a student's 
reaction toward a book, discuss 
their feelings about a passage read, 
ask students additional questions to 
encourage elaboration, or praise the 
students on their response. 

The feedback was an 
interactive, personal dialogue 
between the teacher and the student. 
"When we respond to the children's 
literature logs, we teach through our 
individualized comments and 
questions. We also write as friends 
sharing thoughts about a good 
book" (Keegan & Shrake, 1991, p. 
547). 

Keegan and Shrake gave 
quarterly grades to students. Fifty 
percent of the students' reading 
grade came from the literature log 
because it provided concrete 
evidence of the readers' growth. 
Participation in group discussion 
counts as 30 percent, while 
appropriate use of reading time 

earns 10 percent. The other 10 
percent of the reading grade came 
from activities such as independent 
reading, expository reading, and 
monthly book projects. 

Keegan and Shrake (1991) 
concluded their report by stating, 
"We are convinced that literature 
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searching for personal connections 
to the text. 

According to Daniels 
(1994 ), "Literature circles is not just 
a trendy label for any kind of small
group reading lesson-it stands for 
a sophisticated fusion of 
collaborative learning with 

study groups offer a 
framework for 
allowing children 
opportunities to 
discover what they 
know, to extend their 
thinking, and to 
develop strategies 
that will make them 
lifelong readers." 

,---A-t_h_o_m_e_,_w_h_e_n _ _, independent reading, 
in the framework of 

Parents read a d • rea mg response 
story to their theory" (p. 18). 

children, they do Daniels states twelve 
not adhere to any distinctive features 

particular that constit-ute 
literature circles. 

curriculum 
guidelines. Children choose their 

Harvey Daniels' Ingredients of 
Literature Circles 

Daniels (1994) realized that 
most students on a daily basis met 
in some sort of small group to work 
on reading. The groups used a 
variety of structures, but most 
groups participated in teacher
dominated round-robin reading. 

With the buzz of the term 
"literature circles," many teachers 
renamed their reading groups as 
such, but did not provide in 
structural change in the dynamics 
of the reading session. Students 
were reading novels instead of 
basals, but the teachers were still 
dominating the reading process and 
students were inhibited from 

own reading materials 
Student choice is essential 

because the deepest spirit of 
literature circles comes from 
independent reading. The 
traditional reading program consists 
of teacher-directed assignments, 
texts, and books. Daniels feels that 
school reading should mirror home 
reading. At home, when parents 
read a story to their children, they 
do not adhere to any particular 
curriculum guidelines. Parents 
simply ask, "What do you want to 
read?" Teachers who want to 
present an atmosphere of freedom 
of choice and self-direction must 
provide a classroom library filled 
with a variety of books-single 
copies for independent reading, 
pairs of books for buddy reading, 
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and multiple copy sets for group 
reading. There should be two types 
of independent reading-I) 
"sustained silent reading (SSR) and 
reading workshops; and 2) time for 
independent reading in groups, as 
when kids select, read, and discuss 
books in literature circles" (Daniels, 
1994, p. 19). 

Small temporary groups are 
formed, based on book choice 

Students' shared desire to 
read the same book or article is the 
driving force for determining the 
group members. Students are not 
placed in groups based on reading 
level, ability grouping, teacher 
assignment, or curriculum man
dates. The groups are temporary 
and task oriented. The students 
cluster around the one book of 
common interest; they read and 
discuss the book; and then the 
group disbands and individual 
members find their way into new, 
different reading discussion groups 
by selecting their next book. The 
group size can range from two to 
seven, but an optimal number 
would be four or five students. A 
group of four or five guarantees a 
variety of perspectives. Daniels 
realizes that in the real school 
world, students would not be 
choosing from "all the books in the 
world" (1994, p. 19), but will be 
limited by those books that are in 
the classroom, school, and public 

libraries. In the beginning, teachers 
might have to limit student choices 
to a few books or even might have 
to assign a single title to all groups 
in order to focus students on 
learning the structure and dynamics 
of literature responses. Daniels 
realizes that there might have to be 
compromises due to imperfections 
in the availability of a variety of 
titles and the fact that students may 
initially form groups around friend 
pools and not interest and genuine 
curiosity. Teachers need to let these 
friend groups occur because 
eventually the students will branch 
out and even if students are working 
with their friends they are at least 
engaged and motivated to read. 
Sometimes teachers have to guide, 
motivate, and encourage students to 
get groups formed or to make sure 
no one is left out and groups are 
even. 

Different groups read different 
books 

A societal reading concern 
is that students are going through 
the process of schooling and are 
coming out not illiterate, but 
alliterate. Alliteracy is when 
students can read, but choose not 
to read. To combat this ill, literature 
circles provide for choice and 
variety. Students get to explore 
their interests as they choose what 
book, article, story, poem, or play 
they want to read. Because each 

person is different, each person 
should have the option of reading 
what is enjoyable. Daniels (1994) 
does recognize the need for students 
to read certain materials because it 
is necessary to become learned in 
other areas that will allow 
intellectual interactions with others 
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the roles and warm up as readers. 
The students need to be able to 
schedule weekly or preferably daily 
meeting to discuss their books. A 
large chunk of time from 45 
minutes to an hour needs to be set 
aside for literature circles. When 
time is too short, students rush 

beyond the group. 
Daniels thinks 

... if we do 
not require 
students to 
be constantly 
assigning 
reading to 

. .. students begin 
to per/ ect the craft 

of being a 
functioning 
member of a 

literate community. 

mechanically through 
the roles. If students 
are assigned by the 
group to read a part of 
their book, read with 
purpose, make notes 
in their reading logs, 
and come ready to 

themselves, we have set our 
educational standards too 
low and are nurturing 
dependency and helpless
ness ... Activities like 
literature circles, reading 
workshops, and sustained 
silent reading offer a way to 
redress our schools' danger
ous imbalance between 
assigned and independent 
reading (1994, p. 21). 

Groups meet on a regular, predict
able schedule 

Literature circles must meet 
continuously throughout the school 
year. Literature circles cannot be a 
one time only event. Teachers and 
students need time to internalize the 
process. Because there are a variety 
of roles that each participant must 
take, students need time to try all 

play their part in discussion, then a 
predictable schedule is necessary. 
Daniels (1994) suggested that a 
group can meet every second or 
third day which would allow time 
for students to read bigger chunks 
of text. Another alternative was to 
have students do their reading and 
role work on nonmeeting days 
during the same class time that 
circles ordinarily meet. Intermittent 
time is also needed for teachers to 
go over literature logs, to model 
open-ended questions, and to have 
individual conferences with 
students. 

Kids use written or drawn notes to 
guide reading and discussion 

Writing and drawing are 
used to guide students through the 
reading. A series of response sheets 
initially focus the students on 
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concept development and guided 
reader response, but eventually the 
students will graduate from the 
sheets and start making their own 
self-generated responses in their 
literature logs. 

The response sheets are 
focal points for group discussions. 
Eventually, students will respond to 
texts by presenting projects to the 
class in the form of book reviews, 
missing chapters of a book, book 
posters, or a script for readers 
theater. "Across the whole cycle of 
a literature circle, then, writing and 
drawing are used to drive - and to 
record - the meaning constructed 
and the ideas shared" (Daniels, 
1994, p. 22). 

Discussion topics come from the 
students 

One of the signature 
features of literature circles is that 
students develop questions and 
guide their own discussion. The 
teacher does not provide the 
questions, worksheets, and any 
other intrusive guidance. 

Sometimes this self
direction is viewed as permissive
ness, but what is actually happening 
is that students are taken charge of 
their own learning and are setting 
the purposes for reading. In 
traditional classrooms, teachers 
have had lower expectations of 
students in specific groups and have 
provided students with spoon-fed 

materials that directed them to 
circle the word, underline the noun, 
or fill in the correct response. 

In literature circles, all 
students must perform acts that real 
readers do such as choosing their 
own books, expressing their own 
views, pacing their own reading, 
and selecting issues for discussion. 

Group meetings aim to be open, 
natural conversations 

Traditional reading groups 
favored objective tasks with 
answers based primarily on fact 
recall. Literature circles rely on the 
generation of open-ended responses 
that stimulate thinking. Students 
respond after reading, processing, 
savoring, and analyzing the 
question. Students then share their 
responses with the group. By 
looking over each others drawings, 
sharing responses, discussing 
particular vocabulary, and 
connecting the work to their own 
lives, students begin to perfect the 
craft of being a functioning member 
of a literate community. "Literature 
circles embody the idea that kids 
learn to read mainly by reading, and 
to write mainly by writing and by 
doing so in a supportive, literate 
community" (Daniels, 1994, p. 24). 

Students play a rotating assortment 
of task roles 

Because students are not 
initially accustomed to working in 

groups, specific task roles are 
necessary to provide structure to the 
interactions. 

Once students have 
mastered the initial roles, they can 
then converse with each other in a 
mature, organized fashion because 
the structure has been internalized. 
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The roles are rotated so that 
each student will get the 
opportunity to look at the passage 
from a different perspective. Once 
the students have internalized the 
perspectives of multiple readers, 
they are then ready to have natural 
conversations about books. 

Daniel (1994) states: 
One of the The teacher's The teacher as 

facilitator responses are 
entertained and 

treated on the same 
level as other 

The teacher's main 
role during literature 
circles is not to teach, 

key mecha
nisms for 
making co
operation 
work in all 
sorts of 

members'. but to guide students 
~--------~ through their indi-

groups is assigning speci- vidual group discussions by 
fie, structured roles to the modeling appropriate practices 
different group members. through whole class demon-
This way, each person has strations. Once students are 
a special individual respon- working in groups, the teacher 
sibility, a job to do, a piece visits all groups and slides in and 
of the puzzle to contribute out of groups as an active 
if the group is to succeed participant. 
(p. 24 ). As the teacher visits, the 
Basic roles are designed to students soon realize that the 

invite different cogmtlve teacher is like any other member: 
perspectives. Daniels listed a the teacher interacts, gives 
variety ofroles with accompanying opinions, and answers group
role sheets that entertained the generated questions. The teacher's 
various cognitive perspectives. responses are entertained and 

An example of a certain role treated on the same level as other 
is the reader. This person is asked members'. 
to read certain passages aloud to the "The teacher joins the 
class. The literary luminary is group not as a teacher but as an 
responsible for pointing out any key equal, reading right along with kids 
literary conventions that the author in a book they haven't previously 
is using such as use of metaphors read and want to read (Daniels, 
and similes. 1994, p. 26). 
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Evaluation is by teacher 
observation and student self
evaluation 

The traditional evaluation 
practices of collecting papers and 
grading worksheets does not fit 
when using literature circles. 
Daniels ( 1994) suggests that 
teachers gather observable data via 
"tools of kidwatching" such as 
"narrative observational logs, 
performance assessment, check
lists, student conferences, group 
interviews, video/audiotaping, and 
the collection in portfolios of 
artifacts created by circles" (p. 27). 
Daniels also states that the 
evaluation of circles is not just the 
job of the teacher, but that students 
take responsibility as they keep 
record of their group's progress and 
self-monitor their own achieve
ment. Students also talk evalu
atively about their goals, roles, and 
performances in literature circles. 

A spirit of playfulness and fun 
pervades the room 

A classroom environment 
that is based on the concept of 
playfulness engages readers. 
Readers are more apt to take risk 
and to feel more self-assured if the 
pressure of performance is removed 
and replaced with an attitude of 
enjoyment of reading. 

When children first begin to 
interact with books, it is usually in 
the lap of a loving, nurturing parent. 

When children start to interact in 
meaningful conversation, it is 
around t_he dining room table. 
Daniels(l 994) feels a need to 
simulate this lap-like, dining room 
table atmosphere in the classroom 
which will keep the students 
energized about literature circles. 

Benefits of Literature Circles: 
Summary 

After viewing the three 
perspectives of literature circles, the 
researcher realizes that this 
instructional practice is an 
alternative to traditional reading 
groups. Even though each person 
had individual modifications on the 
approach, it was still evident that 
the main focus was on student 
engagement. 

During traditional reading 
groups, students are anchored to 
teachers' directives. Students 
spend much of their time trying to 
figure out how the teacher wants 
them to respond. They spend little 
time interacting with other students 
and strengthening their own 
interpretation of text materials. 
Teachers of traditional reading 
groups spend most of their time 
grading worksheets and little of 
their time observing students or 
actively participating in students' 
learning. 

Students are given actual 
choices. They get to choose their 
own books and cluster with 

students who share the same 
interest. These groups are not 
permanent, but fluid and the 
students can pair and share with 
others once the book reading and 
discussing task is complete. 

In these groups, they can 
define and refine their voices which 
are usually lost in a large classroom 
group. Students realize the benefit 
of enhancing their learning by 
sharing their initial response to a 
group-generated, open-ended 
question and having that be the 
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foundation of a wider more 
integrated response that is the 
collaborative efforts of the entire 
group. 

Perhaps the m·ost 
significant advantage to using 
literature circles is their personal 
approach. Students involved in 
literature circles live with their 
books and characters. Students 
learn that literature is not just on a 
text page, but a wonderfully alive 
story waiting for their interaction 
and response. 
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There are Many Lessons 
froin the Old World 

to the New: 
Contemporary Teaching Strategies for 

Canonical Literature 
BY KATHERINE SIEWERT McKNIGHT, NORTHEASTERN ILLINOIS UNIVERSITY 

As a student teacher entering the 
teaching profession in 1988, I 
listened to a presenter at a National 
Council of Teachers of English 
National Convention emphatically 
state that high school students do 
not read the traditional canonical 
works that teachers assign. I was 
told that the canonical works do not 
relate to their experiences as 
modem teenagers; the language is 
too hard for them. When my 
colleagues raised their hands and 
voices in agreement, I was con
vinced that they were right. 

No, they were not right. 
During my first year of teaching, I 
discovered that canonical works, or 
classics, were not too difficult for 
my students to read, understand, 
and appreciate. Indeed, once 
exposed to these works, my 

students asked to read more of them 
and also enjoyed the latest version 
of Shakespeare or Jane Austen at 
the movies or on television. 

I found that my students, 
regardless of ability level, 
experienced the joy and passion of 
canonical literature, with each 
discovering his or her own voice as 
understanding deepened. I was 
curious about why, despite the 
linguistic complexity and disparate 
culture characteristic of canonical 
works, students became engaged 
with canonical literature. 

My personal success story 
lay within the reader response 
strategies, popularized by young 
adult literature instruction. 
Teaching strategies, which promote 
reader response,· contributed to 
student engagement with literature 
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in my classroom. Fortunately, my 
colleagues, who shared a similar 
instructional philosophy, supported 
these teaching strategies. 

Despite the battle cries of 
the critics of the literature canon, 
we successfully taught this 
literature at a large Midwestern 
urban high school where 85 percent 
of the enrollment was comprised of 
minority students. 

The literature canon does 
belong in the high school 
curriculum and the success of 
teaching the literature canon lies 
within reader response strategies. 

Contrary to what young 
adult literature advocates claim, 
students do not need this literature 
genre exclusively to develop an 
emotional and personal response to 
text. 

If taught from a reader 
response perspective, the literature 
canon carries the potential to 
actively engage students. This body 
of literature contains stories that 
explore and explain our humanity 
and reader response strategies are 
essential for the successful 
instruction of these literary texts. 

It is time that the advocates 
of canonical literature learn a very 
valuable lesson from the apparent 
successes of young adult literature. 
It is time that we no longer place 
the canon on a pedestal and teach it 
with an exclusive authority. My 
purpose in this article is to discuss 

and illustrate "active methods" or 
reader response strategies that 
encourage students to become 
engaged with the classics. 

Young adult literature 
instruction embraces reader 
response strategies and canonical 
literature can be accessed through 
similar approaches. 

These methods are essential 
for the instruction of canonical 
literature if our purpose is to nurture 
a student's personal and emotional 
response to literature, or 
engagement. 

The use of active teaching 
methods knocks canonical 
literature off of its dusty pedestal 
and promotes student interest 
through their personal connections 
and empathy. Some of these 
strategies include reader response 
journals, prereading activities, and 
literature letters. 

Reader response strategies 
actively invite students to explore 
canonical literature both personally 
and emotionally. In the following 
descriptions, actual classroom 
vignettes were chosen as to 
illustrate these teaching strategies. 

The initial description 
emerges from my experience as a 
classroom teacher and the 
remaining teacher and student 
examples were taken from a large 
urban Midwestern high school that 
was part of a larger study that was 
recently conducted. 

Preparing Through Prereading: 
Not Just for Early Readers! 

Prereading activities can 
create a setting where the students 
can develop a preliminary 
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text world. As a model for this 
strategy, I will discuss a journal 
topic that I often used when I taught 
Nathaniel Hawthorne's, "Dr. 
Heidegger's Experiment." 

The title character in this 
understanding or connection to the allegorical tale invites four failed 
text. Directing students to explain friends to drink from the infamous 
how they can poten
tially be connected to 
a work involves them 
in a text before they 
even read it. 

"My grandma 
knows a lot of stuff 

because she's so 
much older. I 

think I need to get 
older so that I can 

Fountain of Youth. 
Hawthorne reveals in 
this story that the true 
experiment examines 
the four friends' 

Although pre
reading activities take 
many forms, two in 
particular effectively 

behavior once they 
have their youth 
restored. 

learn something." Prior to our initial 
reading of this story, I invited the 
students to respond to the following 
prompt in their journal: If you were 
invited to drink from the Fountain 
of Youth and remain at the age that 
you are today for eternity, would 
you do it? Explain your reasons for 
your decision. 

promote a student's initial 
connection to a literary work: 
journal writing and discussing the 
historical/biographical background 
(Karoilides, 1992). 

Currently, journal writing is an 
established practice for generating 
ideas for writing, but it is also a 
means for teaching literature. 
Similar to writing, constructing 
meaning and developing a personal 
response to literature is a process. 
Journal writing permits responses 
that are not constrained and allows 
readers to nurture a primary 
connection to a text. For example, 
there are numerous occasions 
where teachers may ask students to 
respond to a thematic issue in order 
to tap the students' personal 
know ledge or background as a 
means for drawing a student into a 

In the following student 
excerpts, the students reveal their 
individual decisions. Samantha 
writes: I think that I would drink 
from the Fountain of Youth but I 
would wait a few years until I was 
21. I mean 16 is messed up. I 
wouldn't want to be 16 for my whole 
life. It is way too hard to be 16. 

Samantha's classmate, Bob 
has a different view. He writes: So, 
like, I don't know. I mean it just 
goes against nature. I mean that 
that's not how things are intended. 
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My grandma knows a lot of stuff 
because she's so much older. I think 
I need to get older so that I can 
learn something. I mean, that's 
what I hear all of the time. 

Although their responses 
are different, the students are 
encouraged to explore their own 
responses to this short story instead 
of being told how to think about the 
story. The students would share 
their responses during a large group 
class discussion and we undoubt
edly debated about growing old and 
facing the failures and struggles in 
a lifetime. Once the students 
explored the thematic issues of 
youth, aging, failure and wisdom, 
we would read the story. Through 
this activity, the students have 
already personalized the themes 
that Hawthorne develops in this 
frequently taught American short 
story. 

Bridging the Literary Experience 

Another prereading activity 
that can be employed by high 
school English teachers is the 
selection of shorter literary works 
as a "bridge" to a larger core work. 
For example, Paul Laurence 
Dunbar's poem, "Sympathy" can be 
explored as a prereading activity for 
Maya Angelou's autobiography, I 
Know Why the Caged Bird Sings. 

Anne, an English teacher 
that I observed during the 1998-99 

school year, introduced the themes 
that would emerge in Angelou's 
autobiography when her ninth 
grade students read "Sympathy" as 
a prereading activity. In Anne's 
class, a different student read each 
stanza of the poem "Sympathy." 
Once the students had read the 
poem, their teacher asked them to 
indicate words that they did not 
know. The students called out 
words like "stalked," "chalice," 
"keener" and "fain" as Anne wrote 
the students' responses on the 
chalkboard. Then they discussed 
the words and developed defini
tions using context clues. 

Once the students 
understood the meaning of the 
words, Anne read the poem to the 
students again. The class was silent 
after the second reading, and Anne 
paused for a few moments before 
she instructed the students to take 
out their notebooks. 

As Anne delivered a mini
lecture about Paul Laurence Dunbar 
that included biographical 
information that focused on his 
experiences as an African
American poet during the late 19th 
century, the students wrote the 
information in their notebooks. 

Anne pointed out that 
during the 19th century, there were 
few opportunities for African
American writers and artists to 
express their creativity. Anne 
encouraged the class to hypothesize 
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about the poet's motivation for the high school literature 
composing the poem, "Sympathy" curriculum. In this story, the 
and how Dunbar may have felt narrator, a 20th century soldier who 
"trapped," like the central symbol was transported to 10th century 
of his poem, a caged bird, during Iceland, observed a conflict of 
the 19th century. cultures. 

At this point, a student The story examines the 
asked, "Weren't there any ways for narrator's observations of the 
him (Dunbar) to sell ~--------~ conflicts that can exist 
his poetry?" About • • • this between cultures. The 
five minutes passed contemporary author contained vivid 
as the students science fiction and detailed re-
explored and dis- story played creations of the 
cussed this question. a key role in customs and language 
The discussion con- making Beowulf of 10th century 
eluded with another Iceland. Ultimately, 

.___a_c_c_e_s_s_ib_l_e_._·_· _..., the narrator-soldier student comment, "It 
was different back then. Dunbar 
was Black, and it was right after 
slavery. They (African Americans) 
just didn't have the chances to do 
stuff like we do now." 

As the students read the 
novel, these thematic issues and 
conflicts often emerged in class 
discussions and student writing. 

More Bridges to Cross 

Another example of using 
a shorter literary work as prereading 
for a larger literary work occurred 
in an eleventh grade class as the 
students and teacher prepared to 
read Beowulf. In the following 
example, the students read "The 
Man Who Came Too Early" by Paul 
Anderson, a contemporary science 
fiction story generally unfamiliar to 

soon realized the similarities of 
human behavior during these two 
time periods. 

According to Sue, the 
teacher, she selected "The Man 
Who Came Too Early" as a 
prereading activity as a means to 
promote the students' connection to 
the Anglo-Saxon period and 
practice their literary analysis skills. 
As Sue suggested, "If I can give 
them some tools for reading 
something hard like Beowulf 
through an easier work, then they 
may have an easier time 
deciphering a harder text." 

As these eleventh graders 
explored "The Man Who Came Too 
Early," they reviewed the literary 
elements, character and theme. In 
addition, their teacher reminded the 
students of the aspects of Anglo-
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Saxon culture in this text since she 
used this for building the students; 
background knowledge for 
Beowulf. As a class, they explored 
gender roles, fate, heroism and 
tradition. 

All of these subjects were 
applicable to Beowulf. Con
sequently, this contemporary 
science fiction story played a key 
role in making Beowulf accessible 
to her students through this pre
reading activity. Sue laid the 
groundwork for her students to 
discuss and explore a very difficult 
text that is often characterized as 
inaccessible for teenager readers 
(Herz, 1996). 

Literature Letters 

Literature letters are a way 
of sharing feelings and ideas with 
another person. Typically, teachers 
ask students to write a letter from a 
character's point of view. In doing 
so, the students can feel the 
thoughts and feelings of a particular 
character. 

As demonstrated in the 
following excerpts, these below 
grade level students revealed in 
their tenth grade American 
Literature class that they have 
developed an emotional response to 
some of the characters from The 
Crucible. 

For Carol, a student who 
was diagnosed as having a visual 

perception learning disability, the 
literature letter assignment offered 
her another opportunity to think and 
reflect about the text through one 
of the main characters, Elizabeth 
Proctor. 

Dear Elizabeth Proctor, 

You had never told a lie. I think in 
court you should have told the truth 
even though that would have been 
hard for you. I don't know why you 
did not tell the truth. You know how 
Abigail Williams was and she 
wanted you to lie. 
I am so disappointed. I am so mad 

that everyone is being hanged. I 
really don't like that Abigail. 

Sincerely, 
Carol 
PS. God Bless You. 

Although Carol's visual 
perception learning disability made 
writing and reading difficult, she 
explored her personal response to 
the play. 

Carol's literature letter 
reflected her growing frustration 
with the injustices in the play and 
she indicated that she felt 
personally disappointed that 
Elizabeth didn't tell the truth about 
Abigail and her husband. For 
Carol, extending her empathy to a 
character is exciting. As her teacher 
indicated, "Carol has a hard time 
just understanding the story. So, the 

fact that she has some emotional 
reactions to the play tells me that 
she is getting something out of this 
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Ongoing Discussion: Reader 
Response Journals 

experience." In addition to journal 
Another student in this class prompts as prereading activities, 

also used her literature letter as a reader response journals allow 
means to think more deeply about students to reflect, and question their 
the play. Terry wrote her letter to reading as they explore literary 
Tituba, the slave who .------------. texts. This kind of 
was the first character 
accused of witchcraft. 

"It made me think 
about how I would 
feel if I was in the 

journal writing can 
play a key role as 
readers explore 
literature. Dear Tituba, witness's place." 

I am writing this .._ ________ __, Reading and inter
preting a literary text is a process. 
Therefore, initial exploration may 
be tentative, but as a student 
explores a text more deeply, his or 
her response, in turn, can potentially 
evolve into more meaningful 
interpretations (Atwell, 1987; 
Beach & Marshall; 1990 Fulwiler, 
1987). In the following examples, 
two twelfth grade students, Nancy 
and Valerie were assigned by their 
teacher to write a response to every 
assigned reading selection. The 
students summarized the selection 
and wrote an unstructured response 
to the literature. 

letter because I am concerned 
about your well being. 

First of all, I would like to 
know why you would agree to 
conjure spirits. It was very foolish 
of you to do it even though it 'were 
only pretense.' Second I would like 
to say, lying to protect Abigail was 
also stupid because as soon as she 
felt like she was being found out, 
she blamed you. I understand you 
all were in it together but 
pretending witchcraft was nothing 
to get whipped for. 

Sincerely, 
Terry 

In her letter, Terry worked 
to develop her understanding of 
Tituba's motives and this student 
judged the character's actions. In 
both of these literature letters, the 
students explored their personal 
reactions to the actions of these 
characters. 

Nancy told of the historical 
lessons of the Holocaust, which she 
discovered while writing in reader 
response journal as she discussed 
Elie Wiesel's, Night. 

The excerpt I read from 
Night was a good portrayal of 
someone witnessing the Holocaust. 
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It made me think about how I would 
feel if I was in the witness's place. 
I mean the narrator's place who 
was also a witness. 

It was a very important time 
in our history and that's why I think 
that Wiesel said, 'If we forget (the 
Holocaust), we are guilty, we are 
accomplices.' He probably means 
that since the Holocaust was such 
an important event because it was 
so horrible it is so important that 
we can't just let it go. 

We must remember it and 
not ever justify its actions. If we 
forget it then something like that 
could happen again and it would 
be like we were saying that that's 
OK. 

Nancy responded to 
Wiesel's history lesson and his plea 
for his readers to "never forget" 
with emotion and compassion. She 
apparently "thought through" 
Wiesel's message, but she did so in 
a personal and individual way. 

Nancy's classmate, Valerie, 
also discussed the selection from 
Night. However, Valerie's journal 
writing did not primarily focus on 
the historical lessons of the 
Holocaust. Instead, Valerie 
explored the emotion and 
inhumanity of the Holocaust. In her 
journal she wrote: 

I enjoyed the passage from 
the story, Night. Not that it was 

entertaining, but it was very 
moving. The story made you feel 
for the people. I could picture in 
my mind the women going crazy on 
the train. I could feel the thumping 
of the terrified hearts as time was 
nearing their end. 

When Wiesel said, "If we 
forget the Holocaust, we are guilty, 
we are accomplices" I believe he 
meant that if we forget then we' re 
just as bad as the Nazis. 

It's hard for me to believe 
that the Nazis cared so little about 
humanity and that they didn't have 
any feelings toward the people 
(who) were killed. The story really 
made you think about your own 
values and beliefs. It made me think 
about what I might do or think 
about if I was ever in a situation 
like that. What would I be thinking 
about if I was in the line awaiting 
my death? 

Valerie's response was 
chilling. During a large group 
discussion of Night, Valerie 
admitted that she cried when she 
read the excerpt at home. 
Obviously moved by her 
compassion for the victims of the 
Holocaust, Valerie became 
involved in this text world when she 
asked, "What would I be thinking 
about if I was in the line awaiting 
my death?" Her reader response 
journal was the catalyst for this 
personal epiphany. 

A New Outlook 

MINNESOTA ENGLISH JOURNAL 59 

school English curriculum. All 
literature expresses our humanity 

Including active methods and should be explored without the 
for the instruction of traditional academic pressures of devising a 
literature will further our move "correct" interpretation. Judith 
toward a student centered Baxter is right. Reader response 
classroom where the language arts strategies are a means to "fire up" 
are taught from a holistic the canon for our students. 
philosophy. Playing We often pick apart 
the educational All literature the classics in our 

games of "What's on expresses our high school English 

the Teacher's Mind" humanity classes until they no 

or "What's the Right and should be longer resemble a 
Answer?" does not text. As one of my 

t explored . . . d 
promo e engagement,__ ________ _, stu ents in my 

with traditional literature and even methods of teaching English course 
young adult literature. once declared, "I hated The Scarlet 

With young adult literature Letter because my teacher forced us 
as a model rather than as an to read it for ten weeks." Is our goal 
antagonist, teachers can adapt as high school English teachers 
reader response strategies for the more closely aligned with Judith 

engaging instruction of the Baxter's, that the students need "to 
literature canon. Our high school have some ownership in generating 
students can relate to traditional meanings and understanding?" If 

literature. so, reader response teaching 
If we conscribe to the young methods that promote student 

adult argument that certain texts are engagement with literature are the 
deemed to be more appropriate to answer. It is time to explore the 
the teenage audience, we are guilty methods of teaching canonical 
of the same acts of exclusivity as literature rather than dismiss this 
Western Canon advocates, E.D. rich literary tradition on the premise 
Hirsch and Alan Bloom. that our students are incapable of 

Literature from all cultures developing an engaged relationship 
and time periods belongs in the high with this kind of text. 
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The Rest of 
''American'' Literature: 

Teaching Canlit 
BY RONALD GOWER, PROFESSOR EMERITUS, MINNESOTA STATE UNIVERSITY-MANKATO 

I started teaching Canlit 
because of Gabriel Garcia
Marquez. In the 1980's, I became 
aware, as did everyone else, of the 
outpouring of innovated South 
American literature. Whether it had 
always been there or had only 
become suddenly available is 
questionable; nonetheless, I wanted 
to use some of Marquez, Cortazar, 
Neruda, Allende, Fuentes, and 
others in classes, and wondered 
where to put them. 

It was obvious, of course: 
they were American writers, and I 
taught American literature. Even 
some of the anthologies started to 
include Latin writers. It only meant 
expanding the canon of what had 
been incorrectly called American 
literature, when it was really United 
States literature. 

But that solution fathered 
forth another problem: if it were 
really to be American literature, 
what about the Canadians? 
Certainly there were writers "up 

there" as well, but one seldom heard 
of them. 

I realized the only Canadian 
writer I knew well was Margaret 
Atwood and the only critic 
Northrop Frye. If there was more 
literature up there, it was sealed up 
behind the border; the border 
supposedly much more open than 
our southern border. So out of a 
sense of duty and equity I 
determined to learn something 
about Canlit, as I found it was 
called, even though I didn't expect 
to learn anything terribly 
interesting. After all, as even 
Canadians say, "Canada is a bore." 
(Brian Moore, The Luck of Ginger 
and Coffee, 214). 

As I began to explore what 
was available, I quickly found that 
Canadian lit, at least, is not at all a 
bore; but finding out what it was, 
and how to access it, was difficult. 
There are some practical reasons for 
that, which are unfortunate for the 
student and/or teacher. 
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At the beginning, however, 
it seemed as if everything conspired 
to encourage this study. I quickly 
discovered that there was 
something called the ACSUS 
(Association for Canadian Studies 
in the US), and that several people 
in Minnesota were members
including some faculty at the state 
universities. I received invaluable 
help from Mark Vinz of Moorhead 
State University, who not only gave 
me some approaches to Canlit but 
also introduced me to people from 
the "other side." I also learned that 
Canada, through it's embassy, 
offered grants to US citizens 
wanting to study almost any aspect 
of Canadian culture, with the only 
requirement being use of those 
materials in course offerings to US 
students. 1 The embassy in 
Minnesota also made available their 
resources, including Canadian 
books readily available in the US. 

My first task was to 
discover what Canlit was, exactly, 
and how it differed from US and 
other literatures. That, in tum, led 
me to look at Canadian history and 
culture, and I was surprised at how 
little I actually knew of the 
sprawling country that actually 
borders Minnesota, and which I've 
visited quite a few times. 

To many Americans, if they 
think of Canada at all it's as a place 
to hunt and fish, with great areas of 
wilderness and a few cities 

clustered along the US border. I did 
know a bit more than that: a trip to 
Alaska some years back took me 
through major cities far to the north 
of the border, and four trips to 
Stratford, Ontario over the years for 
the Shakespeare Festival had given 
me a glimpse of the rich cultural 
milieu that supported wonderful 
theater. I began to dig deeper, 
getting at least a rudimentary idea 
of the rather brief but complex 
history of Canada, and then, 
through several trips into the 
country, exploring it's present-day 
cultural and literature. 

Canada's major critic 
Northrup Frye once said the central 
philosophical question for 
Canadians was not so much, "Who 
am I?" as it is "Where is Here?" 
(Literary History of Canada, 826). 
Canadian nationality is quite new, 
and still supports a divided loyalty: 
the one dollar coin, as an example, 
displays the British queen on one 
side, and the native loon on the 
other (hence the coin's "loonie" 
designation-though it's a typically 
Canadian joke about which side the 
name's describing). 

There has never been the 
revolutionary tearing-away from 
the old country that the US went 
through; hence never the sense of 
complete independence and unity 
that defines the States' experience; 
and even the duration of Canada as 
a unified country is newer than that 

of the US: Newfoundland did not 
join the federation until 1949! 

Defining Canlit is difficult, 
then, because of its diversity. 
Canadians tend to have greater 
loyalty to their province or even city 
than to federal government, and the 
literature often reflects that literal 
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having begun experiments with 
writing that "demythologizes" older 
writing; and one can make 
generalizations about Western 
Canadian writers (Prairie group) 
and Eastern (urban writers); but 
even these groupings tend to fall 
apart when trying to include 

"provinciality." Further, strong ties Vancouver writers in the prairie 
to "the old country" ,---h---------, group, or Newfound-

T e best starting 
add more complexity landers in the Eastern 
to the mix: a writer point for examining (or any) classifica-

may be as deeply Canadian literature tion; and of course 

affected by the as a whole is right in the middle is 

English, Scottish, probably still the anomaly of 

French, or Ceylonese Margaret Atwood's completely franco
or Japanese or United phile literature, the 

early work, 
States traditions and Quebecois writers. 

1 Survival, which 
cu ture as by The best starting 
Canadian. For this attempts to clarify point for examining 

reason and others, what is uniquely Canadian literature 

Canlit anthologies Canadian in terms as a whole is 

tend to be quite of a national probably still Marga

comp re hens iv e, "victim" attitude . . . ret Atwood's early 
including great work, Survival, 

numbers of writers without much which attempts to 

attempt to organize them into clarify what is uniquely Canadian 

"schools," or patterns. Even an in terms of a national "victim" 

historical approach is rather attitude or mind-set. Her more 

pointless: Canadian literature, with recent series of lectures, Strange 

the exception of "aboriginal" work Things, approaches Canlit 

is all new, within the last 150 years, thematically, and while not 

with few major differences attempting to be all-inclusive, it 
separating "older" from "newer" 
writers. 

There are some broad 
classifications. A number of recent 
writers have eschewed what they 
call the Canadian tradition, and 

does identify several of the major 
threads underlying much Canadian 
writing. Frye's The Bush Garden: 
Essays on the Canadian 
Imagination is also a useful 
overview of Canlit; and the current 
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situation of Canlit is discussed 
clearly in Beyond the Provinces: 
Literary Canada at Century's End 
by David Staines of the University 
of Toronto. 

Beyond these basic guides, 
however, the best approach to 
Canlit is that offered to me by 
Staines himself, when I spoke with 
him on one of several literary 
journeys in Canada: visit cities, 
museums, exhibitions, libraries, 
and especially book stores, and 
learn everything possible about 
Canada, accepting it is diverse and 
often contradictory in its cultural 
attitudes. 

There is, for example, some 
anti-American feeling, a fear of Big 
Brother taking over or, more subtly, 
infiltrating Canadian culture until 
it loses any unique qualities-quite 
justified, in many cases. At the 
same time, we found little 
individual resentment, and have 
always found Canadians not only 
courteous and more civil than many 
US citizens, but have been 
welcomed warmly into almost 
every area of Canadian life. Even 
in Quebec, which has a reputation 
for coolness toward "outsiders," the 
resentment was more evident 
toward other Canadians than 
toward US citizens. 

My 'first real literary 
exploration began after reading as 
much Canlit as local libraries and 
the Canadian embassy could offer. 

I then was introduced to David 
Williamson of Winnipeg by a 
mutual friend, Mark Vinz of 
Moorhead, Minnesota. Vinz had 
worked with Willamson in an 
alliance of prairie writers that 
resulted in the anthology Beyond 
Borders: New Writing from 
Manitoba, Minnesota, Saskat
chewan and the Dakotas. 
Williamson is the author of several 
novels, TV plays, and short stories, 
and was for a time chair of the 
Writer's Union of Canada. Like 
most Canadian writers, with a 
market of only twenty million 
potential readers, Williamson has a 
"day job" as a dean of business and 
applied arts at Red River 
Community College in Winnipeg. 

A busy life, obviously; yet 
he was a gracious and valuable host, 
taking time from all his activities 
to actually escort me around 
Winnipeg and arrange introductions 
to many of the writers in that 
community. As my introduction to 
Canadian literature and hospitality, 
he was tremendous; I learned more 
in a short time with his help than 
would have been possible 
otherwise, and also thoroughly 
enjoyed my week stay. Among the 
writers I met were David Amason 
and Dennis Cooley, the influential 
novelist and poet Robert Kroetsch, 
and Carol Shields, who had just 
been awarded the Pulitzer for her 
wonderful novel The Stone Diaries. 
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A second longer journey of melting pot so much as a rich menu 
exploration started in literary of cultural identities. Thus we have 
Ontario and carried me across Michael Odaatje, most famous for 
Canada to New Brunswick, then The English Patient, but also 
back to the Stratford Shakespeare writing more frequently for his 
festival. This time, following native Ceylon-and seldom of 
Professor Staines advice, my wife Canada. The fascinating actor, 
and I did a wanderjahr, exploring dramatist and novelist Robertson 
the culture of the provinces from Davies is strongly influenced by his 
Ontario east. One .------------, Oxford background; 
piece of advice: there • • • the effect was to and Mavis Gallant, 
is far too much to see call attention to the the ex-patriot, writes 
in the three weeks we fact that there was, from a Gallic 
allotted ourselves, indeed, a body of perspective. And of 
and distances are vast. Canadian course there is a 
We planned to go all literature, and a whole body of 
the way to Quebecois literature, 
Newfoundland, to number of writers which must be 
experience the unique north of the US approached as the 
and eccentric world border who could work of a separate 
of The Shipping attract readers cultural entity. 
News, but realized in anywhere. There is also the 
New Brunswick that .__ ________ __. distinctly provincial 
we'd run out of time and would 
have to return to make our 
reservations for plays at Stratford. 

Nonetheless, we gathered 
considerable material and 
experience in exploring the 
Canadian cultural and literary world 
from Toronto east, and I was able 
to make some distinctions between 
the "two cultures" of Canadian 
literature: the "Prairie Writers" of 
the west, and the more urban and 
complex eastern Canadian milieu. 
The influence of the authors' native 
country is stronger here as well , in 
a place which does not resemble a 

work of Lucy Maud Montgomery, 
whose Anne of Green Gables made 
her one of the few cross-cultural 
writers, and Prince Edward Island's 
unique culture familiar to readers 
world-wide. Besides E. Annie 
Proulx's marvelous The Shipping 
News, Howard Norman in The Bird 
Artist and The Northern Lights 
portray a Newfoundland culture 
unlike any other in the world. 

Both Proulx and Carol 
Shield received consecutive 
Pulitzer prizes recently, which was 
only possible since both have 
retained dual citizenship; but the 
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effect was to call attention to the 
fact that there was , indeed, a body 
of Canadian literature, and a 
number of writers north of the US 
border who could attract readers 
anywhere. As I began to learn 
something about Canadian writing, 
I found there were great numbers 
of them. 

Besides Atwood, Odaatje, 
Montgomery, Farley Mowat, 
Robert Service, Gallan and Alice 
Munro, there was Robert Kroetsch, 
whose prose and poetry are 
fascinating; Timothy Findley, an 
Ontario dramatist and novelist, 
whose Elizabeth Rex at Stratford 
was imaginative and challenging; 
Joy Kogawa of Vancouver, whose 
Obasan portrays the Japanese
Canadians' plight during WWII; 

the substantial body work by 
Margaret Laurence and a number 
of other older writers, almost 
entirely unknown to United States 
readers. 

I mentioned the major 
difficulty involved in teaching 
Canlit earlier, and must clarify it 
now, because it also explains our 
ignorance in the US of this large 
body of fine literature. Canadians 
read US literature; in fact, are likely 
to be familiar with more of "our" 
writers than they are of there own. 
I discovered the problem when I 
first taught Canlit at Minnesota 
State University -Mankato after my 
reading and travel had prepared me 

to speak with enthusiasm, if not 
great authority, about what I'd 
learned. 

When I attempted to order 
books through major Canadian 
publishers, I found it almost 
impossible: I could get copies of 
books by Shields and Proulx, who 
had broken through the border and 
been published in the US; but others 
like Robert Kroetsch and those 
published only in Canada, were 
"not available," nor were most of 
the major Canadian anthologies or 
reprints of many of the "classics" 
of Canadian literature. I still have 
no clear reason for this difficulty, 
although I've had several 
explanations. In the end, it became 
clear that the only way to get several 
of the texts I wanted was to order 
them from a Canadian bookstore; 
fortunately, I'd made several 
contacts, both in Winnipeg and 
Toronto, and the store owners had 
no such difficulty ordering books 
from the publishers, then shipping 
them to me. It is a real paradox, 
that the Canadian embassy is eager 
for US students to learn about 
Canlit, but Canadian publishers are 
reluctant to furnish the books 
necessary to the same students. 

At any rate, after the first 
experience-and some stalling 
until the books, reordered, could 
arrive-I found students as 
interested as I was to learn about 
the whole new body of good writing 
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available to them. I hope this which is more successful as a 

inconvenience won't keep others thematic or genre class than 

from the pleasure of exploring both historically, since what one teaches 

the culture and literature of our best is almost all contemporary, or at 

neighbor. My experience was both least modem, literature. Further, I 

an education and an awakening to taught a course simply The Rest of 

what should be considered when we American Literature, where I 

teach our students "American" returned to GG Marquex and 

literature. In addition to company, and combined the best of 

incorporating some north-North South American with the best 

American writers in American Canadian literature, compensating, 

literature surveys, I taught courses I like to think, for our presumptuous 

in "straight" Canadian literature, definition of "American" literature. 

Notes 
1F or information or applications for Canadian Studies grants, 

contact the nearest Canadian Consulate General, or the Academic 

Relations Office, Canadian Embassy, 501 Pennsylvania Ave. NW, 

Washington, DC 20001 or call (202) 682-1740. 
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Einpowerinent 
Through Publishing 
a School Magazine 

Bv MARK G. F1scHER, JOHNSON SR. H1GH SCHOOL 

" .. .Poetry Arrived 
in search of me. I don't know, I don't know where 

it came from, from winter or a river. 
I don't know how or when .... " 

Pablo Neruda 

My first experiences with poetry came in elementary school and 

they were very positive. I did not feel like a poet by any stretch of the 

imagination; rather I was doing my homework. It felt simple-write a 

story with a rhyme. The poems were short and cute; there was no need to 

think of the importance of the words I was writing. 

By middle school, I found myself writing with a bit more creativity, 

but from a darker muse. When asked to contribute a poem for the school 

journal I submitted a depressing poem that my teachers and parents 

considered suicidal: 

My life is in a shambles 
And I just can't get away 

Restricted to my environment 
Killing and death is all I see, 

it happens every day 
Finally 

I 
See the 

Hell of my life, maybe I should 
End it all! 

Rest is what I ultimately need. 
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I tried to explain that it was 
all in fun, regardless I found myself 
with a year in therapy and a lost 
desire to write anything. Looking 
at the poem today I can understand 
why it was interpreted the way that 
it was. 

Aside from required assign
ments I did not write a single piece 
of creative writing in high school. 
Going to a liberal arts college 
forced me to open my mind to many 
new subjects; slowly my fears of 
writing went away. Finding myself 
in a poetry writing class, 
confronting those middle school 
demons was hard, but I found 
pleasure in it. This was the rebirth 
of the poet in me. 

It was during my student 
teaching experience that I was first 
exposed to the power of a student's 
writing being published. From my 
own past encounter I knew how a 
poet's words can be interpreted, but 
I was about to come to a new 
understanding. 

I was invited by one of the 
teachers with whom I was working 
to an open-reading one evening. 
This evening reading was a 
celebration in honor of the release 
of a literary magazine that was 
sponsored by the high school 
creative writing class. All of these 
students enthusiastically awaited 
their copy of the published 
magazine. The students took turns 
reading their own contributions to 

the magazine. The styles of writing 
varied from poetry, to short story, 
to even a short script. 

They all came out for their 
copies of the magazine that was 
published. You could see as they 
applauded the writing of their 
fellow classmates and laughed at 
the tum of a humorous phrase that 
they all took something from this 
unique event. I was amazed that 
high school students enjoyed 
reading their own writing so much. 

Today I teach at an inner
city urban school, hundreds of 
miles away from where I did my 
student teaching. At the same time 
it was a feeling of coming full 
circle. This is the school that gave 
me my high school diploma, and 
now I am a teacher in the room 
where I spent four years learning 
about my hatred for writing. This 
school has a history of little to no 
connection to the arts. It is a school 
for aspiring athletes, not future 
artists. 

There are art classes and 
creative writing classes, but no 
outlet for the young artists. Aside 
from a few pictures placed up near 
the cafeteria and rotated every 
semester, there is little evidence or 
reference made to the depth of 
talent possessed by many learners 
in our school. 

Drawing from my exper
ience during student teaching, my 
first attempt to work with a poetry 

magazine emerged during my first 
year of teaching. The assignment: 
each student was to create an 
anthology drawing from their own 
writing, their classmates, and some 
famous poets. These anthologies 
were unique to the individual who 
created them. 
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Some learners created more than 
one copy of their own anthology to 
share or trade with classmates or 
family members. By reading the 
semester evaluations, I discovered 
there was class interest in pub
lishing their anthologies on a larger 
scale. 

At first, the Many students 
students hedged at the The final thought it would be 
idea. They did not adaptation would great to have a book 
want to write, let be to recognize the that contained all of 
alone_ publish any- work of the the poetry from the 
thing of their own. I teachers and class that they could 
found that the writing administrators . . . share together. My 
abilitiesofmyclasses ---------~ ninth grade class
varied tremendously. There were room was a polar opposite of the 
some gifted writers who were dying twelfth grade creative writing class 
for this type of opportunity. They I observed, yet they all experienced 
were easy to win over, but the rest joy in sharing their writing with 
of the class was a bit of a challenge. others. 
They didn't want to write anything After a summer of 
in class. reflection, I came to the conclusion 

As the project slowly that I would somehow create a 
lumbered on I observed a change literary arts magazine for this 
in the attitudes of the reluctant school. I recognized there were 
writers; students started to share some adaptations that first needed 
their poems in class. Some would to be made. I wanted the school's 
read them to the whole class, magazine to reflect the type of 
basking in their accomplishment. artistic talent at our school. Second, 
Many would simply pass their I wanted the magazine to include 
poems, like notes, over their all types of writing, but also include 
shoulders during lectures on poetry many types of visual art. The final 
conventions and forms. Soon, a adaptation would be to recognize 
large majority of the class was the work of the teachers and 
working diligently at assembling administrators of the school. If this 
their own anthologies. simple magazine could create even 

The students loved pub- half of the reactions I had seen in 
lishing a book for themselves. my classroom and student teaching 
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experience, I would know it was a 
success. 

I called upon the school's 
newly formed "Arts Committee," 
for help. This committee was 
created to showcase and publicize 
the school's role in the arts. The 
committee included staff members 
from almost every department. I 
proposed the magazine to the 
committee, and they immediately 
decided it was an idea worth 
supporting. One of the committee 
members, a published local poet, 
became the co-editor of the 
magazine and a vocal influence in 
how the magazine could be 
assembled. 

We were able to collect the 
works with relative ease. We 
placed up a few posters, made a few 
announcements, and talked to our 
classes about what kinds of 
materials we wanted to include. We 
asked the faculty to spread the word 
and, almost immediately, we had 
enough material to create a 
magazine. 

This being the first year, 
almost everything was published. 
The arts committee served as a 
selection board. They read over the 
writing and looked at the art 
selections. This committee then 
vetoed works that they thought 
were inappropriate, due to language 
or content (sexual, violent, drug/ 
gang related, etc.). Cooperating 
with an area copy shop and using 

the school copier, we were able to 
assemble our magazine with just a 
little cutting and pasting. Since 
most of the collected works were 
used, it was easy placing the poems 
and selecting the art to place on the 
pages. It was exciting watching the 
magazine take shape, as the pages 
were arranged. In a very short time 
we were able to create a magazine 
that looked professional. 

As word of mouth spread, 
so did the size of our literary 
magazine. The first year was quite 
an accomplishment-50 pages, but 
the second year's edition was close 
to 100 pages long! With the 
growing size of the second edition 
came a greater anticipation for its 
release. The administration 
sponsored an "Arts Night" at the 
school, with the students reading 
their work with their parents in 
attendance. This night was a 
celebration, highlighting the artistic 
talents of our students. 

One student read a short 
story entitled "A Death in the 
Family." This story told of the last 
days of his grandfather's life and the 
impact this man had on this 
individual. It was a powerful piece 
of non-fiction. By the time he had 
finished reading his selection his 
parents were in tears. The 
following is an excerpt: 

At that point in time, my 
mind left the present and traveled 
to the past. I was torn from my 
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body and relived the days when my to write, publish, and read a story 
grandpa was healthy. Days when about her father. She told me about 
he would take me for walks, when her fond memories of her father and 
he would slip a hated onion into my she thanked me for the opportunity 
mashed potatoes and then slip me she had to recall them on that night. 
a dollar to make up for it. How She was able to buy a copy of the 
much he loved to hear of my magazine for every member of her 
accomplishments, how proud he family. If the magazine was 
was of me with every .---------- ..... published and we 
award and report By taking th e time were only able to sell 
card I would get. I to publish the copies to this family, I 
thought of the fact creations of the would still consider it 
that my hero had just students, we are a success. 

died. placing a positive 
1 slowly re- value in the work 

The school maga
zine is best described 
by looking at the 
definition of the word 

turned to the world 
they do. around me but my 

crying did not stop. It took all my 
remaining strength to put my head 
up and a sense of surrealism 
surrounded me. The room was 
nearly empty by this time and then 
eventually I was alone with him. I 
let go of his hand and carefully rose 
my feet, not quite trusting my legs 
to support me. I bent over him and 
I whispered a prayer, the Our 
Father. I then whispered a message 
and several promises to him. 

I kissed his already cooling 
forehead and I told him I loved him. 
I walked out of the room with a 
heart heavy with grief to face a 
world that had one less good 
person in it. It was the hardest thing 
I'd ever done. 

At the end of the night his 
mother came up to me and told me 
about how special it was for her son 

"anthology." Webster's defines 
anthology as a collection ofliterary 
pieces of writing. It goes on to state 
that the word anthology comes from 
the Greek anthos (flower) and 
legein (to gather) to form 
anthologia which means a 
"gathering of flowers." 

The writing and art that the 
students create are like flowers. 
When collected together, it is like 
a bouquet of flowers-many 
beautiful individual colors and 
scents, but when gathered together 
it becomes a striking image. By 
taking the time to publish the 
creations of the students, we are 
placing a positive value in the work 
they do. The students are proud of 
their work and it is visible in how 
willing they are to share their work 
with others. 
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One student who considers 
herself a poet found the opportunity 
to publish her poems as a chance to 
express her personal voice to all. 
She was published in the second 
edition of our literary magazine, 
and now a year later other students 
recognize her as a talented writer. 
The literary magazine was able to 
give her the recognition she 
deserved. This was something she 
had not felt before. Here's one of 
her poems: 

My Generation 
They label me 
Then put me in category 
Generation X 
Because they don't know what will 

become ofme 
They call it rebellion 
I call it expressing my creativity 

They say I'm violent 
No control of my actions 
Have no sense 
Compelled by greed 
Do they have anything better to do 

than judge me? 

They judge what I wear 
My music 
How I speak 
Trying to condemn the idea of 

tattoos and piercings 
Continuously trying to change who 
lam 
As if your opinions effect who I 

want to be 

You say I have no future 
Look at me like I'm stupid 
Like that's going to stop me 
Like your words are going to stop 

me 

Don't call us generation X 
We are a Generation of Success 
Because of that hunger for 

education 
Achievement is one thing that we 

will never lack 
We won't choose to settle for less 
Just try and put failure in our face 
We will throw it back 

The "Arts Night" celebrates 
their work and the students realize 
that they have skills that are special. 
Students who do not have sports or 
extra-curricular activities now have 
something to highlight their 
abilities. 

And for students who are 
very active they have a new way to 
express themselves that they might 
not have tried before. When staff 
and administration participated by 
publishing their own work, it added 
a greater worth to the publication. 
A building-wide survey was 
conducted and 82.5 percent of the 
students valued and wanted to see 
the work of their teachers. This 
same survey showed 65 percent of 
the students wanted to see their 
administrators' work. 

Researchers working for the 
"Arts Education Partnership" and 
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the "Presidents Committee on the The magazine allowed us to 
Arts and Humanities" wrote the create a simple empowerment tool 
Champions of Change report. to reach students who are usually 
Champions of Change researchers not allowed to feel that sort of 
found that the arts play a stronger accomplishment. The students 
role in the lives of students than involved were able to have a 
which they are given credit. tangible result for their work. My 

This study showed there tangible result was a school that 
were dramatic links to ..-----------. was able to transform, 

My tangible result at least for a short higher test scores and 
academic achieve
ment based on a 
student's level of 
involvement in the 
arts. 

was a school that while, into a thriving 
was able to arts community. 

The achieve-

trans/ orm, at least 
for a short while, 

into a thriving arts 

Students are always 
looking for a way to 
express how they are 
feeling. This expres
sion could be shown ment numbers were ~--c_o_m_m_u_n_it_Y_·_~ 

secondary to the actual impact that 
art has on the students involved in 
creating it. 

James Catterall states 
"creating an artwork is a personal 
experience. The student draws upon 
his or her personal resources to 
generate the result. By engaging his 
or her whole person, the student 
feels invested in ways that are 
deeper than 'knowing the answer."' 

through the clothes they wear or the 
decorations on their walls. Often it 
is in the words they write or the 
pictures they draw. By taking the 
time to publish the students' work 
they will feel the type of 
accomplishment that is more often 
the result of a touchdown or a 
homerun. So take the time to create 
a magazine for your school. Let our 
students succeed with art! 
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Poem for a Student: 
Beginning with Lines From His Test 

BY LARRY GAVIN, FARIBAULT SENIOR HIGH 

"The story is aptly titled 
The happiness in his life was short." 

A window opens to another world, 
And the back desk is empty 

Except for a single rose someone 
Placed on the seat that was his; 

A life he was making better 
Consciously each day. A life that made 

Me gather my family in my arms 
After school and hug them so tightly 

My own son shouted "Stop Dad stop." 
And we laughed, the three of us, near 

The door. October outside and Sugar 
Maple leaves piled on the front step 

That leads uphill to the wood 
Beyond; leaves all around us 

It seems, like solitary stars 
That together make the night sky. 

Tomorrow dawn will find 
Us safe in bed. The beginning 

Of another day. The memory fades 
And the desk stays empty the balance 

Of the term. Then what? 
I will tell you what: Love the brother 

That never writes; and the mother and father 
That won't understand the real child standing 

In front of them, and love the autumn 
Sky, and the leaves that fall once 

Upon a time. The way good stories 
Always begin, and love the ever after 

Happiness only guesses at-that may not 
Last long in this world--or any other. 

Through Students' Eyes: 
Writing, Ownership, and 
the Manuscript Process 

BY JOSEPH ENG, EASTERN WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY 

While peer-review has been 
universally adopted in process 
pedagogy since 1970s, its efficacy 
in writing workshops remains a 
murky concept existing between a 
noble intention on the teacher's part 
and a simplistic question-and
answer algorithm on the student's. 
Key to the challenge found in 
student workshops are two essential 
issues-ownership and audience, 
or the lack of such. Despite the 
noblest of intentions, many student 
writers seem to misconceive peer 
editing or reviewing as 
opportunities for grammatical 
correction and their teacher as the 
only reliable source of helpful 
comments. 

Acquiring timely "teacher" 
comments, some students admit, 
means getting "real" assistance in 
doing "relevant" revision leading to 
good grades. According to our 
experience and the field's research, 
however, these students have not 
fully developed concepts of 
audience, of drafts as works-in-

progress, and most importantly of 
ownership as academic and 
professional writers do. In other 
words, what is real, relevant, and 
teacherly has to be made clear to 
student-writers and in turn 
embraced by them. When brief 
lectures, one-on-one conferences, 
and examples of past papers don't 
seem to work, I would suggest a 
show-and-tell process by bringing 
the concept of manuscript work to 
the center of the class and to 
encourage teachers and students 
treat their own works as 
manuscripts for potential, real
world publication. After all, 
effective revision means clarifying 
authorial intentions and addressing 
audience needs-both are indeed 
important curriculum concepts 
shared by all writing classes. This 
article, therefore, attempts to 
explain a crucial link among 
student papers, ownership, and the 
manuscript process in the context 
of a two-part lesson plan applicable 
in different writing courses. 



80 MINNESOTA ENGLISH JOURNAL 

The Question of Audience: Good 
Intentions and Bad Reviews 1 

If students fail to pursue 
genuine, constructive peer-editing, 
some of their teachers are not doing 
a good job either, according to 
Brannon and Knoblauch in their 
classic article "On Students' Right 
to Their Own Texts: A Model of 
Teacher Response." Many 
instructors, for instance, believe 
there is a platonic, ideal text to 
emerge in every student draft. This 
perspective, then, leads to an 
inevitable imposing of a fixed style, 
with no regard to a particular text 
under a particular writer's intention 
(159). 

Pursuing the problem 
mainly as a teacher's responsibility, 
Brannon and Knoblauch suggest a 
model response for approaching 
drafts in the classroom context. By 
requiring student writers first to 
describe their intentions in the 
margins of a draft, the teacher then 
approaches the text with attention 
drawn to communicative 
effectiveness in a rhetorical 
situation. Such an approach, 
accordingly, tackles teacher's 
preconceptions about form or 
content as stipulated by an ideal text 
(159-65). While this practice is also 
encouraged in peer-review among 
students themselves (165-66), I 
remain skeptical if the experience 
is as constructive as the teacher 

faithfully expects. Critical to the 
problem of unsuccessful peer
editing, I believe, is students' 
inability to treat peer-editing as a 
negotiating, rather than a dictating, 
process. What students need to 
recognize first is exactly why their 
peer-editing is not helpful, or, in 
fact, whether they have done any 
real peer-editing at all. To help 
students truly benefit from 
workshopping, we might pursue a 
manuscript approach in order to 
demonstrate editing problems, 
leading eventually to the two-part 
lesson modeling a real-world 
writing process. 

Among the many 
pedagogical uses, manuscripts by 
famous authors functionally serve 
as a demystification of how 
published works evolve through the 
drafting process. The 
demonstration of the marked, or 
even crossed-out, manuscript pages 
to students, essentially reconstructs 
a struggling picture-the hesitation, 
the thinking, and often the 
confusion or frustration writers 
have to go through in order to fully 
articulate their intentions. Among 
the many manuscripts with editing 
comments frequently in conflict 
with the author's intentions is 
Theodore Dreiser's Sister Carrie, 
and the helpful material available 
is James West's A Sister Carrie 
Portfolio available in most 
academic libraries. 

According to West, 
Dreiser's narrative had been 
censored and cut in 1990 before 
publication in order to suppress its 
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1. Unsuccessful peer-editing as 
rewording for minor grammatical 
concerns (Portfolio 30): 

blunt treatment of sex and soften Original: ... it looked as if 
its deterministic philosophy. she was certain to be a wretched 
Throughout the composition of the failure ... Drouet looked away from 
novel, Dreiser had worked closely the stage at the people. 
with his wife Jug and Jug's correction: 
hl·s fr1·end Arthur • • • Jug's editing 
Henry. These two 
made or suggested 

reflects more of a 
school teacher's 

most changes in the view than a 
manuscript and type- recognition of the 
script. Jug and Henry author's original 
meant well in re-

... it looked as if she 
were certain to be a 
wretched failure . . . 
Drouet looked away 
from the stage at the 
audience ... 

t th t 1 
description ... 

sponse o e gen ee ,_ ________ ....J Original: "Fine," he 
readership of that time, but the said, and then seized by a sudden 
cumulative effect of their efforts impulse,jumped up and went about 
was to change Sister Carrie, says to the stage door ... 
West, to "damage" it as a literary "You said Charlie was hurt," said 
work (v). Carrie savagely. "You lied to me. 

Containing facsimiles and You've been lying all the time and 
photographs, the Portfolio explores now you want to force me to run 
the making of Dreiser's work. away with you." 
Reproduced are interesting leaves Jug's correction: "Fine," he 
from the original manuscript and said, and then seized by a sudden 
typescript, together with the impulse, arose and went about to 
facsimiles of other documents- the stage door ... 
correspondence, contracts, title "You deceived me. You have been 
pages, and miscellaneous item (v- deceiving me all the time and now 
vii). you want to force me to run away 

In order to give us as with you." 
composition instructors an idea of 
how some manuscript pages could 
be used to help students visualize 
the complex aspects in editing, the 
following offers some examples 
applicable to class workshops: 

Noted by West, Jug's edit
mg reflects more of a school 
teacher's view than a recognition of 
the author's original description of 
the intensity of Carrie's rage. 
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Further, on page 31 of the Portfolio: 

Original: "Would you 
mind loaning me the twenty-five 
dollars you spoke of?" 

Jug's correction: "Would 
you mind lending me the twenty
five dollars you spoke of?" 

Original: "Not me," he 
answered, just as he had years 
before. "I got my hands full now." 

Jug's correction: "got" is 
changed to "have." 

2. Rewording for editor's own 
ethical standard: (Portfolio 18) 

Original: She used her feet 
less heavily, a thing that was 
brought about by her attempting to 
imitate the sway of the hips of the 
treasurer's daughter ... 

Jug's: . . . to imitate the 
treasurer's daughter's graceful 
carriage ... 

Original: On her feet were 
yellow shoes and in her hands her 
gloves. Hurstwood looked up at her 
with delight. 

Jug's: Her brown shoes 
peeped occasionally from beneath 
her skirt. She carried her gloves in 
her hand. 

The stylistic revision only 
aims at toning down some of the 
profanity considered inappropriate 

at the time. The crossings for 
censorship are even more obvious 
in another section: The line "she 
kept her body sweet" is deleted. 

3. Unsuccessful peer-editing as 
removing: details while ignoring 
author's context: (Portfolio 71): 

Original: ... He was 
charmed by the pale face, made so 
by a touch of blue under the eyes, 
the lissome figure, draped in pearl 
gray, with a coiled string of 
imitation pearls at the throat. Carrie 
had the air of one who was weary 
and in need of protection, and, 
under the fascinating make-believe 
of the moment, he rose in feeling 
until he was ready in spirit to go to 
her and ease her of her misery by 
adding to his own delight. 

In the edited version, Arthur 
Henry crossed out details 
emphasizing the artificiality of 
Carrie's appearance. Such artifici
ality, nevertheless, is a fact meant 
to be stressed by Dreiser so that 
Hurstwood reacts to "a false image 
of Carrie," says West, "heightened 
by makeup, costume jewelry, and 
the 'make believe of the moment"' 
(West 71). "The touch of blue 
under the eyes" is in essence a 
contextual demand. 

The above examples show 
a destruction because they not only 
ignore the author's intention but 
also tend to be dictative, rather than 

negotiative. As class demonstra
tion, the manuscript facsimiles give 
students an exciting task of 
examination, engaging them, as 
well, in the comparison between 
professionals' editing work and 
their own. Through these 
examinations and guided discus
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students, they will, logically, 
develop better insights into the 
"processes"-including challenges 
and values-individual students 
find within the context of a 
particular writing assignment in a 
composition class. The teacher
writer idea, however, remains a call 

sions, students are ~----------. 
"I may be a 

with few responses. 
given the reviewing 
experience necessary 
to stimulate more 
effective responding 

writer, 
but I am not a 

Writer." 
skills. Parallel to their .__ _______ ___ 

Mark Steiner, an 
English teacher in 
Idaho, complains 
about the phrase "We 
should be writers" 

growing competence in manuscript 
review, as writing instructors or 
facilitators we should write with 
them regularly as NCTE 
recommends in the larger context 
of teacher-modeling. 

The Question of Ownership: 
Teachers as Writers and 

Students as Writers 

Since the 1970s, composi
tion researchers and practitioners 
have generally agreed that, as 
effective "facilitators" in the 
process classroom, writing teachers 
need to engage themselves in 
writing activities for two reasons. 
First, as teachers of writing, they 
should practice what they preach, 
among others, the rhetorical, 
cognitive, and mechanical skills 
required in different writing 
situations. Second, if they seek 
opportunities of writing with their 

because 'should' is a heavy word 
and 'writer' is always defined as 
'Writer"' (1998, p. 9). His 
conundrum seems to deal with what 
constitutes the teacher-writer: "I 
may be a writer, but I am not a 
Writer. There is a substantial 
difference, and when I hear or read 
one of the [Teachers as Writers 
advocates], I hear or see that W 
slide into the upper case.... One 
thing that our professional lives 
lack is anything outside of 
ourselves that might encourage us 
to continue writing ... (p. 10). At 
the college level, many hesitate to 
adopt the teacher-writer's position 
because, like Steiner, they seem to 
have a narrow definition of what a 
teacher-writer can write or write 
about. One has to wonder how this 
perspective might affect how we 
view writing workshops altogether. 
First, teachers of all levels write 
frequently; we have to create 
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assignments, compose memos, 
communicate through e-mail, and 
some indeed write professionally. 
Second, composition students 
certainly do not write creatively all 
the time; non-fiction prose in fact 
is the focal genre of the typical 
college composition class. If we 
couldn't imagine ourselves as 
teacher-writers, might we have 
problems with the term "student
writers?" Further, if students were 
not "writers," might we have 
troubles conceiving how rigorous 
or real a "student" writing 
workshop could be? Might the idea 
of publication be equally foreign to 
the student as it is restrictive to the 
teacher? 

Instead of emphasizing 
whether writing creatively (i.e. 
poetry, fiction, etc.) or non
creatively (i.e. memos, newsletter 
or professional articles, etc.), I 
would suggest we underscore the 
opportunity or occasion in which 

of course include the already 
scheduled activities commonly 
found in a writing class, including 
creating assignments, brainstorm
ing, discovering and arranging 
ideas, and reviewing and revising. 
Publication, especially conceived in 
the context of real-world writing 
markets, would finally offer the 
class opportunities for discussions 
on specific forums and 
conventions. 

As teacher-models, com
positionists could write alongside 
their students as follows: 

1. Getting the class started during 
brainstorming and/or free
writing periods. 

2. Responding to class texts, 
including conversation, writing, 
and reading, by writing in hard
copy journals or through e-mail 
and/or Internet forums. 

3. Writing and sharing class 
assignments. 

we can write. The same, we have 4. 
heard, are already emphasized to 

Writing and sharing personal 
stories. 

our students. As teacher-writer
facilitators during these occasions, 
we will become more sensitized by 
the process of doing what students 
do at the same time. The teacher
writer, therefore, can be a very 
appropriate and general identity for 
us to acquire, since anyone who 
cares to write and to do so regularly 
with one's students should be a 

5. Sharing professional drafts and 
editorial correspondence 
leading to publication. 

6. Writing as a humanist teacher. 
7. Identifying possible forums/ 

publications for student writers. 

These and many similar 
strategies seem to work well in my 
classes across the board, from first-

teacher-writer. Their writings may year composition to upper-division 
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expository writing classes, and even published guidelines. (In addition, 
to graduate-level classes in several NCTE's Chronicle routinely issues 
occasions. Regarding publication calls for papers on behalf of various 
for student-writers, learning to view state newsletters and language arts 
drafts as works-in-progress, or journals; these would be very 
manuscripts in particular, has made appropriate for practicing or in
many turning points for my students serve teachers, upper-division, and 
who become further engaged by graduate writers. Among others, 
investing more in their t h •t rs Chris Anson and 

. . d b • • • eac er-wn e B 1 h, 
own wntmgs an y ruce May at s 
situating them beyond should seek to annotated list of 
the immediate class- discover ( or even journals would be a 
room. Likewise, as to create as good place to start for 
their instructor I have founding editors) first-time academic 
learned more about possible local and contributors; Richard 
students' processes, national markets Haswell's CompPile 
markets, and styles available at http:// 
and voices. for their students comppile.taumcc.edu 

Publication and/or would be great for 
and its process, being themselves. more experienced 
the ultimate goal of most academic academic writers.) 
and professional writings, is also a While I may have lists of particular 
most challenging concept new to journals to consider for different 
many students. It would be classes, based on my experience, 
important to suggest potential teacher-writers should seek to 
markets for specific class levels, discover (or even to create as 
class discussion, and possible founding editors) possible local and 
student contributions. The national markets for their students 
challenge in a conventional class and for themselves. 
setting, it seems, lies in the 
discovery of relevant forums. The 
Writer's Market would be a great 
source of finding specific 
information for submission to many 
consumer-type markets useful for 
lower-division compos1t10n 
students-a few of my former 

Lesson Plan: Part I 
(Applicable for both under

graduate and graduate courses) 

The Instructor Portfolio: Use of 
Professional Manuscripts 

students have actually published Recently in my composition 
their class papers following the and research courses, I have, in 
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addition to writing with my students 
on assignments of variable lengths, 
shown them a portfolio of 
manuscript drafts tailored for a 
professional journal. 

I began by retrieving all 
phases of my writing leading to a 
recent manuscript submission by 
reproducing copies of pieces from 
freewrites to later drafts, to be 
finally sorted out as a portfolio of 
manuscript facsimiles. As an 
author's work in progress, these 
facsimiles were copies of original 
drafts with revisional or editorial 
markings of every kind. In a sense, 
it was a systematic collection of 
otherwise messy papers document
ing tentative decisions typical of a 
writer's. 

Gradually, and more im
portantly, as the draft became a 
potential manuscript responding to 
a certain call for papers, the folder 
reflected collectively a navigation 
of thoughts throughout the 
transactive, negotiative process of 
addressing a professional audience 
not traditionally found in a 
classroom. Quite strategically and 
interestingly, the instructor's 
portfolio presents a discursive 
picture rarely made available for 
student writers. 

In order to maximize the 
opportunity of a show-and-tell, the 
portfolio I bring to classes now 
contains various materials 
regarding the drafting, revising, and 

professional editing processes. As 
a pedagogy, the drafts, correspond
ence, and final versions of my 
writing together explain and 
explore the stages of completing a 
professional research project by 
scheduling-on the course 
calendar-writing, showing, and 
telling sessions throughout the 
term. 

The demonstration, ideally, 
should be done during the weeks 
when students pursue their own 
research topics. For instance, I 
made public my topic of choice and 
freewrote on it. I would then show 
them what I had produced 
impromptu (if possible) and discuss 
with them my thoughts and 
intentions as a preliminary attempt 
for a research paper. Small group 
discussion on portfolio contents 
could logically springboard further 
writing or revision as each student 
developed his or her own research 
project based on specific forums or 
publications. 

By focusing on the 
variations they identified as 
manuscript changes, students had 
the opportunity to visualize my 
revising as a negotiative, decision
making process; among others, they 
discussed about the drafting process 
as rhetorical inquiry, discourse 
convention as forum analysis, and 
evaluation as professional reviews. 
In addition to peer reviews 
commonly done in class work-
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shops, my students seem to be able thinking how an article gets read or 

to develop a more critical and accepted beyond the classroom, 

crucial sense of research by within the context of a writing-to

examining the changes I make publish assignment. They will then 

between drafts, the process of learn to tailor their drafts as works

getting accepted (or rejected in-progress, targeting a particular 

sometimes) in a writing forum, and market. As a mission with a 

the nature of academic and purpose, class· workshops then 

professional discourse. And, provide a great opportunity for 
finally, almost all of .-------------. focused feedback 

them have admitted 
finding the research 
writing class an 
exciting, eye-opening 
experience especially 

Be a professional 
writer! For this 
paper you will 

write an article ... 

based on students' 
announced markets 
and intentions. The 
assignment includes 
the task itself and an 

when the instructor writes with 
them and discusses publication 
regularly. 

In this scenario, the 
instructor seeks to adopt multiple 
roles of an active teacher-writer 
who treats all works, student's or 
teacher's, systematically and 
seriously as professional 
manuscripts and who writes and 
shares his or her writing as a major 
class agenda. 

Lesson Plan: Part II 
(Applicable to all 

composition courses) 

The Writing-to-Publish 
Assignment: 

At this point, it would be 
important to introduce the idea of 
publication as real-world writing. 
Simply, students need to begin 

audience analysis. Following 
provides an example of each: 

The Assiirnment Sheet and An 
Audience Analysis Worksheet 

English 101: 
Exposition and Argumentation 

Major Assignment Ill: 
Feature Article 

Be a professional writer! For this 
paper you will write an article 
explaining a particular issue, topic, 
consumer product, or process to a 
specific audience. As we have 
discussed in class, one way to 
consider audience is to think of it 
as a target readership of a certain 
publication. As a feature article 
your essay may inform as well as 
entertain; but, your primary goal is 
explanatory, which is to be pursued 



88 MINNESOTA ENGLISH JOURNAL 

in clear, effective language, 
supported with good examples 
appealing to your target readers. 
You might consider your drafts as 
manuscripts for potential 
publication; information about real
world publications can be found in 
the annual edition of Writer's 
Market (from which I have 
prepared a couple of handouts 
today). We will discuss more on 
the publication process as you 
finish your first draft. Following 
are some topics and their target 
readerships students attempted last 
quarter: 

1. "The Fine Blue Line" 
targeting Show-Up, an Official 
Publication of The Police Officers 
Federation of Minneapolis. 
Published copies available for your 
review. 

2. "A Song of Happiness" 
targeting Around The River Region, 
a newsletter about the members of 
River Region Health Services. 
Published copies available. 

3. "Building A Home 
Theater System under $300" for 
Popular Mechanics, a consumer 
magazine. Manuscript copies 
available. 

4. "Coping with School, 
Jobs, and Children: Confessions of 
An Overworked Parent" targeting 
Family Life, a consumer magazine. 
Manuscript copies available. 
Attached also find the latest call for 
papers- "Share your best advice." 

Your own ideas are just as 
good as the above, especially when 
you start thinking what you are 
saying might be particularly 
meaningful or helpful for a specific 
audience. 

When you consider who 
should read your essay, you might 
want to remember things such as 
their prior knowledge or attitude 
towards the subject matter, the 
technicality of your language, your 
style of writing in general, etc. We 
should also look up a couple of 
published articles in your target 
magazine or professional journal. 
An Audience Analysis sheet is also 
attached. 

Specific Instructions and Process: 

1. Freewrite today on 
topical possibilities-results of 
freewrite will be shared with group 
members. 

2. Develop a rough draft on 
a topic of your choice, with a 
tentative target readership in mind. 

3. Workshop on Monday, be 
prepared with a copy of a sample 
article from your target publication. 

4. Based on your Audience 
Analysis, share some thoughts 
about your draft and any revision 
needed. 

5. A second draft is due for 
peer review, with Audience 
Analysis and Sample attached. 

6. A third draft is due for 

instructor feedback, with all 
required materials attached. 

7. A final draft is due for 
Portfolio evaluation by ............ . 

We will begin the process today. 
Please let me know if you have any 
question. E-mail me at -. Good 
luck and have fun. 

Audience Analysis of Sample 
Article: A Worksheet to be attached 
to your draft 

The Concept of Audience as a 
Forum: 
1. Target readership 
2. Discourse Convention 
3. Editorial/ Manuscript Policies, 

where applicable 

Your name: 

Title of your sample article (for 
language style, formatting, etc., this 
could also be one of your secondary 
sources): 

Instructions: Fill out this form (both 
sides) as completely as you can by 
answering the following questions. 
Cite examples from your Sample to 
support your observations. 

1. Target readership of your 
Sample: Which pop-cultural/ 
academic/professional field? Who 
exactly are they? (E.g. academic 
discipline, profession, expertise 
level, etc.) 
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2. What should be their 
specific knowledge background
in order to understand what your 
Sample is saying? What might be 
the attitude or assumption this 
readership has regarding the topic? 

3. What is the Author's 
relation (based on your Sample) to 
the reader? Check one: 
1. expert to expert 
11. peer to equals 
111. expert to novice 
1v. novice to expert 

4. What are the target 
reader's needs? Circle all 
applicable. 
i. information 
ii. understanding 
iii. evaluation 
iv. guidance 
v. entertainment 
vi. other (specify) 

5. Does the Sample have a 
secondary readership? Is so, 
describe it. 

6. Discourse/ Lang-
uage Convention-Describe all, 
based on your Sample article, 
features of language convention 
such as level of vocabulary, 
language style, formatting issues: 

As explained on the 
assignment sheet, students 
complete this paper by first 
developing a draft, and then 
tailoring it based on a study of its 
target readership. Workshops will 
then focus on efforts made by 
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student-reviewers who are in tum 
informed by the market information 
provided by student-writers. 

The instructor, in this 
practice, adjusts his or her grading 
criteria while attending to the 
forums or discourse communities 
chosen by individual students. 
While this assignment might 
complicate assessment practices, it 
is indeed a paper worth assigning 
for the apparent challenges which 
foster the role of audience, the 
concept of student ownership, and 
the ideal of teacher expectation. 

Conclusion 
Incorporating manuscript 

analysis, writing and sharing 
writing with students, and the 
writing-for-publication paper, I 
believe, will augment Brannon and 
Knoblauch's scheme which only 
emphasizes the teacher response. 
Engaging students in all three 
components foregrounds the 
student author's right and intention, 
thus enhancing the dynamics 
among the discourse, the peer
editor, and the writer within the 
classroom and beyond. 

Notes 

1This subsection is adapted from "The Sister Carrie Manuscript and 
Authorial Intentions," published in Exercise Exchange, fall 1992, by 
Joseph Eng. 
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Relationship, 
Writing, Bookmaking: 

All Packed Up In A 
Suitcase! 

BY DEB WAAGE, SAWTOOTH MOUNTAIN ELEMENTARY 

Our excitement and energy 
would catapult us into a year-long 
writing adventure. Brightly 
decorated suitcases and elders of 
our community were at the 
forefront. Our goals included 
helping fourth graders become 
expert writers, developing 
relationships with senior citizens, 
and making books with stories 
about real-life experiences. 
Leaming first hand about actual 
events that occurred in people' lives 
would inspire fourth graders to 
write. Suitcases symbolize a 
journey and we were about to 
embark on an adventure in 
relationships, writing, and book
making. 

The tip of the Arrowhead in 
Northeastern MN lends itself to 
supportive community involve
ment. The large and diverse county 
is home to many generational 
families. My colleague and I brain
stormed the logistics of incor-

porating our writing project into 
reality. Historical events shared 
through the voices of people who 
had lived through depression, the 
invention of many modern 
technologies, and a plethora of 
other stories waiting to be told. 

Old, outdated suitcases 
were the motivating and unique 
catalyst for this writing project. 
Requests sent out through our local 
community news web site soon 
found our classroom filled with 
relics of the past which would be 
transformed into functional 
"writer's toolboxes" of the future. 
We envisioned brightly decorated 
transportation mediums. Our 
students would carry writing 
supplies, books, art materials, and 
other necessary items as they 
journeyed to meet with their elders 
this month. 

We did the necessary 
footwork in preparation for the 
onset of our writing adventure 
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during the month of August. We 
met with elders in our community 
to explain our ideas and ask for their 
participation. Each elder would be 
paired with one or two students for 
reading and writing activities. The 
students would be responsible for 
leading each forty-five minute 
meeting and coordinating the 
activities. The elders felt needed 
and were willing to come on board. 
A match created to foster 
academical and emotional growth 
became a journey of companion
ship and much more. 

Several talented artists live 
in our community. They were 
intrigued with the suitcase concept 
and convincing them to participate 
as experts in their medium was 
relatively easy. They would lead 
our students in designing and 
completing suitcase transform
ations. When students and artists 
met in small groups for the first 
time, there was a whirlwind of 
activity as creative juices flowed. 
Groups of four to five students 
brainstormed and collaborated 
ideas for their suitcase. This was a 
learning experience in itself as it is 
often not easy for adults to agree 
on one theme, and we were asking 
students to do that very thing. 

A second meeting with the 
artists , another energetic display of 
artistic activity, and the result was 
a wide variety of "writers' tool
boxes." A fireworks display, 

underwater scenes, wildlife, and an 
outer space theme were a few of the 
creations. 

During the first week of 
school students were introduced to 
writer's notebooks as described by 
author Ralph Fletcher in his book 
A Writer's Notebook: Unlocking 
The Writer Within You. Fourth 
graders were encouraged to keep 
their writer's notebooks with them 
at all times and write in them as 
often as possible. About the second 
week of school, students were 
asked to make entries about 
themselves. They included 
autobiographical information and 
other interesting facts such as 
favorite pastimes, foods, books, etc. 
We then had students edit this 
information and put it together in a 
small concertina book form. 

As we readied to meet with 
our elders for the first time, students 
packed their suitcases. They 
include writer's notebooks, writing 
supplies, autobiographies, and 
favorite books to share. Students 
became acquainted with their 
seniors by sharing their 
autobiographies and then asking 
prepared interview questions. 
Writer's notebooks captured tales 
of interesting and sometimes 
heartbreaking childhood stories. 
Elders talked of growing up during 
the Great Depression. Some had 
family members in-volved in a war. 
Students listened to stories about 

childhood pastimes and toys 
common in earlier years. All too 
soon it was time to pack suitcases 
and return to school. It was truly 
the beginning of an exciting 
journey. 

Back in the classroom, 
students edited their senior stories 
and constructed another concertina 
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a deeper meaning for our fourth 
graders. 

Through bonds created, this 
project became very personal for 
two of our fourth graders. Sammy 
and Vallen met with Bill several 
times, and they became quite close. 
Bill entered the hospital with 
cancer. The outcome looked bleak. 

book about their 
senior. They would 
share these at their 
next monthly meeting 
and be prepared for 
leading a writing 
activity that would 
center celebrations 

Fourth graders 
created several 

different styles of 
colorful books that 
they took with them 
to share with their 

Sammy and Vallen 
made several visits to 
the hospital both 
because Bill was 
cheered with their 
visits, and the boys 
were concerned and 

and traditions. 
elders each month. wanted to see him. 

Sammy and his dad 
As we pass the midway 

point of the school year and reflect 
on what has transpired thus far, it 
is evident that much has been 
gained both academically and 
emotionally for our fourth graders. 
Comments from elders and housing 
managers underscore a need being 
met for out seniors. Often we hear 
how the fourth graders have 
touched the lives of the seniors and 
brought smiles and laughter to their 
conversations. It is in anticipation 
that they ask when we will meet 
agam. 

As we continue to get to 
know one another, it is obvious 
bonds are developing and stories 
long forgotten are being brought to 
the surface. It is from these stories 
and memories that writing takes on 

made a special visit to see Bill on 
Christmas Day and sang a song for 
him. Not long after that Bill passed 
away. It was a very sad time for all 
ofus. 

Bill's family mentioned the 
brightness brought to his life 
through a relationship that had 
developed over a few short months. 
Sammy created a special book 
about Bill and gave it to his family. 

Fourth graders created 
several different styles of colorful 
books that they took with them to 
share with their elders each month. 
We focus on a different themes such 
as holidays, childhood memories, 
inventions, or poetry. Students 
gather information, books, ideas, 
and writer's notebooks before each 
meeting and pack their suitcases for 
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our journey to senior residences or 
to the school library where we meet 
with those who are able to drive. 

As we continued to guide 
our students through the next few 
weeks, we will be even more 
acutely aware of what is transpiring 
within them. There is a confident 
air as they prepare for yet another 
meeting with their elders. This time 
they will create an alphabet book. 
Next month is National Women's 
History month, and it will be a great 
opportunity to share thoughts and 
feelings about women who are 
important in our lives. A Mother's 
Day book might be a natural follow
up, and it would be a wonderful gift. 

This project enhances 
learning in a unique and emotional 
way. It allows the opportunity for 
community building in our class
room and the surrounding county. 

The connections made between our 
fourth grades and the elders had 
opened the door to a wide variety 
of opportunities. Not only do we 
have the beginning of lasting 
relationships, but our students write 
and share their artistic talents from 
a personal perspective through 
bookmaking. Our students have 
become expert writers. Even the 
most reluctant writers have 
responded in a positive way. They 
are more willing to participate in 
writing activities. 

Future plans include editing 
a video tape of meetings and 
writing sessions and adding music. 
Students are learning the basics of 
power point, and it would be fun to 
have them put together a slide show 
or other technical presentation to 
share with the seniors at our final 

meeting in April. 
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Connecting with Students 
Labeled ''At Risk'': 

Serious Play on the Court 
and in the ClassrooITI 

BY ERIKA SCHEURER, UNIVERSITY OF Sr. THOMAS 

Dodgeball. I spent years of 
my early life playing dodgeball. 
The gym teacher would divide us 
into two groups and have one group 
form a circle around the other. Then 
the assault would begin, with the 
kids on the outside throwing the 
ball as hard as possible to hit an 
eliminate the kids on the inside. I 
hated dodgeball. Eventually, I even 
developed a kind of kamikaze 
playing style. As soon as the game 
began I'd throw my self in the path 
of the ball. I was "our"-free until 
next round. 

My aversion for dodgeball 
applied to other sports as well. I 
was usually among the last chosen 
for teams. When there were only a 
few of us left, an awkward silence 
would ensue before the team 
captains quickly divided up us 
remainders. 

As with many girls in the 
late sixties and seventies, sports
especially competitive sports-just 
weren't "my thing." They were 
never encouraged at home. Instead 
I was signed up for activities like 
ballet, tap dancing, tumbling, and 
roller skating. I wasn't much good 
at those either, but I participated in 
them-even though my tumbling 
teacher announced to the class that 
my body tone reminded him of a 
strand of cooked spaghetti. 

Which brings me to the 
second reason I never participated 
in competitive sports: they were 
usually a site of shame and outright 
humiliation. A gym teacher needed 
only to look at my tall, skinny, 
uncoordinated self to know that I 
was one of the hopeless ones: one 
who would have to be kept after 
class until she managed to serve just 
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one badminton birdie over the net; 
someone uncomfortable in her own 
body. As a result, the only feedback 
I ever got from my teachers on my 
minimal efforts at sports ( when I 
attracted attention at all) was 
negative. 

And I don't blame them. 
Since athletics don't count for a 
great deal in my world, I out in only 
enough effort to pass gym class, no 
more. I even grew to be somewhat 
proud of the fact the I wasn't a so
called "jock"; it was easy to 
dismiss what I couldn't do well and 
identify myself instead as someone 
who excelled in academics. As for 
my peers who excelled in sports
they may have lived in a parallel 
universe, for all I knew. I don't 
remember ever following a team or 
having a friend who played 
competitive sports. 

Perhaps it's only justice that 
many of the students that I now 
teach-particularly those labeled 
"unprepared" and "at risk"-do 
excel in sports. Sports are their 
"thing." In my first years of 
teaching writing, this difference 
between students and me-who 
had never really moved beyond 
kamikaze dodgeball mindset-was 
a site of division. My passion was 
words. Their passion was sports. 
The two met only when my students 
wrote about their experiences with 
sports, a topic I didn't encourage. 

Several years ago I 

experienced a major shift in self
conception, what Robert Brooke 
would call an "identity 
transformation." I don't remember 
exactly how it happened- a little 
nagging from friends, some 
assurances that this was just for the 
exercise and nothing more-but I 
took up basketball. Little did I 
know that I was part of a national 
trend of women over the age of 25 
taking up the sport for the first time 
in record numbers. Back then, all I 
knew was that, since everyone I was 
playing had participated in 
competitive sports at some point, I 
was for sure going to regret my 
decision. 

The progress of my 
basketball career had been bumpy 
at best. When I first stepped onto 
the neighborhood asphalt court, I 
felt like an alien, like I was entering 
the parallel universe my athletic 
former classmates inhabited years 
before. This definitely was not my 
turf. I absorbed-or rather half 
absorbed-the basic rules as I went 
along and made no effort to learn 
anything about basketball in a more 
formal way. My motivation at this 
early stage was simply to get 
exercise and to please my 
companions, who were always 
encouraging me and giving me the 
benefit of the doubt in fouling 
situations. Since I had no 
competitive sports experience, my 
game improved tremendously that 
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first year because we played one another. 
frequently, whether in the beating In short, I-the kamikaze 
heat of July or late October snow. dodgeball player, the human strand 

When slipping on ice while of cooked spaghetti, the person who 
dribbling became a real danger, we didn't even know what the letters 
moved our game on an indoor in NBA stood for and was proud of 
court. I bought my first pair of it-I became "a player." Not a good 
basketball shoes. We became more player-not even an adequate 
serious and included more people. player by most people's 
Gradually, my standards-but a 
attitude towards No longer was I player nonetheless. 
basketball began to the teacher who The changes in my 
change: I was playing grudgingly attitude towards 
because I actually put up with, but competitive sports 
wanted to, because I did not appreciate, affected my teaching. 
enjoyed it. I approach the importance Because my involve-
the game with ment with basketball, 
eagerness-first to of ath1etic st udents' my students saw me 
show up, last to leave. lives. differently and I saw 
I practiced. When I took a ball in them differently. No longer was I 
the face and the eye doctor benched the teacher who grudgingly put up 
me for a month, instead of breathing with, but did not appreciate, the 
a sigh of relief, as I would have importance of athletic students' 
earlier, I used the time to practice lives. In free moments before class, 
my three-point shot. In my pre- I would solicit advice from them or 
basketball life, the primary share basketball anecdotes. 
emotions I had felt towards sports Appearing in class with a splint on 
were timidness balanced by an my finger, which became a yearly 
aggressive not-caring. In my early event, transformed me in their eyes: 
playing days, my attitude was I was played hard enough-badly 
merely neutral, focused on not enough-to get hurt. One year, on 
messing up too badly and on the first day of classes one of my 
avoiding injury. Now I felt anger students showed up in the gym as I 
when I got fouled, or made a stupid was in the midst of a particularly 
mistake, euphoria when I made my rough game. There I was, drenched 
first three point shot in a game, in sweat, not dressed at all 
seriously competitive when the professionally. He joined us. We 
score was close. Often these played. (Luckily, he was on my 
feelings come within minutes of team.) To my student I wasn't all 
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books and papers. I was-to use 
the word in all of it's layers 
meaning-bad. 

More important than my 
increased popularity with students, 
my involvement with basketball 
helped me to understand more 
deeply and personally their tenuous 
position in the university. Yes, 
intellectually, I know the issues "at 
risk" population of students is 
dealing with; I've read the 
extensive research in the field (see 
Works Cited). And as a firs
generation college student, I have 
always been able to identify on a 
personal level with my students' 
sense of alienation from the 
university. But now my 
understanding goes deeper. For 
example, given my propensity for 
injury, I now know first hand what 
it means to be "at risk." When you 
are "at risk" much of your energy 
goes into avoiding hurt. You don't 
want to take many risks since the 
result-whether the injury is 
physical or mental-will cause pain 
and embarrassment. 

Playing is safe, not taking 
risks as an athlete or as a student, 
seems, on the surface, a sensible 
approach. If I do not lunge for the 
rebound too aggressively, I'm less 
likely to collide with the person 
guarding me. If, as a student, I 
carefully avoid making errors, the 
teacher will make fewer red marks. 
But we all know that playing it safe 

is a seductive siren song. Listening 
to this song results in nothing less 
than a halted journey, a full stop to 
progress. 

Progress requires risk
taking. Risk includes the possibility 
of pain. To make progress as a 
basketball player of as a student you 
have to accept pain. In basketball 
there is certainly the pain of 
injuries, and I've had my share, but 
also other forms of pain: anger, 
sheer exhaustion, fear, reaching a 
plateau in skill level, knowing that 
you're not very good at something 
and probably never will be. I've 
found out how I respond to these 
various forms of pain directly 
connects to my quality of play. For 
example, if I internalize it and focus 
on how angry I am at myself for 
being so clumsy or inept, my 
performance inevitably gets worse. 
If, on the other hand, I manage to 
tum the energy of my pain outward 
into intense play, my game gets 
better. Indeed, I'm more likely to 
experience that state which is the 
complete opposite of pain, what 
they call being "in the zone," or "in 
the groove," unable to miss. 

My focus as a teacher and 
scholar is on writing, a skill my 
students must develop in order to 
succeed in most college courses and 
beyond. As anyone who writes 
surely knows, pain is a part of the 
writing process that can tum up at 
any stage. The key question is, 
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what do you do with pain as a writes itself (like "the zone" in 
writer? Scholars such as Hildy basketball). Fleckenstein has noted 
Miller, Alice Brand, and Susan that one of the reasons "at-risk" 
McLeod are exploring the place of writers have poor motivation is that 
the emotions in writing. Instead of they rarely experience "flow" to 
ignoring them, or seeing them as a compensate for the anxiety and 
disease that needs to be cured, they frustration they more regularly feel 
suggest we view them as a natural like writers. 
part of the process that can even be Reading my basketball 

used to our I stress what many experience as a 
advantage. As Miller metaphor of writing, 
had documented in of them already then, has led me to 
her own protocol know from their consider helping my 
studies, writers exper- lives as athletes- "at risk" students to 
ience fluctuating that experiences acknowledge and tum 
emotions throughout and expertise do outward the pain they 

a single writing task. not preclude pain; experience in their 
As with writing so they may 

rather, they affect 
basketball, different eventually become 
kinds and levels of how we respond familiar with "the 
pain exist in writing: to it. groove" or "flow"-
the kind that can take you out of the feelings that make writing, at 
action for a month (or forever) and times, a joy. This acknowledgment 
the more common kinds that appear and turning outward of pain can 
atsomepointinmostwritingtasks: take a number of forms: 
anger, frustration, lack of encouraging students to "talk back" 
confidence. My basketball responses; inviting students to 
experience has made me think cover letters on essay drafts not only 
about where pain is directed in to describe their writing processes, 
writing. When I directed my anger but to describe how they felt as they 
outward instead of inward (when I worked on the draft; and sharing my 
say, "damn it all, if they don't like own responses to pain and 
what I'm saying, tough!"), my frustration as a writer. In doing the 
writing actually improves. I latter, I stress what many of them 
experience what Kristie already know from their lives as 
Fleckenstein and creativity theorists athletes-that experiences and 
call "flow": that feeling you get expertise do not preclude pain; 
when you write almost rather, they affect how we respond 
unconsciously, when the writing to it. Whereas for a beginner, 
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giving up in the face of a challenge 
is a viable option, the experienced 
writer pushes through the pain, 
comes up with alternative 
strategies, starts over from scratch. 
When I share these experiences 
with my students, I do it from the 
prospective of someone who is in a 
similar place in the world of 
basketball as they are in the world 
of academics: pain, lack of 
confidence, and frustration, for me, 
are far more frequent than "the 
zone." I, too, fight with the 
temptation to give up. 

If the risk-taking that is a 
prerequisite for progress in 
basketball and in writing involved 
only a willingness to put pain and 
frustration to constructive use, both 
processes would be rather grim, but 
not impossible. However, the 
ability to take risks does not require 
single-minded, nose-to-the
grindstone tough-mindedness 
alone; it also requires, all the same 
time, a playful attitude. As Robert 
Ochsner notes, "the playful writer 
does not write solely or primarily 
to become a better writer. His or 
her purpose for playing is like any 
adult's who enjoys games of 
chance, of risk-taking, of going to 
the limits of one's abilities" (31). 
Adopting a playful attitude involves 
freeing the mind from fears and 
inhibitions, the emotions that stifle 
the risk-taking impulse necessary 
for growth. 

Most people-and certainly 
my "at risk" students and my pre
basketball self-associate 
competitive sports with play and 
writing with work. Academics and 
athletics represent different, 
increasingly conflicting identities, 
opposing worlds. As Robert 
Brooke explains in his work on 
identity negotiation in the writing 
class, there will always exist some 
form of tension institutionally
authorized roles, such as those of 
the "good student" and the "writer," 
and the roles which the students 
value, such as "athlete" (19). 
Indeed, Adler and Adler's 
sociological study of student 
athletes reveals how these students 
rank their identifications in order of 
importance, with the athletic role 
coming first, social second, and 
academic last. The academic role 
is least reinforced by the students' 
peers and causes the greatest feeling 
of inadequacy, leading them 
eventually to detach themselves 
from the academic role, putting in 
minimal effort, merely "getting by" 
(185-186). Brooke observes that 
the tension between seemingly 
conflicting roles leads students to 
take on subversion of "underlife" 
behaviors that emphasize and 
further this detachment from the 
student role (24-25) 

When I was a student-a 
student with an aggressively not
caring attitude towards competitive 
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sports-I identified myself as Although the consequences are far 
someone who excelled in less serious, my experience twisting 
academics. As I mentioned, I even the knife into my own muscle 
looked down upon those students matter helps me to understand my 
who were athletic, presenting students' impulses to stabilize their 
myself to the world, proudly, as not current self-identifications 
a member of that group. I even (whether they are athletic or social) 
went so far as to participate in by sabotaging other, more 
underlife activities, subverting the conflicting--even threatening
athletic role assigned ~--------~ roles ( of student and 

. 1 ... if students . ) 
to me m gym c asses wnter . 
by doing the bare associate writing I have digressed 
minimum, running with "work" and into a discussion of 
into instead of away sports with "play," identity negotiations 
from the dodgeball. they will have because thinking 

My experien- difficulty being about roles such as 
ces with the role "athlete," "student," 

playful as they 
negotiation is trivial and "writer" through 
compared to the roles write, an attitude this lens helps clarify 
my "at-risk" students necessary for the how the act of 
struggle with and yet risk-taking that keeping these 
it helps me to leads to identities distinct 
appreciate their improvement in undermines human 
position. I think, for potential for growth. writing. 
example, about Mike In particularly if 
Rose's vocational-track classmate students associate writing with 
described in Lives on the Boundary, "work" and sports with "play," they 
Ken Harvey, who said, "I just will have difficulty being playful as 
wanna be average." Rose describes they write, an attitude necessary for 
how, as an act or self-defense, the risk-taking that leads to 
Harvey actively resisted academic improvement in writing. 
achievement and so lived up to the What is the nature of this 
expectations of his "remedial" play? Since I started basketball
designation. Harvey and others like particularly now that I'm at a point 
him rejected anything academic as where I'm not just taking up 
"bullshit." Rose concludes, "The space-I've noticed something: it 
tragedy is that you have to twist the is not just idle playing around; it's 
knife in your own gray matter to serious play. There's anintensity
make this defense work" (29). marked by the dramatic highs and 
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lows I described earlier-the word 
"play" alone does not encompass. 
When we play basketball, and just 
pick-up variety at that, we put out 
whole selves into it. We mean it. 

I think it's useful to think of 
writing also as serious play. Except 
in this case, it's the play, not the 
serious part, that needs stressing. 
My students is one sense take 
writing entirely too seriously. 
Seriously in the sense that it's not 
fun or engaging, but work. As 
current research in the writing 
process demonstrates (see Elbow, 
Murray, and Odell) a sense of play, 
serious cultivated, is essential to 
writing, for it leads to surprises, to 
creative thought. Freewriting-and 
idea-generating and -developing 
exercise in which the writer writes 
quickly and without stopping for a 
set period of time-is a good 
example. For it to work, the writer 
must be at once intense and relaxed. 
Too intense and you write nothing 
new; too relaxed and you write 
nonsense. 

Encouraging my students to 
see writing as serious play is a 
perpetual challenge. Play requires 
a lack of inhibition, a sense of 
relaxation, and above all, a 
willingness to take risks, to 
experiment. If you are on alien turf 
playing somebody else's game, 
taking on a playful attitude is 
particularly difficult. Over the 
years, I have experimented with 

various forms of classroom play: 
doing in-class freewriting, looping, 
dialogues, stories, etc.; 
collaboratively dramatizing scenes 
from literature and from students' 
writing; and artistically rendering 
ideas, images, and writing theories 
through drawing and clay 
modeling. Whenever I introduce 
these activities, students are initially 
susp1c10us, sometimes even 
dismissive, and I take pains to 
explain the theory behind our play 

I know why they feel this 
way, after all, since I have struggled 
in this area as a basketball player. 
After five years I continue to be the 
worst player in my group; I am 
perpetually disadvantaged 
compared to the other players in 
both experience and physical 
ability. And yet I am no longer 
novice. I've been at it for a while, 
and I no longer get breaks in fouling 
situations. The disadvantages 
occasionally lead me to take the 
game all to seriously. I play hard, I 
get frustrated, I play harder. But I 
don't really play: goofing around 
alone in the gym, trying out 
different positions, shots, or fakes. 
When I can't muster a playing 
attitude, a seriously playful attitude, 
I stick to the tired and true and my 
game shows little improvement. 

If, all times, I find it difficult 
to be playful at a sport for my own 
enjoyment, how much more 
difficult, then, for my students to 

be playful with their writing-and 
occupation they associate with 
work, and, more importantly, an 
activity at which they often perceive 
themselves outmatched, as 
unsuccessful despite the years of 
"instruction?" 
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when risk leads to frustration and 
not to noticeable progress. Months 
when I fell I have in an infinite 
plateau of mediocrity from which I 
will never rise. Knowing this 
(feeling this) enables me to teach 
from a different position, one in 

Being willing to be which I am purposefully aware of 
seriously playful-taking risks my own vulnerability and, though 
despite the pain and .-----------, that, aware of the 

The temptation to 
frustration that may infinitely more 
result-is key to engage in self- precarious positions 
improvement in sabotage is real: to of my students. 
basketball and m run directly into the Playing basketball, 
writing. Totakethese dodgeball, "to twist playing seriously, 
risks-particularly the knife in your reminds me that 
for those labeled "at stepping on alien turf own gray matter." risk"-require a .__ ________ ~ and taking on a new 
dramatic identity transformation, role, particularly a role that seem 
the challenges of which lie not in at odds with your other roles in life, 
the physical or cognitive realms, but is fraught with conflict. The 
in affective domain of attitude and temptation to engage in self
emotion. As someone who recently 
has undergone such a 
transformation, I know what that's 
like. Even now, after my identity 
has supposedly expanded and 
transformed to include the role of 
an athlete, I have moments when I 
could give up basketball for good 
and not look back. Days when the 
serious overtakes the play. Weeks 

sabotage is real: to run directly into 
the dodgeball, "to twist the knife in 
your own gray matter." Some of 
my students have done so and have 
left the university, including the one 
with whom I played basketball on 
the first day of classes. He is back 
on the street. 

And that, ultimately, is the 
difference in our positions. 



The Circle of Learning 
and Multiple Intelligences: 
Teaching A01erican Indian 
Children at Grand Portage 

BY LORELEI L1v1NGSTON, CooK CouNTY SCHOOLS 

Overlooking the North 
Shore of Lake Superior at Hat Point 
stands Ma-ni-do gee-zhi-gance, 
which is also known as the Little 
Spirit Cedar Tree. It has been there 
to greet travelers on this inland sea 
for hundreds of years. 

Inland to the west, above 
the shore of Grand Portage Bay, is 
another landmark that has been 
around since the 1930's: one of the 
oldest and last remaining log school 
buildings in Minnesota. The Log 
School is a revered building in the 
village of Grand Portage. Most of 
the grandparents of today's children 
have attended school in that 
beautiful setting on the Grand 
Portage Chippewa Indian 
Reservation. 

I had the privilege of 
teaching fourth, fifth and sixth 
graders in that historic and well
loved building for two-and-a-half 
years until the students and staff 
moved into a new school across the 
road in 1997. When I carried the 

American flag across to the new 
structure, I thought about the 
traditions that would continue on 
and wondered how many new ones 
would be created in this new 
setting. 

The circle is a traditionally 
important symbol in American 
Indian culture. As an elder once 
explained to me, "It can represent 
the Creator, the Sun, and the 
Moon." As a third, fourth and fifth 
grade teacher in the small Grand 
Portage community, I often 
visualize a circle when I recall a 
memory or an experience from the 
past in the sense that it once again 
returns to my life to become a useful 
part in a lesson, example, or activity 
in my classroom. 

In October of 1999, I 
attended a special classroom 
entitled, "What's the Brain Got to 
Do With It?" during the Education 
Minnesota Professional Conference 
held in St. Paul, Minnesota. The 
presenter was Launa Ellison who 
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shared tips on how to have a brain
friendly classroom. 

I was impressed and 
intrigued as she demonstrated her 
knowledge of brain-based learning 
research and teaching examples 
from her classroom. The four hours 
I spent on that Friday morning 
seemed to melt away listening to all 
of the new and captivating 
information. 

I purchased her book, 
Seeing With Magic Glasses (1993) 
and consumed it during the 
following October weekend. 
Inspired by this new information, I 
set our to create a brain-friendly 
classroom. 

I brought in more plants, 
purchased bean bags chair, 
rearranged the room, and also 
started to allow my students to keep 
a bottle of water at their desks. I 
don't know if my third, fourth and 
fifth graders noticed any of the 
changes at the time, but I was 
willing to try out the ideas of what 
the newest brain research was 
saying. 

Amidst all of this 
restructuring, I recently enrolled in 
some continuing education course 
work. I began to think back to the 
theory Ellison introduced me to, 
Multiple Intelligences. She 
explained that in 1983, Dr. Howard 
Gardener of Harvard University 
expanded his theories of 
intelligences with a background for 

the biological and cross-cultural 
foundations of intelligence. 

He recently added an eighth 
type of spatial, naturalist, to his 
original seven: linguistic, logical
mathematical, visual-spatial, 
musical-rhythmic, bodily-kinesthe
tic, interpersonal, and intrapersonal. 
His theory says everyone has all 
eight areas of intelligences and our 
mind is smart in eight different 
ways. Most people have a strength 
in one or more of these 
intelligences. I thought about this 
theory and began to do my own 
research on it. 

Over the summer as I 
researched and read, I kept coming 
back to my elementary school's 
mission statement: "To provide a 
quality education in a safe and 
nurturing environment based within 
the culture of the Grand Portage 
community." More specifically, I 
was thinking about one of the three 
goals that states, "Grand Portage 
Elementary School students and 
staff will have an increased 
understanding of the culture of the 
Grand Portage community." I 
continued doing my literary 
research and looking for lesson plan 
ideas for the upcoming school year. 

The end of the summer 
came, and all of the Cook County 
Schools staff members attended a 
Cultural Diversity Workshop put on 
by American Indian Educators. 
That fall I returned to my graduate 

program with an understanding of 
multiple intelligences, but still 
wanted to fine tune my use of the 
theory with my students. 

Since I am not a registered 
tribal member, I often feel 
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reading activities during that time. 
Recent acquisitions of Ojibwe 
stories in our school's cultural 
library section is a great boost for 
students and staff to read. 

intimidated. I am hesitant about Mathematical-Logical 
what I convey about the Ojibwe We invited a nationally known bead 
culture. work artist and her daughter to 

I felt when I ~--------~ instruct the students 
was teaching on an The third graders 
Apache Reservation carved their own 

in how to use the 
loom for bead work. 
The mathematical 
lessons of calculation 
and symmetry are 
woven into this 
favorite cultural 
activity. 

in Arizona that it was model figure of 
a fine line between a "Paddle to the Sea" 
person's culture and a Th fi;F,h . . . e 1:,, 
person's religion. I graders constructed 
decided to use 

traditional Gardener's theory as 
a framework to help toboggans ... 
me incorporate and attain the goal 
of our school's mission statement. 
Using the information presented at 
the cultural diversity workshop, I 
started to brainstorm in hope that 
imple-menting the multiple 
intelligence theory would work to 
meet our school's goal 

Here are as few examples 
of how I've applied the eight ways 
of being smart in my Grand Portage 
classroom: 

Verbal-Linguistic 
In class we shared 

traditional stories like that of the 
grandmother stories. I tied in the 
newspaper coverage of the Third 
Running of the Grand Portage 
Passage Sled Dog Race with 

Visual-Spatial 
The students created Thunderbird 

paper and chalk shadows. Many of 
the students won ribbons for their 
artwork in the county fair. We 
viewed video tapes of traditional 
activities such as ice spear fishing 
and maple sugaring, which took 
place during the winter season. The 
whole school was able to paint 
snow snakes during the Winter 
Frolic held at the Grand Portage 
National Monument. Each student 
tried to glide their painted piece of 
wood farthest down a water
sprinkled path in the snow. 

Bodily-Kinesthetic 
My students were able to 

join their district-wide classmates 
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at the North-House Folk School in 
Grand Marais. The third graders 

carved their own model figure of 

"Paddle to the Sea". The fourth 

graders made model bateaus, a 

traditional boat used by lumbermen. 

The fifth graders constructed 

traditional toboggans in both life

and model- scale sizes. 

Musical-Rhythmic 
I purchased some American 

Indian Flute Music to try out. I 

started out with the artist R. Carlos 

Nakai and his harp guitar partner, 

William Eaton. I'm experimenting 

with the playing of pow-wow drum 

music during the day. It is fun 

trying out music available from 
different cultures and determining 

what selections work best to boost 

the energy in the room or calm 

things down. 

Interpersonal 
As with most classrooms, 

this intelligence gets to have the 

most practice. The students have 

several opportunities throughout 

the day to work in small or whole 

groups. An elder shared with me 

the importance of being able to 
work in cooperative manner to 

complete the seasonal activities, 

such as the wild rice harvest, each 

year. 

I ntrapersonal 
I planned a lot of journal 

writing time so each student could 

reflect on events and happenings in 

their families or in the community. 
Annual events such as the 

Rendezvous Days, Veteran's Day 

and Eider's Pow-wow provide 

excellent prompts for independent 

writing time and reflection. I make 

an effort to make sure students have 

a chance to practice quiet-time 

intelligence. 

Naturalist 
We tied together our fall 

forest unit with the spring sugar

bush season. It's always an exciting 

treat to have fresh maple syrup on 

our pancakes. Naturalists from the 

Grand Portage Trust Lands and 

from the Grand Portage State Park 

regularly visit our classroom with 
presentations. The fifth graders 

also get to participate in the district

wide Wolf Ridge Environment 

Leaming Center field trip each year 

in March. 

It has been a rewarding 

challenge utilizing a culturally 
enhanced focus with my students 

while also practicmg and 

supporting each of their multiple 

intelligences in their lives and in my 

own. It has been exciting to be able 
to key in on the successes of my 

students and to let them see what 

they can be proud of, much of 
which our state-required testing 

does not recognize. The hesitancy 

I used to feel in incorporating more 

of the Ojibwe culture has vanished. 

I have learned just as much as my 
students, and in many instances, 

they have been a great resource for 

me. My hope is that any educator 
could take these Ojibwe-inspired 

activity examples and utilize the 

theory of multiple intelligences in 
their curriculum. 

I remember when my fourth 
grade teacher had a list of learning 
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style strengths listed next to 
everyone's name on her filing 

cabinet. Now, over twenty-five 

years later, I continued the circle as 

I focus on recognizing the strengths 

and areas to work on in my own 
student's areas of intelligences. I 
am looking· forward to 

strengthening the circle as I gather 

more teachings and ideas from the 

elders and community members in 
Grand Portage. 



Day 23: 
Conversation and Distraction in My Office 

BY RANDY KocH, LAREDO COMMUNITY COLLEGE, TEXAS 

"Sometimes," Sarai said, smiling, her eyes 

looking past my shoulder, beyond the wall 

papered with scissored dust jackets, "sometimes 

I sit in my room and say, 'You're beautiful, 

Sarai.' My sister thinks I'm crazy, 

but no one else says it to me, so ... " Her 

eyes fell to her hands in her lap, and she 

laughed. I didn't know what to conclude, infer, 

or say. The waves in her black hair shone in 

the florescent light. Dark eyes. High cheekbones. 

On her right hand she wore a silver ring 

on the index finger. We sat there alone. 

Then she asked, "In class, am I doing okay so far?" 

But I didn't think of that when I said, "You are." 

Froin Highlands to 
America: The Hmongs 

of Winona and their 
English Proficiency 

BY HOLLY SHI, WINONA STATE UNIVERSITY* 

Purpose of the Study 
According to a report 

released by Wisconsin Policy 
Research Institute in Milwaukee, 
61,000 Hmongs lived in the United 
States in 1983. Seven years later 
in 1990, the US census report put 
the figure at 125,000. By 1997, the 
population rose to 168,337. The 
figure today is much larger due to 
high birth rate and continued immi
gration. 

Minnesota, California and 
Wisconsin are the three states with 
dramatic increase of Hmong 
population in the past ten years. 
The population grew from 8,730 in 
1983 to 30,000 in 1997 in 
Minnesota, making it a state with 
the third largest Hmong population 
next to California (75,000) and 
Wisconsin (39,178). 

The Hmongs have brought 
with them their colorful culture and 
the spirit of hard work and 
independence, but as the population 
grows, so do concerns. Hmong 

children are not performing to their 
maximal potential in schools, and 
Hmong adults are experiencing 
high rate of unemployment. 
Limited English proficiency seems 
to be at the very core of the 
problems. The transition from 
Hmong, their home language, to 
English has been particularly 
difficult. 

The Hmongs in Winona fit 
the national profile. Of the 36 
families, twenty-seven of them 
have children attending public 
School District 861 (D861). Most 
children are from families with very 
limited English proficiency and 
nearly all of them, upon entering the 
first grade, are placed in ESL 
classes. 

This study intended to find 
out the effect Hmong cultural 
values, social structures and family 
demographics have on English 
learning in general among Hmong 
adults and children. It also intended 
to find out whether early onset of 

*The author wishes to acknowledge the assistance of Liz Hall and Choua Kong. 
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English learning, the amount of 
exposure to English at home and in 
school, and the level of English 
proficiency among members of the 
family have any effect on Hmong 
children's English proficiency and 
academic learning in general. 

Methods of the Study 
Twenty-seven families with 

children attending D861 were 
included in the study that started in 
May 2000. Nineteen families 
initially agreed to participate. Four 
of them withdrew after the 
interviews, leaving us with 15 
families. 

Both parents of these 15 
families were interviewed for about 
two hours during which they 
were asked a series of questions 
(see attachment 1) and then given 
tests of both Hmong and English 
language proficiency. They were 
given a short article to read in 
Hmong language and in English. 
They were evaluated on their 
reading ability using the scoring 
rubric (see attachment 2) in a scale 
of O to 3 from the least efficient to 
the most efficient. 

To measure their ability to 
write, they were asked to write their 
names, addresses and anything that 
came to their mind at the time of 
the interviews in both languages. 
They were evaluated based on the 
amount of writing, accuracy and 
complexity of the sentences. They 

were also evaluated on their ability 
to speak in both languages. 

Information regarding 
Hmong children were collected 
from several sources-from 
documents on file with D861, from 
teachers and administrators, and 
from interviews of children 
themselves. 

Twenty-nine students were 
interviewed. Eighteen of them 
were from an elementary school, 
and 11 from a middle school. 
Students were asked questions 
regarding their experiences with 
school, at home and with their 
English (see attachment 3) during 
the 20 minute interviews. 

At the same time, a survey 
was conducted of teachers (see 
attachment 4 ). They were asked to 
rate these students' English 
proficiency in speaking, writing, 
reading aloud and reading 
comprehension on a scale of 1-5 
from highly proficient to greatly 
lack proficiency. The data 
collection ended in June 2000. 

Research Findings from Parents 
Demographics 

Among the 27 families with 
school age children in D861, 23 of 
them live in the Winona community 
housing project, and the rest live in 
apartments elsewhere. One family 
lives in a house they own. 

The average years of 
residence in the United States for 
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those 15 families is 11:71, ranging language skills-reading, writing 
from 18 to seven years, and most and speaking. Only one mother 
of them lived previously in St. Paul scored higher than her husband did 
or elsewhere. The average family in both languages in all three areas. 
size is 8.93 people. Most of the Among the fifteen fathers, seven of 
families have between nine to 11 them scored a perfect or near 
people. Only one has four or less perfect proficiency in all three areas 
than four. ( a perfect score was 3 on a scale of 

A typical family structure O to 3). In comparison, only two 
among the Hmongs is .-----------, mothers scored a 

a married couple with Adults used mostly perfect or near-perfect 
their children. In one Hmong when 3. Both fathers and 
family, the couple's mothers scored much 

speaking to their 
parents also live with higher in speaking 

children. them, and in two than in reading and 
other families the couples' son/ writing. No significant difference 
daughter-in-laws live with them. was found between reading and 

The Hmong families in writing, although, much to our 
Winona honor their age-old surprise, they seemed to be more 
tradition of having a large number comfortable writing than reading in 
of children. Most families have their first language. 
between six to nine children. Only The same picture emerged 
one family has two children. There in their English language 
are 101 children in these 15 proficiency. Fathers again 
families, an average of 6.73 in each outperformed mothers, although at 
family. Of these 101 children, 85 a much lower proficiency rate in 
are in D861, and two from the same general. Five fathers scored a 
family are in college. perfect or near perfect 3 in all three 

None of the Hmong areas, whereas only one mother 
families in Winona send their scored a 3 in all three areas. Again, 
children to schools other than those reading stood out as the weakest 
within D 861. area of the three. 

Parents' First and Second 
Language Proficiency 
In measuring parents' first 

language proficiency, we found that 
fathers were far proficient than 
mothers in all three areas of 

It was by no means 
coincidental that some interesting 
correlations were found. One of 
them was that whenever one scored 
a perfect or near perfect 3 in the first 
language, that person scored a 
perfect or near perfect 3 in the 
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second language. The six fathers 
who scored a petfect or near-petfect 
3 in English scored the same in 
Hmong. The same can be said about 
the only mother who scored a 
perfect 3 in both languages. 
Second, mothers scored higher 
when their husbands scored high in 
both languages. 

The primary language 
among adults for daily use was 
Hmong; only one family responded 
that they used both Hmong and 
English. Adults used mostly 
Hmong when speaking to their 
children. Children use both Hmong 
and English, but mostly Hmong 
among siblings and when talking to 
other Hmong children. Only three 
families responded that their 
children used only English among 
themselves and while playing with 
other children. 

ESL Experience 
Among the 15 fathers, only 

three had ESL experience, one for 
six months, one for 4.5 years and 
the other for some time long ago. 
In spite of their ESL experience, 
these three scored at the lower end 
in language proficiency tests in 
comparison to those who had no 
ESL experience. Two of the three 
fathers responded that their ESL 
experience did little to help them 
with their English. 

ESL experience increased 
with mothers. Nine of them had an 

average of three years of ESL, some 
as much as five years. More than 
half of them responded that the ESL 
classes somewhat helped. Two of 
them responded that they helped 
greatly and the other two said that 
they did not help at all. 

Seven couples did not seek 
any ESL help. Among couples it 
was more likely for the other to seek 
ESL help when one did. It was also 
interesting to find out that none of 
the fathers who scored a petfect or 
near perfect fluency in both 
languages or either language had 
sought ESL help. Some of these 
fathers either were attending 
colleges or had finished college 
education. 

Job Situation 
Unfortunately, only 10 

families responded to questions 
regarding their job situations. 
Among them, two families reported 
that both parents had jobs outside. 
Three had only fathers working. 
Neither fathers nor mothers had 
jobs in the rest of the families. 

It was very important to 
notice that in the two families with 
both parents working, both fathers 
scored a perfect 3 in English 
proficiency, one of the mothers 
scored a perfect 3, and the other 
scored nearly a 3 in English 
proficiency. 

Among the three families 
with only the father working, all 
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three fathers scored a petfect or near admitted in 1999/2000. This 
petfect 3 in English proficiency. In brought the total to 164 at the time 
the five families with no parents of the study. 
working, both parents scored very From 1994/1995 to 1998/ 
low (0 or 1) in English proficiency 1999 school years, a total of 72 
and all were on government Hmong students were admitted to 
subsidies. D861. During the same period, 13 

None of the families with graduated, three were attending 
both parents working were on alternative learning center, 31 were 
g o v e r n m e n t -H-----,J---,-. transferred, four 

mong stuuents 
subsidies, and the dropped out, and one 
dependency on graduation rate earned a GED. 

government help was high • · · The dropout rate, in 

decreased in families compatible to that comparison to the 

with fathers working. of students of number admitted from 

One of the two other ethnic 1994 to 1999, was very 
families with both low, and it was 

backgrounds, 
parents working is the compatible to that of 
proud owner of a including white students of other 

house. students. ethnic backgrounds, 

Research Findings from 
Children 

Demographics 
The total enrollment of 

Hmong students in 1994/1995 year 
was 101. By the 1995/1996 year, the 
number enrolled increased to 128. 
121 remained at the end of the year. 
In 96/97, 148 were enrolled and 136 
remained at the end of the year. 
Fourteen new students were 
admitted in 1997/1998, bringing the 
total to 150. 143 remained by the 
end of the year. 

Only one was admitted in 
98/99, bringing the total to 144. 125 
remained by the end of the year. 
Thirty-nine new students were 

including white 
students. The Hmong students' 
graduation rate was high-13 out 
of 72 admitted, which was again 
compatible to that of students of 
other ethnic backgrounds, including 
white students. What surprised us 
is the rate of transfer. We lost 31 
students from 1994 to 1999 due to 
transfer. 

Onset of ESL Experience and 
English Proficiency 

Of the 29 Hmong children 
interviewed, 18 of them were born 
in Thailand. The rest were born in 
the United States. The number of 
foreign-born Hmong children 
decreased with age. The higher the 
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grades, the later their onset of ESL 
experience. The four eighth graders 
started learning English as late as 
their third or fourth grades, whereas 
the rest of the interviewees ( with 
one exception) started learning 
English from the Head Start 
program. 

All 29 children interviewed 
started school in the ESL program. 
Seven of them exited from the 
program and were taking regular 
classes at the time of the interview. 
One was placed under the monitor 
program while taking regular 
classes. The rest were still in the 
ESL program. Of those seven who 
exited the ESL program, there was 
one 4th grader, two 5th graders, one 
6th grader, and three 7th graders. 
None of the four 8th graders exited 
from the ESL program. 

Those who exited the ESL 
program had a much shorter 
average length of ESL experience 
in the grade school. The only 4th 

grader who exited ESL had only 3.5 
years of ESL, whereas the other 
four 4th graders who were still in the 
ESL program had an average of six 
years. The two 5th graders exited 
had an average of 5.5 years of ESL 
experience in comparison to 6.75 
years for the rest of the four 5th 

graders who still remained in the 
ESL program. The one 6th grader 
who exited had 5 years of ESL in 
comparison to the other two who 
had eight and seven years 

respectively. The average length of 
ESL among the three exited 7th 

graders was six years in comparison 
to nine years for those still in ESL. 
The four 8th graders had an average 
of 7 .25 years. One thing those who 
exited have in common was that 
they all started learning English at 
the Head Start program 

English Proficiency in School and 
at Home 

All but two children inter
viewed responded that they spoke 
to their parents or were spoken to 
by their parents in Hmong only. 
Among siblings and friends, they 
switched back and forth in both 
languages. If their friends were 
non-Hmong, they naturally spoke to 
them in English. "Hang out with 
white friends, talk English; learn 
from them and they correct you," 
said one 7th grader. But such 
opportunities were rare given the 
fact that most Hmong families in 
Winona lived in the housing project 
where their neighbors were mostly 
Hmongs. "[We] only speak Hmong 
at home," said a 3rd grader. "[We] 
don't speak much English outside 
school," said another. "Family does 
not speak English," as one 8th grader 
put it. Among their Hmong friends, 
they were more likely to speak 
Hmong although they also spoke 
English. 

Children perceived their 
own English language proficiency 
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differently dependent upon with a patrilineal clan structure and 
situations. Almost all felt their a fierce independence. Before their 
English was better when they were arrival and even after decades of 
in school. "Friends and teachers all their immigration to this country, 
speak English, so [I] speak English, little was known about the Hmong 
too," one 3rd grader said. "People culture and its people. Many 
all speak English around you" and Americans still do not know who 
"People understand your English." the Hmongs are, why they are here, 
Indeed speaking English when they or anything about their history and 
could understand ,-----------, culture. 
others and be . .. the written It was not until the 

last ten years that 
studies and reports 
were released to allow 
American people a 
glimpse of this unique 
culture and its 

understood was 
"fun." When they 
spoke English to their 
parents, they were not 
to understood very 

form of the 
Hmong language 
is a novelty to the 
Hmongs, as it is 

well. Another reason ~---t_o_u_s_. ___ _. 
was that "teachers help" and "[we] 
can ask questions" if they didn't 
understand. The self-perceived 
difference in their English 
proficiency was certainly not a 
matter of their English language 
proficiency; it was the environment. 
One allowed them to flourish; the 
other gave them no opportunity. 

Discussion 
Hmong Culture and Their English 

Language Proficiency 
Hmong culture places 

limits on their English language 
proficiency. Hmongs had a 
distinctive agrarian-based culture 
with largely an oral tradition. 
Before they were displaced from 
their highland homes in the 
mountains of Lao, they lived 
isolated in small mountain villages 

consequential approach to learning 
among its members. 

Timm ( 1999), Timm, 
Chiang and Finn (1998) and Timm 
and Chiang ( 1997) examined the 
Hmong culture along the spectrums 
of whether the culture allows 
permissive or strict socialization, 
whether it is loose or tight, whether 
it values varied or routine 
customary, whether it is literate or 
oral, and whether it is in low and 
high context. 

They have found that 
Hmong culture falls at one end of 
the spectrum for all five 
measurements. The Lao rural 
agricultural culture approaches 
learning situation-specific with 
pressure to perf orrn tasks according 
to traditional procedures. The 
culture emphasizes obedience and 
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conformity. It is tight with "little 
latitude" for customary routines. It 
remains primarily oral; the written 
form of the Hmong language is a 
novelty to the Hmongs, as it is to 
us. Formal education is rare and 
almost nonexistent for girls except 
in families with no sons. Skills and 
knowledge pass through genera
tions. In such a culture, learning 
depends largely on observation 
within a social context. 

Diverse culture groups have 
reported different approaches to 
learning. The Hmong culture gives 
rise to a unique learning style of its 
own. Hmongs approach learning 
situation-specific by demonstration 
and observation. They are said to 
be field dependent. 

American culture, however, 
falls on the opposite end of the 
spectrum. American culture values 
permissive socialization which 
gives flexibility to individuals to 
experience, experiment and try out 
different ways of performing tasks. 
It gives greater latitude to variations 
rather than demanding its culture 
members to approach learning in a 
customary routine. American 
culture is highly literate. As such, 
the transformation of know ledge is 
largely dependent upon a 
sophisticated written system; 
therefore, learning is abstract and 
often decontextualized. 

"It's hard to integrate with 
the American culture" is perhaps 

the overwhelming sentiment among 
Hmongs living in Winona because 
the two cultures are vastly different. 
Not only are the cultures different, 
like other immigrants and refugee 
groups, the Hmongs are fiercely 
guarding their own culture and 
language. 

In addition, the Hmongs 
live relatively close with their clan 
members forming something 
resembling a patrilineal clan 
structure that they left behind. It is 
inconclusive whether or not such an 
arrangement is driven by the 
financial need. It is clear from 
national studies, however, that 
Hmongs do live close to each other, 
even those who own their own 
houses. 

The Hmong culture favors 
fathers in terms of job seeking and 
education. Mothers are home 
raising children. Back when they 
lived in the highlands in Laos, only 
boys had the opportunities to go to 
school. It is not surprising that 
fathers are more proficient in the 
first language. 

Fathers are more proficient 
in English as well because they are 
the ones who get to use English 
through communicating with 
English speaking people in work 
and other situations of needs. The 
age-old image of men as 
breadwinners for the household 
turns around to help men learn 
English. 
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In comparison, mothers are students tend to hang around by 
expected to perform house chores, themselves, perhaps to avoid 
which severely limits the getting "teased" or because they 
opportunities they have to learn know very few children outside 
English. their ESL classes. Except for a few 

Although perhaps Hmong hours in school listening and 
children are not as strong as their speaking to teachers and 
parents in maintaining their home classmates, Hmong children simply 
culture, they bear the consequence. have limited access to English. 
These children grow .------------, In a culture where 

. . . literacy in the 
up with limited skills and knowledge 

h 'bl E fiirst language compre ens1 e ng- pass through 
lish language input. gives • • • the generations and 
Children learning a learner something learning depends 

second language need to fall back to and largely on observation 

a rich environment say, "Ah, this is within a social context, 
with comprehensible how it works. Hmong adults see 
input, an environment themselves helpless in 
where they have easy How intereSfing!" helping their children. 

access to the target language- Their children cannot learn from 
English. them. It is hard to accept the fact 

Unfortunately, the Hmong that the lack of English proficiency 
children lack such a learning seen in their children might be 
environment. What they hear most attributable to their lack of 
at home is Hmong. They live 
closely with other Hmong families. 
Their friends are mostly Hmong, 
and their playground language is 
mostly Hmong. Even in ESL 
classes, because most children there 
are Hmong, they are more likely to 
fall back to their common first 
language for comfort and support. 
Students reported that they found 
themselves speaking more English 
in regular classes than in ESL 
classes. 

Between classes and during 
recess or lunch hours, Hmong 

proficiency. "It's hard" indeed as 
we often hear the Hmong parents 
lamenting over such a dilemma of 
raising children amidst two vastly 
different cultures. It is harder when 
they find themselves helpless. 

The oral tradition of the 
Hmong culture may pose as yet 
another disadvantage. Although 
theories seem to point in opposite 
directions, many researchers argued 
that learners' first language (Ll) 
aided L2. One's level of literacy in 
the first language gives a basis for 
comparison in learning a second 
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language. It gives the learner 
something to fall back to and say, 
"Ah, this is how it works. How 
interesting!" It is no surprise that 
the fathers in this study who scored 
high in L 1 (Hmong) did better in 
L2 (English). Hmong children are 
illiterate in their first language. 

Given the Hmong cultural 
uniqueness, its distance from the 
American culture and the 
consequential differences in 
learning styles, Hmongs students 
are clearly incongruent with the 
conventional school expectations 
and programs in American 
educational system. 

A curricular program such 
as ours that transmits information 
in a decontextualized written form 
and emphasizes an independent 
approach to learning only adds 
more stress to those already 
stressed-out children. 

Orientation to American culture 
aids L2-a positive trend 

among children 
Bosher (1998) reported that 

orientation to American behavior 
and American social contact 
contributed positively to English 
proficiency. Although the Hmong 
adults are living exclusively in their 
home culture, children of the first 
generation Hmongs seem to follow 
a different path-a path in between 
an assimilation of the American 
culture and maintenance of their 

home culture. They represent a 
newly emerging Hmong popu
lation, a population that remains 
faithful to the Hmong culture, but 
at the same time make a conscious 
effect to integrate. This is reflected 
in their success in English language 
learning and other school academic 
learning and in their effort to remain 
in school, to postpone marriage, and 
to go to college. 

It is evident that, when 
compared to their parents, children 
have achieved higher level of 
American orientation because they 
have longer residence (in terms of 
residence and age ratio) and 
schooling in the United States. 
They are much more proficient in 
English. Many Hmong parents 
depend on their school children for 
English-dependent matters and 
correspondences. 

The self-perceived dif
ference in English proficiency 
between home and school settings 
among children is indicative of their 
level of comfort, anxiety and 
frustration. When they are 
confident and comfortable, their 
English is "better." Unlike their 
parents who live exclusively in the 
Hmong culture, these children are 
living in two worlds with two 
languages. They perform better in 
school with English, but at home, 
they perform better in Hmong. 

Often they are frustrated for 
schools don't seem to accept them 

as regular students because they are 
limited in English proficiency. 
They go to ESL classes with other 
students with limited English; most 
of them are Hmong children who 
live in the same neighborhood. 
Their parents restrict them on things 
they can do outside home. Many 
Hmong children grow up without 
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children were more reluctant to 
voice their dislikes. Ten of the 29 
children interviewed refused to 
answer the question of what they 
dislike about their school, and those 
who responded to the question 
listed as their number one concern 
"teasing." Teasing among children 
may be a common playground 

invitations of sleep
overs or parties from 
mainstream Ameri
can children of their 
age groups. 

An orienta
tion to American 

... early onset of 
ESL not only 
reduces the 

number of years of 
ESL needed later 

ritual, but if it was 
directed to someone 
due to his/her race, it 
should concern all 
responsible citizens. 

Hmong's ESL 
culture and language in grade school, it Experience and Their 

English Language 
Proficiency 

for a minority group increases English 
depends as much on proficiency and 
the minority group as overall academic An early start is key 

to success in learning 
English. The time of 

ESL onset was key to success in 
learning English. The earlier the 
onset of second language learning, 
the better the results. According to 
Muller and others ( 1996), Head 
Start programs are associated with 
high reading achievements. The 
findings from this study are 
supportive of early onset of second 
language learning. 

on the majority performance. 
group's acceptance of .._ ________ __. 
the minority group. The Hmongs 
in Winona are giving us a mixed 
message in this regard. On the one 
hand, they responded to our 
community satisfaction 
measurements with a positive note. 
On the other hand, something is 
troublesome. Many Hmong adults 
either refused to answer the 
question whether or not they had 
experienced racial discrimination 
or said that they had. Those who 
chose not to answer the question 
presumably had experienced racial 
discrimination. 

Hmong children echoed the 
same concern. Like their parents, 

First, early onset of ESL not 
only reduces the number of years 
of ESL needed later in grade school, 
it increases English proficiency and 
overall academic performance. 
Seven Hmong students who exited 
from the ESL program all started 
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learning English in Head Start. 
They spent considerably fewer 
years in ESL in grade school in 
comparison to those of the same 
grade group who still remained in 
ESL. Among the five 4th graders, 
the only one who exited from ESL 
had only 3 .5 years of ESL whereas 
the other four had an average of six 
years and they were still in ESL. 
The two 5th graders who exited from 
ESL had an average of 5.5 years in 
comparison to 6. 7 5 years for the rest 
of the four who were still in the 
program. The only 6th grader who 
exited from ESL had 5.0 years in 
comparison to the other two who 
had eight and seven years 
respectively. The average years in 
ESL for the three 7th graders who 
exited from ESL was six years in 
comparison to nine years for the 
other one. None of the four 8th 

graders exited and they spent an 
average of 7 .25 years in the ESL 
program and would remain there for 
some time. 

Most of the 7th and 8th 

graders started learning English at 
much later age. None of the four 
8th graders started in Head Start. In 
fact they started much later than 
children of younger age did. One 
of them started as late as 4th grade 
and one in 3rd grade. Their level of 
English proficiency suffered as a 
result. 

Early onset was also found 
to be associated with children's 

academic success. Those who 
started learning English later were 
found to be less successful later in 
grade schools. The four 8th graders 
not only still remained in ESL 
program, but they were also rated 
"below average proficiency" or 
"greatly lack proficiency" in all 
skills of English by their ESL 
teachers in spite of the fact that they 
had an average 7.25 years of ESL. 
In comparison, the three 7th graders 
who exited from ESL were rated 
"above average proficiency" or 
"average proficiency" in all skill 
areas. 

Adult ESL programs do not 
bring about the expected 

results 
Adult ESL programs didn't 

seem to bring the intended result. 
Learners might have gained a few 
words, phrases and sentences from 
ESL classes, but soon they forgot 
all of them. Other than the obvious 
reason of age, the decontextualized 
classroom learning environment 
did not work well with people from 
a culture where things were learned 
situation-specific by observations 
and demonstration. Secondly, what 
could they do with a few words and 
phrases they picked from ESL 
classes if they had limited access 
to them outside the classroom? 
They forgot them. Thirdly, in adult 
ESL classes, teachers sometimes 
taught about the language instead 
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of the language itself. Such repeatedly thatthe inability of many 
knowledge about how a language Hmong adults to learn English was 
works offers little help to the the principal barrier to employment 
learners in their ability to perform. nationally (Downing 1986; Scott 

Using a particular language 1986; Finck 1986). 
is a skill. As such it needs the When asked what made it 
environment where it can be hard for them to find jobs and be 
practiced, reinforced and eventually financially independent, all respon
internalized. Hmong adults do not ded that language was the number 
havesuchanenviron- .----------- one cause. One 

ment. They have little The adult Hmongs Hmong adult said 

chance to use what are willing to work, with pride when 

they learn in ESL but most asked what made him 

classes in their daily companies will capable of holding a 
life. job, "Because I can 

What made 
only hire those who d d 

un erstan and com-
the difference were can speak and municate with the 

the job opportunities. write in English. mainstream." One 

Having a job outside Without jobs, they unemployed Hmong 

gave the Hmongs have no adult said, "It is hard 

opportunities to prac- opportunity to to communicate and 

tice and improve their speak English. understand what is 
English. Often what ~--------- being said. This is one 
they heard in job places was English of the biggest problems when 
about the jobs and how to perform finding a job." Another one said 

the jobs. Such input was about "It is hard to try to explain what you 
"here and now" situations and thus want with little English. This makes 
easy to understand. This increased it hard to find a good job." 
their likelihood to participate in Unfortunately, if Hmong 
conversations with others. When adults were not given the 
they felt secure and comfortable opportunities to actively engage in 
talking to others, their English took financial sufficiency, they would 
off to other grounds of interests than continue remain as America's 

jobs. underclass. Unfortunately, the 
The finding of this study Hmongs are expected to speak 

came as no surprise that financial English in order to get jobs. 
success among Hmongs was related The adult Hmongs are 
to the level of English language willing to work, but most 
proficiency. It was reported companies will only hire those who 
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can speak and write in English. 
Without jobs, they have no 
opportunity to speak English. We 
need to break this cycle. Hmong 
adults work well with their hands. 
Should companies hire them 
regardless of whether they speak 
English or not? 

Other questions also need 
be raised. For instance, can adult 
ESL classes be made such a virtue 
reality of job places and other 
environments of English? How do 
we provide better ESL assistance to 
Hmong adults? How do we 

maximize the amount of English 
input for children in and out of 
school? How long should Hmong 
children remain in the ESL 
program? Should they be placed 
in classes with other American 
children upon entering the first 
grade? The ultimate question is 
how as a community can we 
provide optimal level of support to 
the Hmongs in their pursuit of 
financial independence and English 
language proficiency? We have 
done a tremendous amount of work, 
but what else can we do? 
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Attachment One: Interview Questions for Parents 
1. Family demographics 

Size of the family 
Structure of the family 

Married couple with children 
Married couple with children and other family members 

The other members are: 
Number of children 
Number of school children 

Number in elementary (which one) 
Number in middle school 
Number in high school 
Number in colleges 

Number of children who are working but still live with parents 
Where they are working 

2. Languages in use at home 
The primary language at home 

Among adults 
Among children 
Between adults and children 

The secondary language (English) used at home 
Among adults 
Among children 
Between adults and children 

3. ESL experience for adults 
Ever been in any ESL program? 

When 
Where 
For how long 

Do these programs help? 
Greatly Somewhat Little Very little 

4. Parents' efforts on child's education 
If they spent time with their children on their school work 
If they encourage their children to go to school 
If they attend their parent-teacher conference 
If they encourage their children to speak English whenever 

possible 
If they feel that it is important for their children to speak 

good English 
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If they think that their children should be raised to follow 
the Hmong culture heritage 

If they encourage their children to make friends with 
children other than Hmongs 

5. Job situation 
Both parents have jobs 
Only one parent has job 
None has job 

6. Housing situation 
own house 
rent houses or apartments 
live on housing project 

7. Satisfaction measurements 
Happy (unhappy) with the situations here at Winona in terms of 

Housing 

Why? 

Child education 
Cultural integration 
Community support 
If they feel welcomed in Winona 
If they have any experience of racial discrimination 
If they find it hard/easy to integrate with the mainstream 

America 

Language barrier 
Cultural barrier 
Others 

Attachment Two: Tests of First and Second Language Proficiency 

Level of first language proficiency 
The ability to read in their first language 
The ability to write in their first language 
The ability to speak their first language 

Level of second language proficiency 
The ability to read English 
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The ability to speak English 
The ability to write in English 

Scoring Scale: 
Reading ability 

Cannot read 0 
Reading by memorizing 1 
Reading by sounding out the words 2 
Reading fluently 3 

Writing ability 
Cannot write 0 
Writing only their names and addresses 1 
Writing their names and addresses and easy words 2 
Writing complete sentences 3 

Speaking ability 
Cannot speak 0 
Speaking only their names and addresses 1 
Speaking their names and addresses and easy words 2 
Speaking complete sentences fluently 3 

Attachment Three: Interview Questions for Hmong Children 

HOME 
1. When were you born? Where? 
2. If outside U.S., how long have you been in the U.S.? 
3. What language is most often spoken at home ... 

with your parents? 
with your sisters and brothers? 
with your friends? 

4. How many sisters and brothers do you have? 
5. How many are younger? ages? 

older? ages? 
6. If you have older sisters and/or brothers, have they finished high school? 
7. If your older sisters and/or brothers have graduated from high school, 

are they in college or have had secondary schooling? 

SCHOOL AND COMMUNITY 
8. When did you begin learning English? From whom? 
9. How many years of English and/or ESL instruction have you had? 
10. If not in ESL, in what grade did you exit ESL? 

MINNESOTA ENGLISH JOURNAL 129 

11. If in ESL, at what time are you in ESL and for how long? 
Do you come to ESL everyday? 

12. Do you feel that your English is better when speaking with friends or 
family members when playing or in other informal settings or 
when speaking in school in your classes? 

13. Do you like your school? 
your teachers the other students? 

14. What do you like about your school? 
15. What don't you like about school? 
16. Do you and your family like Winona? 
17. What do you like about Winona? 
18. What don't you like about Winona? 

Attachment Four: Teacher Evaluation 

Student Name ____ _ Grade __ 
Exited from ESL? Yes __ No Student's English grade at 
this point in the current quarter: 
Student's standardized test score(s) in English: 

Based on grades and what you have observed in your classroom, please 
grade this student's English proficiency in the following areas: 

1= highly proficient 
2= above average proficiency 
3= average proficiency 
4=below average proficiency 
5=greatly lacks proficiency 

Speaking skills 
1 2 3 
Writing skills 
1 2 3 

4 

4 
Reading aloud (if applicable) 

5 

5 

1 2 3 4 5 
Reading comprehension 
1 2 3 4 

Teacher's Signature 

5 

Date 
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How I Beca01e a Poet 
BY LOUIS JENKINS 

Many of my high school mouths. Well, I'm here to blabber 
teachers would be very surprised, about writing poetry, which is the 
to say the least, if they knew I was only thing I can even pretend to 
actually being paid to speak to know anything about and, it was 
English teachers. I think most of suggested to me that it might be 
them would have happily paid to helpful if my talk in some way 
have me shut up. I was a bad related to the teaching of writing. 
student and a mouthy kid. I suppose So I'm going to talk about my own 
that should have been a warning experience, which I should know 
that I would eventually become a something about, though I have my 
writer. doubts. 

There used to be an The idea of becoming a 
advertisement in magazines with writer first occurred to me when I 
the headline, "Are you one of the was in high school. As I said 
quiet ones who should be a writer?" before, I was a bad student. I didn't 
With a few exceptions, most of the tum in my assignments and I was 
writers I know are big blabber- for the most part not at all interested 
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in the stuff we read in English class. 
I was mesmerized by the words of 
Blake ("Tyger, Tyger , burning 
bright ... ") whose poetry, as I recall, 
we did not discuss. And, as I 
remember, the textbook was not 
very helpful either. It said 
something like, "Blake is a mystical 
poet." In other words, there is no 
point in trying to understand this 
stuff. 

Part of the problem, I think, 
was that most of the teachers I had 
did not read much poetry. And 
poetry is an art form that one can 
only truly understand with the heart, 
that you must love to understand. 
Many people, I believe, go about 
trying to find "the meaning" of a 
poem, and often "hidden 
meanings," without connecting 
emotionally with a poem or 
ignoring that connection. 

A poem means what it says. 
If one tries to explain a poem using 
words other than those in the poem, 
the "meaning" is lost. This is not 
to say that a poem does not give rise 
to ideas, or that no brain work is 
involved, but a poem, a real poem, 
is not like an essay, an opinion with 
which one can agree or disagree, 
but it is a thing unto itself, a fact 
like a tree or a rock, an experience 
which one senses the truth of ( or 
not) on a visceral level. There is 
no arguing this. It is there. 

Poetry is about pleasure, the 
pleasure of experience rendered 

into words. Because a poem works 
primarily on levels other than an 
intellectual level, it is difficult to 
teach. If one has no intuitive sense, 
no feeling for poetry, no pleasure 
in the words, then I think it would 
be impossible. 

On one level I understood 
Blake's "Tyger" very well. What I 
did not understand was my own 
understanding. I am not advocating 
a completely intuitive approach to 
a poem. Thinking about and 
discussing the poem can certainly 
enhance one's appreciation of the 
work. 

And I don't want to leave 
the impression that none of my 
teachers were of any help. Quite 
the contrary. I had two high school 
English teachers to whom I will 
always be grateful. Both possessed 
great patience and a sense of humor. 
One of the two was the teacher of 
the first creative writing class that 
my high school ever had-highly 
experimental back in 1961 in 
Oklahoma-Miss Laverne Kaiser. 
I signed up and it turned out to be 
the best class I had in high school. 
Part of that was because we had 
nearly complete freedom. 

Of course, the class was not 
nearly as sophisticated as writing 
classes are now. I'm sure Miss 
Kaiser had never taught a creative 
writing class before. As I recall we 
were given no real assignments but 
were encouraged to experiment. 

What was important was the 
atmosphere. 

There were two or three of 
us in the class who were quite 
serious about writing, though we 
pretended not to be, and an 
unspoken competition developed. 
For a time we all wrote very short 
short-stories. In order to break the 
deadlock, and perhaps get one up 
on the competition, I decided to 
write a poem. 

I cannot recall very clearly 
what most of those first few poems 
were about, but I can still remember 
how it felt writing those poems, 
sitting at the kitchen table in my 
parents house: Exciting. And scary, 
too. 

I didn't have any real idea 
what I was doing and in some ways 
I felt like a fraud. As if I were 
comm1ttmg an illegal act, 
perpetrating a hoax, and yet I was 
doing something entirely my own, 
creating my own world. It was 
illegal, abnormal, outrageous and 
that made it really fun. I did not 
then know, personally, any other 
human being who wrote poems. I 
was on my own, alone with the 
blank page. I did not know then 
that would always be so. 

I remember one of the 
things I wrote about was the wind, 
the ubiquitous Oklahoma wind. I 
think I called it "Wind Songs." 
Very original. Here is a prose poem 
about that wind written much later: 
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Tumbling Tumbleweeds 
Out on the great plains, where I was 
born, the wind blows constantly. 
When I was a kid I'd get 35 cents 
and run as hard as I could to the 
Lotta-Burger or movie theatre only 
to find it had blown away. Going 
home was no better. Sometimes it 
would take a couple of days to find 
my house. Under these conditions 
it was impossible to get acquainted 
with the neighbors. It was a shock 
to open the front door and be faced 
with the county jail, the Pentecostal 
Church or Aunt Erma carrying two 
large suitcases. Trash from all over 
the state caught and piled up at the 
edge of town and during the 
windiest times of spring sometimes 
whole days blew away in a cloud 
of dust. I feel my natural lifespan 
may have been shortened by the 
experience. Still, it was a great 
place to grow up. As the old boy 
said, "You can have those big cities, 
people all jammed together. Give 
me some wide-open spaces." In the 
morning out on the plains you have 
a couple of cups of coffee, get all 
wound up and go like hell across 
an open field, try to bounce, clear 
both ditches and the highway so you 
don't get caught in the barbedwire, 
fly from one fenced-in nothing to 
another, hit the ground and keep on 
rolling. 

As it turned out the poems 
were a big hit. My fellow writing 
students liked them and Miss 
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Kaiser praised them excessively. 
She showed them to Miss Young 
(my other favorite teacher) who 
also gave them much praise. When 
one of the poems was published in 
the school newspaper I expected to 
be teased by my friends. But it 
didn't happen. I think that the idea 
of writing a poem, that I would 
write a poem, was so remote, so 
weird, that none of them knew how 
to react. It was as if I had suddenly 
begun speaking in tongues (actually 
that would have been less weird). 
Eventually one of the poems won 
first prize in a state poetry contest 
for high school students. By this 
time I was hooked. 

I was ambitious. I wanted 
to write better and better poems. I 
asked my teacher. She suggested I 
read T.S. Eliot on the craft of verse. 
So I checked out his Selected 
Essays from the library and had a 
go at it. After a few headlong 
rushes at the text, after pauses for 
reflection, I concluded that there 
was absolutely no way I could ever 
write poetry. 

But I could never really 
quit. I drifted around for a number 
of years after high school, dropping 
in and out of college, always with 
the idea of writing not very far back 
in my mind. I attended the College 
of Santa Fe for one semester and 
took a writing class from a novelist 
and poet named Stanley Noyes, the 
first real writer I ever met. His 

advice was a help to me and simply 
the fact he existed, a real writer, was 
important. 

Stanley Noyes helped me to 
publish my first poems in a literary 
magazine. Around the same time I 
discovered books of poetry by 
Robert Bly and James Wright. The 
imagery in their poems was 
astonishing to me. When Robert 
Bly wrote of snow left in the 
combine tracks I knew exactly what 
he was talking about. When James 
Wright wrote of lying in a 
hammock on a farm I felt right at 
home. This was the imagery drawn 
from the Midwest and transformed 
into real poetry. 

In the late sixties I attended 
Wichita State University where I 
met the poet Michael Van 
Walleghen who was only a few 
years my senior and was a member 
of the WSU English department 
faculty teaching poetry writing. I 
went on to take all the classes he 
taught. From Michael I learned the 
importance of careful reading of a 
poem and I learned how much 
commitment and dedication are 
required to write poetry. In the class 
I was with others who took the 
writing of poetry with great 
seriousness. For the first time I felt 
part of a community and felt what I 
did had validity. 

Here is a poem by Michael 
Van Walleghen, a poem about 
writing poetry: 

Beauty 

After I got out of the navy 
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I loafed at home for awhile then enrolled myself in college 

I wanted to make something of myself-
become an accountant like my cousin 

or, sweet Jesus, a lawyer. But somehow 
(who knows, what happens to our dreams?) 
I found myself writing poetry instead. 

I was taking a class in poetry writing 
and wrote whenever I could-all night 

after my job loading trucks sometimes 
at a card table down in the basement . . . 
But when the sun came up, how odd 

how astonishing it was, to realize 
that time had simply disappeared! 

And there, in front of me, timeless 
for all I knew , the night-born poem: 
"Seabent," I remember one beginning 

"with slowly beating wings 
the sunwashed seabirds pass . .. " 

Reading it aloud made me dizzy 
and I carried it around in my pocket 
for days-although, at the same time 

what I really felt soared impatiently 
beyond words somehow. "Sunwashed 

seabirds?" What kind were they exactly? 
And where in that truck-loading life 
had I stood enthralled to watch them? 

Some snot-beaked, garbage-eating gulls 
down by the Detroit river maybe ... 

Or in the navy, those creaky albatross 
I'd tossed Tabasco-sauced bread to 
from the fantail of our ship. Mindless 
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and cruel, beauty was the last thing 
I think I would have ever thought of. 

So why was I thinking of it now 
and staying up all night to find it? 
Whatever it was that made the hair 

on the back of my arms stand up 
and that darkness in the window 

in the merest blinking of an eye 
to somehow disappear-leaving me 
at a card table in an old coal bin 

with one bare bulb hanging down ... 
I can remember thinking, even then 

how it could have been a jail cell 
a room where prisoners were tortured 
the last place on God's grim earth 

where poetry might happen. And yet 
now and then, rising up from nowhere 

on slowly beating wings, something
/ knew there was something, born 
perhaps of the hearts pure yearning 

that would save my life: Beauty. 
The name for those birds was Beauty. 

(from The Last Neanderthal, U. of Pittsburgh Press, 1999) 

As Van Walleghen says, 
poetry can save your life and that is 
probably the most important reason 
for its being. 

In 1971 I moved with my 
wife, Ann Jacobson, to Duluth. 
One of the first people I met here 
was Phil Dentinger who was a few 
years younger than me and an 
aspiring poet as well. We decided 
to try to get something started in the 

then almost non-existent poetry 
scene, publish a magazine, some 
small books, maybe hold poetry 
readings ... It did not really matter 
that neither of us had much of an 
opus. 

We were joined by others 
who had similar aspirations and we 
held occasional poetry readings. 
Most often the mood of these 
gatherings was high hilarity. Lots 

of jokes and funny poems. I saw it 
was possible to write a poem that 
was funny and serious at the same 
time. 

Eventually the poetry 
reading series we began evolved, 
through funding from the St. Louis 
County Heritage and Arts Center 
and local universities, into the Lake 
Superior Writers' Series. We were 
able, over the years, to bring a 
number of important poets and 
writers to Duluth for readings and 
workshops, including Galway 
Kinnell, Philip Levine, Denise 
Levertov, Mary Oliver, Sharon 
Olds, and Louis Simpson. 

I was meeting other 
Minnesota poets as well. I met Bart 
Sutter, Patricia Hampl, Michael 
Dennis Browne, among others. 
And Robert Bly who published the 
best poetry magazine in the country. 
In issues of The Sixties, Robert 
published poems by young 
American poets and translations of 
poems by European and Latin 
American poets who for the most 
part had been unavailable to 
American readers. 

Bly was one of the first 
translators of Pablo Neruda and the 
Swedish poet Tomas Transtromer. 
One of the issues contained a 
selection of prose poems by various 
writers, European and American. I 
was fascinated by the way the prose 
poem worked, so casual, ignoring 
the usual mechanics of verse which, 
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to me, often seemed contrived and 
unnecessary. The prose poem was 
capable of delivering what seemed 
to me to be the real essence of the 
poem, that moment of recognition, 
of empathy or even epiphany. That 
moment when as a young reader 
you feel the absolute rightness of 
the words. I began writing prose 
poems along with the others I 
wrote. 

Robert Bly read some of the 
prose poems I had published in a 
literary magazine and wrote to me 
praising the poems and asking if I 
had enough poems for a small book. 
In 1973 I published my first 
chapbook, The Well Digger's Wife, 
20 poems, with the Minnesota 
Writer's Publishing House, a small 
cooperative publishing venture Bly 
had initiated. I was 30 years old 
and had by this time probably half 
a dozen poems that were good 
enough to keep. 

I have published several 
books of poems since then and aged 
considerably. I have been lucky as 
a poet, partly because of my own 
naivete. I never realized how 
difficult it would be to write good 
poems and publish them. I simply 
went blindly ahead and was lucky 
enough to have met people who 
were sympathetic and helpful: my 
teachers, my wife, my friends, 
mentors and publishers. Robert Bly 
was my first publisher and Jim 
Perlman of Holy Cow! Press has 
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published and kept in print my three 
most recent books. 

When I started writing 
poetry there was less of a "poetry 
industry" than there is now. Fewer 
writers' workshops, fewer poetry 
readings ... I am pleased that there 
seems to be more readers of poetry 
now. I like it when someone reads 
his favorite poem on the News 
Hour. But there are problems as 
well. 

The usual pattern nowadays 
is that the aspiring poet enrolls in a 
prestigious university writing 
program, gets an MFA and, if he or 
she is lucky, a university job 
teaching the writing of poetry to 
other hopeful young writers. The 
poet then has a career but it has little 
to do with writing poetry. Many of 
the poets who teach are excellent 
teachers and write fine poetry but 
because of this machinery a lot of 
mediocre work gets published and 
often good poets outside the 
academy are overlooked. 

I know a number of very 
good poets who are in their forties 
and have yet to publish a book. It 
is especially difficult if you live in 
the Midwest away from the major 
publishers and/or did not attend the 
right university and make the right 
contacts. I have no answers to this 
problem. Here is a poem about one 
of the frustrations of "po biz:" 

Where Go the Boats 

Green leaves a-floating 
Castles of the foam, 

Boats of mine a-boatin
Where will all come home? 

-R.L. Stevenson 

Legend has it that the great 
poet Li Po made his newly 
composed poems into paper boats 
and let them float away down the 
Yang Tze. I recommend this 
practice to poets of today, 
particularly beginning poets, as an 
alternative to submitting poems to 
literary magazines. I do this chiefly 
because I believe the chances of 
your poem actually being read are 
greater using this method. 

If you send poems to a 
literary magazine the unopened 
envelope goes, along with hundreds 
of others, into a large cardboard 
box in one corner of an office or a 
large closet, or into the trunk of the 
editor's girlfriend's car along with 
the empty beer cans and hamburger 
wrappers. Then once every six 
months or so, the janitor or 
someone, a volunteer from a rehab 
program, comes, opens the 
envelopes,places the poems in their 
return envelopes along with a 
printed rejection slip, seals the 
envelopes and takes them all to the 
post office. In the offices of more 
established literary magazines the 
entire procedure is done by 
machine so that your poems return 

to you,finally, untouched by human 
hands. 

Or suppose, by some 
mischance, some failure of the 
system, your poem is published. ft 

won't be read. Just the words 
"literary magazine" are enough to 
send a chill to the heart of the most 
voracious reader. Copies of the 
magazine will, after having their 
covers ripped off, be thrown onto a 
back shelf of a used bookstore 
which smells of mildew. 

How much more noble to 
think of your poem plying the 
waters of the Susquehanna or the 
verdigris or the Mississippi. Think 
of your poem being pulled ashore 
by an astonished reader in 
Davenport or Baton Rouge. Or 
imagine your little poem boat 
sailing at last into the open sea, 
bravely alone. 

( originally published in Willow Springs #47) 

So as a teacher what do you 
say to a student who wants to write 
poetry? "Get real?" "Get a job?" 
In my darker moments I've said 
"Give it up." I've said that to 
myself. Writing poetry is a difficult 
and solitary life at best, but for some 
it is the only real life. When I 
decided that poetry was what I 
would do, there was still the 
problem of earning a living. There 
is no way one can make a living 
simply by writing and publishing 
poetry and there is often little 
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reward of any kind for one's efforts. 
I did not want to teach and I never 
saw myself with a career in 
insurance like Wallace Stevens or 
medicine like William Carlos 
Williams. So for me earning a 
living has meant a series of short 
term, often really stupid, jobs and 
the steady employment of my wife. 
It has not always been comfortable 
but it has allowed me to write 
poems. It is possible to live and 
make poetry the center of your life. 
It means making it up as you go, 
finding your own way. I think a 
talented student should be 
encouraged, cautioned to the 
realities, but encouraged. I believe 
that the only true poetry gets written 
by flying in the face of common 
sense, by persistence through 
madness, through desperation, and 
I believe poetry can save your life. 

Louis Jenkins lives in Duluth. 
His poems have been published 
in many literary magazines and 
anthologies. Among his books 
of poetry are An Almost Human 
Gesture (1987), All Tangled Up 
With the Living (1991), Nice 
Fish: New and Selected Prose 
Poems (1995), Just Above Water 
(1997), and The Winter Road 
(2000). The Winter Road (Holy 
Cow! Press) was nominated for 
the 2001 Minnesota Book Award 
for poetry. 
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Words from Mailer 
About Making It 
Through the Mire 

BY KIRK MANN, FERGUS FALLS COMMUNITY COLLEGE 

In the novel Tough Guys 
Don't Dance by Norman Mailer, the 
main character finds himself in the 
center of a whirlwind of conflict; 
he's an alcoholic recently separated 
from his wife; he's accused of 
murders he didn't commit; his 
former friends are working against 
him, etc., etc. 

As a result, he invokes the 
Latin expression "Inter faeces et 
urinam nascimur" (loosely 
translated as "Between sh- and 
pi- we are born") as a somewhat 
depressing but poignant life 
philosophy. His point, of course, 
is that the literal physical situation 
in which we find ourselves at birth 
transfers metaphorically to the way 
conflict often pounds us from 
several fronts during adulthood. 

Of course, we see this 
gauntlet at the present time. 
Between terrorist attacks, statewide 
strikes, a slouching economy, and 
·whatever else is ailing us, we often 
have that sinking feeling of 

entrapment, of being bombarded by 
chaos on all sides-Inter faeces et 
urinam nascimur. It can be the stuff 
of depression ... if we let it. 

Which we can't. And 
Mailer's bit of Latin may offer the 
necessary insight. Think about 
what happened when we were first 
inter faeces et urinam. What 
happened? We got through it with 
one hell of a push from someone 
who loves us unconditionally. 

It seems we need to keep 
this in mind when we feel the 
tendency to fight our multiple 
battles alone these days. Rather 
than going through the darkness in 
isolation, we should look to our 
supporting casts for the necessary 
boost; when we 're inter faeces et 
urinum, we should seek out the 
positive to help us through. I tried 
to do that when I wrote the 
following poem. I hope it works. 
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The Settling 
In lower Manhattan 
the Dust of the Dead 
now lingers, 
coating the windows of 
hollow buildings 
with a delicate cataract, 
a frost through which 
the sun refracts the 
golden souls of 6,000 

The Dust of the Dead 
filters into the teeth 
of Those Still Seeking, 
offering the grit of voice 
to yell into iron catacombs 

The Dust of the Dead 
settles on school desks 
where fourth graders 
draw hearts in the 
fine bone, flesh, spirit 

It fortifies the pavement 
beneath the press of hard rubber tires; 
powders the fingers of a street 
musician playing to a picture in a 
sidewalk shrine; 
nourishes the roots of a knotty oak 
in Central Park 

And on a deserted street comer 
the Dust of the Dead 
is whisked into a red maple leaf 
whirlwind, 
inhaled into the stratosphere, 
and blown from the palm 
of a higher hand across America 

It drifts down, 
drawn on a collective breath 
to heal us, to become us. 
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MCTE 
Membership News 

The Minnesota Council of Teachers of English is a nonprofit affiliate of the 
National Council of Teachers of English. This issue of the Minnesota English 
Journal has been sent free of charge to every public school English teacher in 
the state, as well as to MCTE members in Minnesota's private schools, colleges 
and universities. MCTE members have paid for its printing and distribution to 
nonmembers in the hope nonmembers will see the value of the effort and become 
members themselves. 

MCTE is dedicated to facilitating the professional conversation and continuing 
education of Minnesota's English teachers. MCTE also offers members 
professional contacts, resources, advice, and assistance for everything from 
publishing student writing to battling censorship. MCTE members are kept 
informed with the latest best practices of their colleagues and are encouraged 
to share their own lessons and experiences with others. 

Membership in MCTE displays your dedication to our profession. 

MCTE members come together to organize conferences, secure speakers, offer 
workshops, compile student anthologies, write grants, critique texts, defend 
academic freedom, staff state fair booths, promote literacy, share stories, teach 
better, learn more, and more. 

Benefits of membership include: 

Subscription to the Minnesota English Journal 
Subscription and submission access to the MCTE Student Anthology 

(showcasing the best student writing in the state) 
Subscription to MCTE News 

(awarded Best Affiliate Newsletter by NCTE) 
Registration discounts at workshops and conferences 

(featuring nationally-recognized writers and educators) 

Presentation proposals for MCTE's Spring Conference 2002 are now being 
accepted. This year's conference will be held at the St. Cloud Civic Center 
April 26 and 27. Please make plans to attend, and if you're not yet a member of 
MCTE, please use the form on the following page to become one. We look 
forward to meeting you. 

If you're already a member, thanks. Your dues support this journal and MCTE's 
other important efforts. We hope you'll encourage your colleagues to join us. 

Don't Wait 
for the 
Spring 

Conference 
to Renew 

Your 
Meinbership ! 

MCTE membership runs from 
October to October of each year, 
so new and renewing members 

should send in the attached form 
and payment today! 

Don't miss any issues of 
MCTE News! 

Please make your check or 
money order payable to MCTE. 
Please fill out the form at right, 

detach it at perforation, 
and send both form and payment 

in a stamped envelope to: 

MCTE 
c/o Marsha Besch 

14702 Oak Run Lane 
Burnsville, MN 55306 

Do It Now! 
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'B,J,jor sJi~j,i~ s 
here in Minnesota. 
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