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From the Editor 

In a 1966 speech in Capetown, South Africa, Senator Robert F. Kennedy 
made reference to a supposed Chinese curse: "May you live in interesting 
times." Subsequent research has failed to locate the source of this "curse," 
at least within the lore of China. A columnist for the BBCi suggests that it 
might have been a rather liberal translation of a related Chinese proverb: 
"It's better to be a dog in a peaceful time than be a man in a chaotic 
period." (http://www.bbc.co.uk/dna/hub/A807374). From the typical 
expression on my dog's face, it is difficult to disagree. Whatever the 
source, one suspects that-as many of us might do with favorite phrases of 
our own - Kennedy heard, liked, and repeated a phrase that he thought 
captured the essence of a moment. 

In 1989, Peter Vaill coined the phrase "permanent whitewater." Vaill, who 
writes about leadership and organizational change, subtitled his book 
"New Ideas for a World of Chaotic Change" (Managing as a Performing 
Art). "Permanent whitewater" is now something of a ubiquitous 
metaphor, perhaps because we so quickly understand what it represents. 
Other metaphors about silver linings, calm at the ends of storms, lights and 
the ends of tunnels-like motel commercials promising warm beds at the 
end of a long day's travel-have now been replaced by a bleak vision of a 
world in which no respite is promised. 

Such curses and metaphors have helped me to better reconcile the 
resistance in the mid-90's to the imposition of Profile of Leaming with the 
resistance this past year to its abolition. Teachers need and want a stable 
environment in which to work. We want to be able to focus on our 
students and their needs, not the state legislature and its political agenda. 
It is difficult for us to accept that such stability is not near at hand. 

If Vaill is right-if his metaphor is accurate-then we have to put our 
faith in the raft and in its pilot. But here the metaphor sticks on the rocks: 
we do not know, or perhaps do not agree on, the source domains of the 
metaphor. What is the raft that stays afloat in our particular waters? Who 
stands at the tiller? And what is it that gives us confidence in either? 

Perhaps it is neither the raft nor the pilot that matters most in our 
circumstance. Perhaps it is simply the knowledge that we are not floating 
downstream alone. If we have confidence in those who travel with us, the 
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journey might seem not only safe but exciting. Keep in mind that people 
pay good money to be subjected to whitewater, and maybe-just 
maybe-if the experience is truly thrilling, then the longer the ride the 
better. 

Within the pages of this journal reside the thoughts, the advice, the 
reflections, and even at times the lamentations of our colleagues. Their 
labor is our gift, and while the metaphor strains at this point, perhaps the 
gift is stronger raft, advice to the pilot, or at the very least a patching kit to 
get us back underway. Linda Miller Cleary reminds us of the legacy of 
Paul Wellstone in her reflections on the place of Jeffersonian democracy 
in education. Raymond Philippot and Chris Gordon offer their thoughts to 
teacher educators facing a law that I have heard called the "No Child Left 
Untested Act." Dwight C. Watson helps teachers learn more about the 
balm of bibliotherapy. Pam B. Cole reviews and describes fiction about 
the lives of gay teens. Colleen Burke describes the ways in which 
students can use MOO's to experience Shakespeare in new ways. Jesse 
Kavadlo explores the fuzzy boundary between content in style in written 
discourse. Karen Babine examines the style and accomplishment of 
Minnesota author Paul Grochow. Finally, Larry Gavin and Dallas Crow 
share poems about life and teaching. We thank them for these gifts, 
highly prized in chaotic times. 

Perhaps Robert Kennedy wryly punned on a Minnesota euphemism when 
he repeated his apocryphal curse about "interesting" times. He might have 
said, "May you live in times that are diffemt," and we would have 
understood. We have, indeed, survived such times: the Ventura 
administration comes to mind. Maybe we survived because, as a 
profession, we had our own at the helm when we needed right guidance: 
Micheal Thompson comes to mind, along with the authors I have just 
mentioned. The writers whose work is contained here might serve as the 
missing sources in Vaill' s metaphor of a raft. Maybe the tiller has been 
ably handled all the while that we held our eyes on the rapids, not looking 
backward. That politicians failed to notice our own good leadership does 
not surprise us. May we not forget those who have served and serve us 
now. If we remember and we trust them, we will trust ourselves in a time 
of chaos. 

John S. Schmit 
Augsburg College 
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Literacy, Democracy, Wellstone, and Jefferson: 
An Imperative for a Certain Kind of Literacy 

Linda Miller Cleary 
University of Minnesota-Duluth 

Recently, I have felt so 
strongly about the value of English 
teachers to our democracy that I 
have often startled would-be 
English teachers with my 
vehemence about the importance 
of their future work. Recent 
world events alone haven't 
precipitated this thinking, but these 
events have shown me that I can 
no longer be silent about it. 
Troubling events cause us to 
recheck our priorities; for me 
troubling events have been a series 
of losses of innocence, each 
precipitating questions that make 
us think more clearly. In the wake 
of this interview, I was heavy with 
my own internal questions about 
our effectiveness, as English 
teachers, in preparing students 
who will carry on our democracy. 
Joseph, or so he wanted to be 
called, was a student much like 
Garrison Keilor's stereotype of 
young male Minnesotans: good 
looking and above average. As 
you read his words, be assured that 
I will get to the hefty promises 
implied in the title. 

"I really have had to worry 

about what I was going to 
write, always worrying if the 
audience will like it or not. 
It's been hard because [at first] 
I didn't know what my 
classmates would accept. The 
popular ones were really 
relaxed; I wasn't. I had to 
worry what I was gonna read 
in front of class. I'd worry 
about sounding awkward. I 
wanted to be creative, but the 
worst fear was getting too 
creative. I wasn't writing it for 
something that I would like. It 
was more something that they 
would like. 

"I don't really write for 
myself. I can't think of any 
time ... Oh, okay, I did a voice 
of democracy thing once. 
They had a contest at each 
school where they gave us a 
topic, and they took the top 
three people from each school, 
and the first person got $100, 
the second got $75, and the 
third got $50. They'd send the 
speeches over to the judges. 
And it was called The 
Challenge of American 
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Citizenship.... There was no 
way you could tell what would 
be a good speech. I was 
thinking the normal ones 
would be voting and public 
service and all that. Voting is 
so obviously American 
citizenship that I decided to do 
something about citizenship 
and world peace, racism. It 
was the one time when I didn't 
do what I thought the judges 
would like. I liked it, and I 
didn't win. People who did 
win did things like voting. I 
wish I had won the $100. I 
thought the next time I 
wouldn't be so original. I 
decided to do what would win. 
School writing is the same 
basically; I write to get the 
grade. I just try to write what 
the teacher wants. And in 
debate, for example, I'm 
getting trophies, winning. It's 
kind of a game." (p 162-164, 
Cleary, 1991) 

There is irony that, in 
writing what he felt committed to 
saying, Joseph failed to win "The 
Challenge of American 
Citizenship" contest. To me one 
of the greatest challenges to 
American citizenship is in 
educating citizens who will 
perpetuate a democracy. Joseph, 
as he was in the early 1990's, 
wasn't becoming an independent 
thinker, the kind of thinker who 

can come up with solutions to new 
problems, and one who would 
stand up for those solutions. He 
was being trained to conform. 
When I finished talking with 
Joseph, I remember feeling a sense 
of discomfort that was deeper than 
that of being queasy at the pit of 
my stomach. At the moment I 
would gladly have handed over 
$100 to him if I thought it would 
have given him back his own 
voice. He had gone beyond the 
endeavor of considering what 
would be compelling to an 
audience in order to convince them 
of his opinion. He was an earnest 
and studious young man who was 
just getting beyond the fear of 
peers. What disturbed me then 
was that I could see him being a 
future congressman at a time when 
we most need congressmen who 
can hold onto their convictions and 
use their voices for the betterment 
of those who don't voice their 
own. As Ralph Waldo Emerson 
said: 

Nothing is at last sacred but 
the integrity of your own mind. 
Absolve you to yourself, and 
you shall have the suffrage of 
the world .. .I am ashamed to 
think how easily we capitulate 
to badges and names, to large 
societies and dead-institutions. 
("Self-Reliance," 631) 

I know there are other viewpoints 
on Joseph's words; some try to 

assure me saying that Joseph was 
just developing audience sense, 
that self-consciousness is a phase 
of adolescence and egocentrism. 
But at that moment in that 
interviewing room, I felt Joseph 
had capitulated. Democracy 
cannot withstand an educational 
system that rewards capitulation 
anymore. Joseph wanted the prize 
money, wanted to figure out what 
the teacher wanted him to say for 
the grade, wanted to figure out 
what other people want to hear, 
wanted to be popular, and was 
convinced that popularity was 
dependent on not being different. 
Jefferson's Admonitions from 
Centuries Past 

Thomas Jefferson believed 
that all have a right, by virtue of 
their humanity, "to life, liberty, 
and pursuit of happiness" 
(Declaration of Independence) and 
that all have a right to express their 
understanding as to how such 
rights should be preserved. He 
believed that a proper government 
rests upon securing these rights 
and that a vital relationship lies 
between preservation of rights and 
the education of citizens. Jefferson 
said, "I look to the diffusion of 
light and education as the resource 
most to be relied on for 
ameliorating the condition, 
promoting the virtue, and 
advancing the happiness of man" 
(qtd. in Dewey, 125). A 
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democracy, he believed, could not 
work unless citizens are well 
informed, literate, keen on seeing 
through the tyranny of false 
politicians; prepared to have 
opinions about their rights and 
those of others; and prepared to 
defend them. His hopes for our 
nation's democracy can help us 
look at the current 
English/Language Arts curriculum 
and consider whether it supports 
the development of a democratic 
citizenry. In troubling times, I 
often think that his notions of 
citizenry and democracy should 
both concern us and hold hope for 
us. 

Jefferson had a profound 
effect on what the United States 
holds dear; nevertheless, from our 
21st century perspective, he can be 
criticized. After all, Jefferson was 
a slaveholder, and he also stated 
that young women were "too wise 
to wrinkle their foreheads with 
politics." Douglas Wilson said, in 
talking about Jefferson, 
" ... 'Presentism' names a malaise 
that plagues American discussions 
of anything and everything 
concerning the past: The 
widespread inability to make 
appropriate allowances for 
prevailing historical conditions" 
(72). He quoted Emily 
Dickinson's line: "Today, makes 
yesterday mean." Ironically, fifty 
years ago Jefferson probably 
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would have looked more critically 
at the very racism and sexism that 
he had trouble seeing clearly two 
centuries ago, because "isms" are 
often hidden by entrenchment in a 
way of living. I have asked 
myself: what was Thomas 
Jefferson thinking in 1779 that 
would have meaning for us as 
English teachers in 2002? 

Jefferson, the father of our 
public schools, pushed hard, 
especially in his later years, for 
those of all backgrounds to be 
educated. In his "Bill for the 
Diffusion of Knowledge," he 
wrote: "The most effectual means 
of preventing this tyranny would 
be to illuminate, as far as 
practicable, the minds of the 
people at large, and more 
especially to give them knowledge 
of those facts, which history 
exhibiteth, that possessed thereby 
of the experience of other ages and 
countries, they may be enabled to 
know ambition under all its 
shapes, and prompt to exert their 
natural powers to defeat its 
purposes" (qtd. in Lee, p83). 

Jefferson saw a reading 
populace as essential to a 
democracy, and he saw standing 
up for one's views as essential: "In 
every country where man is free to 
think and to speak, differences of 
opinion will arise from difference 
of perception, and the imperfection 
of reason; but these differences 

when permitted, as in this happy 
country, to purify themselves by 
free discussion, are but as passing 
clouds overspreading our land 
transiently, and leaving our 
horizon more bright and serene" 
(letter from Thomas Jefferson to 
Benjamin Waring, 1801. ME 
10:235). I don't think he would 
approve of the schooling we have 
today. 

What Jefferson Might Deem 
Current Tyranny 

The very way we educate 
sucks our students into loss of 
integrity. Students stop adhering 
to a code of values because daring 
to be themselves, learning to voice 
their own beliefs, does not 
advantage them. As Joseph did, 
students learn to write and speak 
the ideas that they think they want 
us as teachers to hear. If there will 
be an audience of their peers, 
another screen in their audience 
sense must be added, so they can 
avoid derision. Perhaps the most 
insidious tyranny is the silence that 
occurs from caving in to the power 
of audience, the capitulation. 

During the past presidential 
election, an ad for West Wing, the 
television drama that has since 
won its second Emmy in as many 
years of airing, said: "West Wing 
has the president we wish we 
could vote for." It was true for 
me. I wished I could vote for 

West Wing's President Bartlett 
because the man, as portrayed by 
Martin Sheen, is humane and 
intelligent, and he stands up for his 
convictions. Following the 2000 
Presidential election, voting booth 
irregularities shook the nation, 
making citizens worry about the 
very vote that they felt was the 
rock of American democracy. So 
what other things are happening in 
our nation that threaten our 
democracy, things that go 
unchallenged by large numbers of 
citizens' voices? A few come 
immediately to mind, some having 
developed over a long time, some 
more recent: 
1. Our precious "free" press is 

mostly owned by big 
conglomerates. No experiment 
can be more interesting than 
that [ which the] wise are now 
trying [writing the US 
Constitution], and which we 
trust will end in establishing 
the fact, that man may be 
governed by reason and truth. 
Our first object should 
therefore be, to leave open to 
him [the citizen] all the 
avenues to truth. (Jefferson 
letter to John Tyler, 1804 ME 
11 :33) 

I just talked with a past student of 
mine who writes for a small city 
newspaper and feels the strong 
editing hand from the 
conglomerate that owns her paper, 
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especially when political topics are 
covered. The New York Times 
and the Washington Post, two of 
our nation's most powerful papers, 
just joined efforts, cutting off what 
Jefferson might label as one 
"avenue of truth." Although the 
reporters that I know are fierce 
defendants of the freedom of the 
press, Jefferson would find these 
"limited avenues to truth" a 
frightening development, as he 
would the conglomerates of radio 
and cable enterprises. Jefferson 
couldn't have imagined radio, 
much less Internet technology. 
Why are there continual threats of 
funding cuts for public radio and 
television? Will the Internet 
expand the number of voiced 
citizenry? How do we teach our 
students to go to these sites with a 
critical eye? As Jefferson said, "If 
a nation expects to be ignorant and 
free... it expects what never was 
and never will be .... Where the 
press is free, and every man able 
to read, all is safe" qtd. in Dewey, 
123). 
2. Educational efforts have been 

unable to stem narrowness of 
thought and resultant hate. 

Hate can be blatant and directed 
from without our nation toward 
our nation ( as represented by 
September 11th), or it can collapse 
us from within when it originates 
from the very citizens who should 
be guarding against it (as 
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represented by the death of 
Matthew Shepherd and other hate 
crimes). Jefferson said, "Bigotry 
is the disease of ignorance, of 
morbid minds, enthusiasm of the 
free and buoyant. Education and 
free discussion are the antidotes of 
both" (qtd. in Dewey,124). 
Literature is essential for children 
growing up in a democracy 
because it encourages them to look 
at the world from different 
perspectives, through the eyes of 
different characters and into 
different situations. It is 
ethnocentrism that tears at 
different regions of the world. It is 
education that can help children 
move from their egocentric state to 
the ability to look at things 
through the various lenses needed 
for global understanding. When 
students are stuck in egocentrism, 
the adult version, ethnocentrism, 
takes hold. As anti-American 
sentiment builds, whether or not 
we think it is justified or even if 
those that hold resentment are 
themselves the worst of 
ethnocentrists, we need to have 
citizens who can think through the 
complexities of others' ways of 
thinking. It is important that 
students begin to see why the 
United States may appear to be 
arrogant from others' perspectives. 
September 11th and its aftermath 
has shown us that we cannot 
afford simplistic thinkers as our 

future citizens and problem 
solvers. 

3. Ninety percent of the 
wealth is controlled by five 
percent of the population. 

Jefferson said, "It would seem 
impossible that an intelligent 
people, with the faculty of reading 
and right of thinking, should 
continue much longer to slumber 
under the pupilage of an interested 
aristocracy of priests and lawyers, 
persuading them to distrust 
themselves, and to let them think 
for them" (qtd. in Dewey, 127). 
Who are today's priests and 
lawyers? Why has the distribution 
of wealth changed so in the past 
decades: the poor getting poorer; 
the rich getting richer? What can 
we do about it as English teachers? 

When talking about the 
politics of reading this winter, I 
asked my students why big 
businesses, conservative 
politicians, and the religious right 
come down on the side of using 
almost pure phonics instruction for 
beginning readers. I was 
astounded as they thought 
themselves through this question. 
They put their explanations forth 
tentatively, knowing that there 
were huge generalizations they 
had made, but, at the same time, 
they were taken with some of the 
thoughts they uncovered. I have 
written below from the notes they 
assembled on the board after 

thinking about these questions: 
Fundamentalists often believe 
there is only one right way to read 
something. There is an 
unwillingness to look at stories as 
metaphors, to read beneath the 
surface, to read deeply. They are 
obsessed with surface level 
correctness of reading and 
writing? They forget the purpose 
of forging thought through writing 
and as a result of reading. Those 
who want to control people would 
like "shallow" reading. They 
often believe strongly in the right 
to life and the wrongness of birth 
control, and they often have large 
families. Would this make big 
business happy? 

Big business would want to 
maintain a large group of non
questioning workers, cheap labor, 
who don't question authority. 
They emphasize the importance of 
technical reading. Perhaps they 
want people to read only to 
accomplish what they want to be 
accomplished. Do they want to 
have a highly educated work force 
to whom they would have to pay 
higher wages. Big business would 
like the US to perpetuate a large 
working class. Who owns the 
publishing companies that print 
scripted reading programs? 

Conservatives do not want 
to change the status quo. "What 
was good enough for me was good 
enough for today's students," is 
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often the hue and cry, even though 
social situations have changed 
considerably. They are often 
satisfied with their place on the 
earning and power scale and want 
things to remain in their favor. Of 
course there are working class 
conservatives, but they might not 
see clearly how they are 
disadvantaged? 

4. We elect congressmen who run 
on what appear to be their 
convictions about what will best 
preserve the rights of their 
constituents to life, liberty and the 
pursuit of happiness. Too often, 
we later find them to be legislators 
voting on what their contributors 
wanted. Most congressmen pay a 
lot of attention to campaign 
funding, and our system makes 
them dependent on that funding. It 
would be interesting to see what 
Jefferson would think about 
congressional lobbyists. Within 
minutes of my first rendition of the 
lines that follow, Paul Wellstone 
died in an airplane crash just north 
of my home. Before I knew of his 
death, I thought I might have gone 
a little overboard with the lines: 
"W ellstone is my hero because he 
articulates his convictions, because 
he votes his conscience, because 
he does not capitulate, and because 
he acts as a model that Joseph and 
other good looking Minnesotans 
need." I had deleted the hero part, 
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but now I am putting it back in, 
unfortunately in the past tense. 
Wellstone was my hero. He 
dared. Although his vote was 
often buried by those who didn't 
dare, he kept issues in front of the 
legislature, in front of the 
committees on which he served. 

Jefferson, like Wellstone, 
fought for public education as the 
route to equality and democracy. 
He fought for an education to be 
overseen by elected 
representatives of the people, an 
education that would not permit 
despots to control thought. Would 
Jefferson have opposed vouchers? 
He did oppose public funding for 
private institutions and worked 
hard to get state funding for public 
universities. He wanted minds to 
be openly influenced by multiple 
viewpoints. We can safely assume 
that he would have worried about 
the narrow interests of private 
educational groups and about big 
money influencing legislation and 
elections. The voices that oppose 
private interest money from 
controlling our legislation need to 
come out loud and clear. Voices 
that oppose an education that 
narrows the way people think need 
to come out loud and clear. 

Education is a public trust. 
Perhaps the world is too 

complex to assign villains for what 
Jefferson would deem to be 

tyrannies, but a democracy must 
be vigilant. English teachers must 
be vigilant when considering how 
to implement literacy. As Joseph 
learned to read and write in order 
to convince (which, of course, is 
important), he also learned to 
eclipse his own opinions, to base 
his message on what he thought 
teachers and peers might want to 
hear, and to put prizes, debate 
victories, and good grades above 
his own beliefs. In essence, he 
capitulated. So, what should we as 
English teachers do? 

What Teachers of English/ 
Language Arts Can Do to Make 
Informed Citizens Who Act on 
Their Consciences 

We have the great 
privilege, we think, of living in a 
democracy, but we are training our 
students to act in ways that may 
undermine that democracy. Is my 
thinking about all this jaded? I 
have been disillusioned, which is 
probably a pretty productive state, 
because it gets me beyond stasis in 
my thinking and has me working 
toward useful scenarios for 
English teachers. I think that 
helping our students develop into 
effective citizens lies straight in 
our laps as teachers of reading, 
writing, speaking, and listening. 
We need to help them to be 
discerning as they take in 
information about the world and to 

speak their own conscience as they 
act upon the world. 
Taking In Information: 
Receptive Language Acts: The 
Need for Critical Reading 
"Where the press is free, and every 
man able to read, all is safe" ( qtd. 
in Dewey, 124). 

I'm sure Jefferson intended 
critical thinking to be a part of his 
definition of reading, but he may 
not have known how astute readers 
and listeners need to be in our day 
of tricky media and today's 
political gambits. Stephen Marcus 
said, "Literacy is knowing where 
the truth lies" ( qtd. in Pope and 
Golub 91). Reading has become 
trickier; meaning needs to be 
discerned from within its 
complicated context. I was 
astounded and outraged as a reader 
to see the Time and Newsweek 
indexes of Gore's and Bush's lies 
in our last election, many of which 
I had bought into. I guess I should 
feel heartened that magazines 
owned by big conglomerates 
pointed them out; in that case, the 
press pushed me beyond the spin 
doctors. I applauded them. 

In 1985, I was honored to 
be in a seminar at the University of 
Massachusetts, Amherst with 
Paolo Freire. One of his many 
wise statements was, "You need to 
teach students to read knee deep in 
text." Actually this is one thing 
that English teachers do really 
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well-we encourage knee-deep 
readings of literature. We teach 
the tools of critical reading, the 
workings of metaphor and symbol, 
looking at the inner workings of 
language and meaning. This is a 
valuable expense of time. We 
could probably improve on 
helping students to see how this 
kind of reading is essential in 
trying to figure out world events; 
we could help them make the 
connection between what we do 
and what social studies teachers 
do. We also do well in getting 
students to think about acting on 
what they read: "What would you 
do if you were Scout?" "Did 
Holden make the right decision 
here?" We let literature become 
simulations for the real dilemmas 
in life. We allow students to have 
their own taste in reading, 
allowing individual reading and 
reading workshops; and we 
orchestrate situations to permit 
student conversations and even 
disagreements about literature in 
literature circles and in whole class 
discussions. This we are good at! 

Reading the World: Multiple 
Perspectives 

We do so well with 
literature, but probably we need to 
go one step further more often and 
help students to be conscious of 
the multiple perspectives with 
which a reader can read. If 
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adolescents are encouraged to 
observe their worlds through 
others' perspectives, through 
different critical lenses turned on 
the same situations and characters, 
they will get practice in getting 
beyond ~gocentrism and the 
possible ethnocentrism that might 
follow that. They may discern 
why tolerance is better than hate. 
And they will be better able to 
negotiate the subtleties of political 
connivance. They will develop 
needed sensitivities to and 
arguments for different audiences. 
Deborah Appleman quoted a 
student who talked about this: 
"'How can one know who is right 
and who is wrong? There may 
never be an answer to that 
question, but there is a way to 
increase knowledge so that one 
may grow closer to the truth. The 
way to do that is to keep an open 
mind, look at things from different 
angles and then make an educated 
analysis'" (l 42). 

Reading Politically 
Be it in social studies or 

English, reading politically should 
be an every October occurrence. 
Whether local, county, state, or 
national politics, students need to 
be knee deep in the text of political 
writing and media. One of my 
favorite October texts is "A 
Modest Proposal," which takes the 
study of literature into the political 

arena. Examining the text of 
political commercials may take 
some research, but it makes for 
heightened political awareness. 
October is, thus, a time for 
inquiry; students can compare 
political statements and stances of 
the candidates against each other 
and against the facts of their 
records. Allowing students to 
discover that reading always 
seems true when it matches one's 
original views may wake up their 
minds. Encourage students to 
stand firm until their own research 
or class discussion changes their 
minds, and, just as importantly, 
help students recognize moments 
when they actually change their 
opinions about something due to 
their reading or conversations. For 
instance, students might be asked 
to find one essay from portfolios 
of prior years about which they 
think differently now than when 
they wrote it. They can see that 
opinions are based on a growing 
fund of knowledge and experience. 
They can be asked to call the old 
opinion into question and to 
discuss it with peers. This quote 
from Jefferson is worth repeating, 
"In every country where man is 
free to think and to speak, 
differences of opinion will arise 
from difference of perception, and 
the imperfection of reason; but 
these differences when permitted, 
as in this happy country, to purify 

themselves by free discussion, are 
but as passing clouds 
overspreading our land transiently, 
and leaving our horizon more 
bright and serene" (letter from 
Thomas Jefferson to Benjamin 
Waring, 1801. ME 10:235). 

English teachers have a 
history of uncovering political 
euphemism, as our national 
organization sponsors the annual 
Doublespeak Award 
( <http:/ /www.ncte.org/governance 
/ committees/ committees.shtml#Pu 
blic Doublespeak>). Following 
the committee's carefully prepared 
and documented awards can be a 
class activity by having students 
talk motives behind the 
Doublespeak A ward winners' slick 
words. Many of us examine 
advertisements with our students, 
looking for the messages beneath 
ads and conceiving how they 
motivate us to buy. Media 
language and visual strategies can 
be paralleled with those of 
political spin doctors. Looping 
back continually to the study of 
language and literature assures 
others that you are doing your job. 
English teachers can lead their 
students to examine how language 
creates images of different sorts of 
people and how it colors their 
actions in literature (and in 
media's coverage of world events), 
to examine who has power in 
literature ( and in world events) and 
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how they use it, and to examine 
situations in literature ( and world 
events) to see whose voices are 
heard and whose aren't. Nancy 
Mellon McCracken said, 
"Analyses of political language 
support the notion that the 
language of literature is often 
usurped by public speakers, not to 
enhance communication as in 
poetry but to subvert 
communication" (558). 
McCracken has pairs of students 
go out in the world to look for 
what she calls "language 
pollution." There is much to do. 

The Precarious Balance of 
Audience Sense and Felt Sense 
in Articulating Thought: 
Expressive Language 

For a democracy to be 
successful, the opinions of our 
citizens need to be directed 
outward. As writers wanting to 
have our thoughts known, we 
continually work back and forth 
between what we want to say and 
how those to whom we want to say 
it will react. Sondra Perl has 
called the former "felt sense" 
(217), the gut level thoughts that 
guide what we want to say. Often 
in the composing process, we 
realize more than our original 
thoughts, we build logic behind 
them and further complicate them. 
We often do this while considering 
our readers, attending to what I 
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often, as in Joseph's case, we 
privilege our audience over our 
own thoughts on a topic, shying 
away from what we really want to 
say because of the audience 
censor. At the same time, it is 
essential to be taking the audience 
into mind because the audience 
sense informs what words and 
emphases we must use to get our 
point across. We need to help our 
students to have real, studied 
opinions and then work on how 
they might represent them to the 
audience they have in mind. If the 
audience wipes out the felt sense 
because it is too threatening, then 
maybe the writer needs an 
alternative audience until 
conviction wins out over the 
temptation to be silent in the face 
of the fearsome (Cleary, 199). To 
allow for a strong "felt sense," it is 
imperative that students have 
choice in the topics that they write 
about. It may be that, for your 
purposes of assessment, writing 
needs to be on a certain subject, 
but within that subject there needs 
to be great latitude if students are 
to have their own voice in writing. 
Assignments that are too narrow, 
exclude the possibilities for 
difference of opinion and "felt 
sense." 

As quoted above, Jefferson 
said: " ... Differences when 
permitted, as in this happy 

country, to purify themselves by 
free discussion, are but as passing 
clouds overspreading our land 
transiently, and leaving our 
horizon more bright and serene" 
(letter from Thomas Jefferson to 
Benjamin Waring, 1801. ME 
10:235). Engaging students in oral 
statements of opinions and 
discussions, and encouraging them 
to hold on to well-supported 
opinions until they see the need to 
change them seems essential. 
More time needs to be given to 
students as they are discovering 
what they think, perhaps, than to 
final assessments of their thoughts. 
Too often they proceed with 
formal writing or speaking on a 
topic before they have a chance to 
think through their convictions 
about a topic, to research ideas, to 
discourse about them on a casual 
level. As teachers we need to 
listen intently, to model careful 
listening and respectful 
questioning, and to nudge students 
into more thoughtful stances and 
more knowledgeable ways of 
viewing the world until they have 
confidence, but not 
bullheadedness, about their 
opinions. We need to see students 
as evolving citizens, be interested 
in where our students are, and be 
interested in where they might go. 

Perhaps the most 
controversial thing I will say here 
is that we need to reform 

classroom experiences in debate. 
A value in the art of argumentation 
is analysis of the audience's stance 
on a subject and development of 
convincing reasons for the 
audience to take up one's own 
viewpoint. Schoolroom debates, 
as they are conceived today, put 
the students in the position of 
leaving their "felt sense," their 
own viewpoint, behind. In school 
debate, "felt sense" capitulates to 
an assigned viewpoint, students 
practice take a stand that doesn't 
reflect their own stand. We 
desperately need real debates (not 
the kind where kids pretend to take 
sides for the sake of practice). I 
think that debate, as now 
practiced, encourages the skills of 
our worst politicians in protecting 
hidden agendas, in selling oneself 
out for a view what might be 
popular with a certain audience, in 
capitulating for financial gain, or 
for votes. It encourages lack of 
personal integrity. There is no real 
need for debate when we know 
people are really on the same side 
or when they are assigned a side 
for the sake of argumentation. The 
very real differences in opinions 
that are represented in a class can 
be respected and debated. The 
traditional kind of debate might 
serve to prepare lawyers who by 
profession need to defend both the 
innocent and guilty, but there is 
plenty of time in law school for 
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them to prepare defenses that hide 
truth and convince to def end. 

When the audience sense 
becomes ponderous, then one 
begins to dismiss right thinking, 
bowing to acceptable ideas. 
Emerson would admonish this: "A 
man should learn to detect and 
watch that gleam of light which 
flashes across his mind from 
within, more than the lustre of the 
firmament of bards and sages. Yet 
he dismisses without notice his 
thought, because it is his. In every 
work of genius we recognize our 
own rejected thoughts: they come 
back to us with a certain alienated 
majesty" (628). 

Real Audience and Purpose for 
Expression 

If we think about what 
motivates literacy, we need to look 
back to the intrinsic motivations 
for all behavior: desire for feelings 
of self-determination, desire for 
feelings of competence, curiosity, 
responsiveness to feedback, 
tendency toward imitation, and 
inclination toward self-expression 
(Cleary, 175). When literacy is 
used for real audiences and 
purposes, it is then that students 
feel like they have accomplished 
something; and when they do, they 
feel competent. If they are reading 
and writing about topics that 
interest them, then curiosity feeds 
their literacy. If they have 
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feedback that indicates interest in 
their ideas, as well as giving help 
for their desired end goal, their 
interest is renewed. If their peers 
and teachers are also engaged in 
the work of literacy with real 
audiences and purposes, then they 
are more caught up in following 
along with that activity. Most of 
all, real audiences and purposes 
give motivation for literacy acts in 
which students can feel their 
expressive inclinations. When 
there are real audiences, then 
students can be realistic about 
what that particular audience 
needs to hear. If they have real 
purposes, those purposes • have 
arisen from a felt sense, a 
conviction that has instigated their 
expressive language, or they have 
purposes that further that felt 
sense. The act becomes real. 
Their voices become real. And 
they are more apt to read and write 
out of a conviction. Jefferson 
would be proud of them. 

If students work with 
others toward real purposes, then 
they will need to negotiate 
strategies through conversations. 
Both Jefferson and Dewey were 
fond of saying that democracy 
begins in conversations. When 
children's strengths and voices are 
connected with the needs of the 
community to achieve needed end, 
literacy serves the needs of 
democracy. If we help students to 

find real goals (in their own keen 
questions about their worlds, 
opinions that need expressing, 
writing that needs to be done, 
information that needs to be 
gathered from primary and 
carefully scrutinized sources, 
research needed to inform 
solutions to community problems), 
then we are participating in the 
development of good citizens. 

Technology Creates the Need 
and Possibility for World Wide 
Citizenship 

The Internet and the World 
Wide Web have tremendous 
potential for broadcasting the 
voices of citizens, for giving 
students access to real audiences. 
I have students publishing their 
work in student-run, international 
"zines." An Abenaki student that I 
interviewed from a small village in 
Quebec astonished me with her 
technological sophistication. "I 
have a web site, and I speak of 
who I am on it. I write about 
dancing group, trips I made. I 
write on what I feel during my 
shows and what I feel during 
everyday life. Like the clothes I 
wear every day, compared to my 
dancing clothes. I explain these 
and what they mean, give more 
information. Friends like Kashtin 
and Betsiamites will read my site. 
Most Innu people have their web 
sites which speak about them" 

(qtd. in Bergstrom, Cleary, and 
Peacock page number). 

I have witnessed students 
from Aboriginal communities in 
the outback of Australia 
communicating with students in 
Washington State to research 
world weather and have observed 
students in Duluth, Minnesota 
conversing over the Internet with 
student partners in Germany, 
negotiating meanings with one 
another. It would be thoroughly 
possible, indeed a small ray of 
hope in an otherwise dismal 
situation, if students from the US 
and the Middle East could 
converse in reasoned words about 
the rising conflict there. These 
kinds of communications are 
supported through the 
International Education and 
Resources Network 
(<http://www.learn.org>). 
Technology provides vast 
possibilities for real audience and 
purpose, but with it comes the 
serious need for the development 
of very critical lenses. 

The use of technology is 
rife with the ethical issues of 
access. Last year I taught a 
graduate student from Kenya who 
had no experience with 
technology. Whole countries and 
pockets of poverty have no access. 
On the other hand, communication 
via computer can be more 
democratic in its accessibility to 

Minnesota English Journal 19 

more people, whether we talk 
intelligences or learning styles. 
Kinesthetic learners can find more 
active learning, visual learners 
have graphics and pictures to help 
them in gathering knowledge, and 
audio learners will benefit as we 
keep learning how to decompress 
sound. Instead of left to right, the 
computer will move in and out. 
Jefferson would be astounded, and 
he would warn us of the need to be 
cautious of controls set on these 
new media and of the need to 
"read" that media critically. 
"Literacy is knowing where the 
truth lies." 

The Need for a Pedagogy 
to Disturb: Keeping Developing 
Citizens Awake. For too many 
individuals in modern society, 
there is a feeling of being 
dominated and that feelings of 
powerlessness are almost 
inescapable. I'm suggesting that 
such feelings can to a large degree 
be overcome through conscious 
endeavor on the part of individuals 
to keep themselves awake, to think 
about their condition in the world, 
to inquire into the forces that 
appear to dominate them, to 
interpret the experiences they are 
having day by day. Only as they 
learn to make sense of what is 
happening, can they feel 
themselves to be autonomous. 
Only then can they develop the 
sense of agency required for living 
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a moral life. (Greene 43-44) 
We need to enact a 

pedagogy to disturb. We need to 
help students to investigate their 
own assumptions and worlds, to 
explore the discontinuity before 
them. This needn't be devastating; 
it just needs to disturb. Teachers 
should introduce discrepant events 
into students' lives. Let students 
see hate sites, read Anne Frank, 
investigate sites that show the 
ovens at Dachau, go to the sites 
that say the Holocaust did not 
happen, and then ponder. The 
Southern Law Poverty Center's 
magazine Teaching Tolerance can 
provide numerous examples of 
hateful occurrences in our own 
nation that students can address. 
Amnesty International' s Urgent 
Action provides monthly 
newsletters for secondary students 
that can provide experiences in 
which students can write letters for 
adolescent prisoners of conscience 
abroad ( often imprisoned because 
of their parents' political/religious 
beliefs or because of their 
ethnicity). The following month 
the results of the letter writing 
(which often frees those 
imprisoned) are reported. Students 
can feel the power of their own 
words, while considering 
individuals or groups of people 
whose voices are silenced. 

We need to problematize 
what our students study. They 

need to consider the sale of soft 
drinks in their schools while 
reading The Chocolate War. They 
need to see things in their 
complexity and consider the 
ramifications of lines like, "Do I 
dare disturb the universe?" 
(Cormier quotes this line from 
Elliot's '.'The Love Song of J. 
Alfred Prufrock"). They can enact 
simulations of likely ethical 
dilemmas and confusing situations 
to help them develop opinions and 
talk about them. As English 
teachers, we are becoming very 
good at getting students to read 
authentic texts from diverse 
cultures, which help them to better 
see and think critically about their 
own: Leslie Marmon Silko' s "The 
Man to Send Rain Clouds" and 
Ceremony, Richard Wright's 
Native Son, Toni Morrison's The 
Bluest Eyes, utopias such as The 
Giver and Animal Farm, and on 
and on. Students need to consider 
thought-provoking notions while 
reading literature. We all know 
the texts that work for us to get 
conversations about differences to 
roar. For me two such texts were 
excerpts from the philosopher 
Berkeley and Twain's The 
Mysterious Stranger. They never 
failed to get students riled about 
the questions: Are you really free 
or are all the events and actions in 
your life determined? What limits 
your freedom? What should limit 

your freedom? 
As English teachers, we all 

do some of these things, but we 
need to consider doing more. 
Though some might feel that 
Jefferson's ideas of what is needed 
to maintain our democracy have 
no grounding in the realities of our 
world, I believe we should feel 
compelled to look back at those 
ideals to rethink our roles. 

Recently my students 
began a class period, seriously 
rattled by the future of their 
profession. They asked me, "Why 
should we be English teachers 
now? There's the standardization, 
the testing, the funding cuts." "Is 

Minnesota English Journal 21 

there a point to being an English 
teacher right now?" "Did you read 
that letter to the editor last week? 
Someone wanted to pay teachers 
less! And then there's that ad on 
TV where the kid has to tell the 
dad why he wants to be a teacher 
instead of a doctor." I had the 
answer to my students' questions, 
and they were astounded at the 
vehemence of their generally mild
mannered teacher. Maybe I am 
beginning to become the English 
teacher that Jefferson or Wellstone 
would have wanted, one who feels 
conviction that literacy paves the 
way to democracy. 
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Preparing Future Teachers in an Era 
of Mandated Testing 

Raymond Philippot and Chris Gordon 

St. Cloud State University 

As English teachers, many 
of you have probably read the 
September 2001 issue of English 
Journal or Alfie Kohn's book, The 
Schools Our Children Deserve, or 
the fall 2000 edition of American 
Educational Researcher, along 
with other current publications on 
mandated, high-stakes testing. All 
of these articles delve into the 
problems associated with the 
current movement in mandated 
preservice teacher testing. In this 
article, we begin by discussing 
several problems with the current 
state of mandated tests for 
teachers, followed by a brief 
overview of a survey of our 
teacher candidates, and we 
conclude with recommendations 
for concerned individuals seeking 
to take action concerning high
stakes testing vis-a-vis teacher 
preparation. 

Beginning in the late 
1980s, researchers sounded a 

warning of impending teacher 
shortages across the nation (U.S. 
Dept. of Education 1 ). Certain 
disciplines are clearly more in 
demand than others. For 
example, in Minnesota, we are 
faced with "shortages in 
industrial technology, foreign 
languages, science, and math" 
("Teacher Advisory Council" 1 ). 
As experienced faculty retire and 
as new teachers leave after only a 
few years service, the need for 
English/language arts teachers 
will persist. As Hoffman and 
Pearson noted, "Retirements 

' 
coupled with teacher attrition 
rates (nearly 30% quit teaching 
during their first 3 years), could 
lead to a tremendous teacher 
shortage by the year 201 0" (28-
31 ). By some estimates, the 
United States will need an 
additional 190,000 new teachers 
by 2006 (Hoffman and Pearson 
31). Standardized testing 
required of these potential 

licensees could impact the 
number of teachers we ultimately 
place in the field. 

It is important to note that 
high stakes tests can, and often do 

' 
serve useful purposes in relation to 
certifying teachers. Do we want to 
ensure that the teachers we 
endorse and license have a 
minimum level of competence in 
reading, writing, and mathematics? 
Of course we do. Our main 
concern, however, stems from a 
belief--seemingly endorsed and 
practiced by test makers such as 
Educational Testing Service (ETS)
-that English/language arts teachers 
should be schooled in a uniform 
body of knowledge. Content area 
exams, such as the Praxis II, test 
preservice teachers on author 
specific information that may or 
may not be relevant to one's 
teaching life. If prospective 
teachers are well versed in the 
poetry of William Carlos Williams 

' 
but not e.e. cummings, will they be 
unable to perform their duties in 
the classroom? Probably not. Our 
hope is that we prepare new 
teachers who are well rounded in 
their content area, and if they teach 
a text with which they are 
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unfamiliar, they will know how to 
make meaning of it themselves as 
well as help their students. 

Perhaps at the core of this 
issue is the question, 'What should 
preservice English/language arts 
teachers know, from a content 
perspective, before they are 
allowed to teach?' We're not 
prepared to set forth a given 
curriculum, but we do advocate a 
broad knowledge base, including 
gender fair, multicultural, and 
adolescent literatures that often do 
not show up in the current Praxis 
II exams. 

The View from Two Preservice 
English Education Methods 
Courses 

In the spring of 2001, the 
Minnesota Board of Teaching 
(BOT) implemented Praxis II 
testing for all students seeking 
licensure beginning in the fall of 
2001. These tests consist of a 
content-specific exam and a general 
pedagogy exam. During this, the 
first year of implementation, the 
tests are considered "hold
harmless," meaning that scores 
count for naught; however, starting 
in the fall of 2002, students who 
score below a minimum level will 
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be refused licensure, although they 
can retake the test at a later date. 

To better understand how 
our students at Saint Cloud State 
University perceive the Praxis 
tests and how they would perform 
on a sampling of both content
specific and general pedagogy test 
questions, we asked them, in 
separate English/language arts 
methods classes, to respond to a 
survey. 

Of the students surveyed 
(n=41), 61 % agreed that they 
generally did well on standardized 
tests such as the ACT, SAT, and 
PPST. Furthermore, the same 
number agreed that the state of 
Minnesota should require its 
teachers to pass an exam of basic 
skills (e.g., PPST, now known as 
the PRAXIS I exam). However, 
when asked if they were confident 
that they would perform well on 
the general pedagogy exam, only 
43% responded affirmatively; that 
number drops even lower when 
asked if they are confident about 
taking the content-specific exam 
(33%). Their concerns are not 
unwarranted. 

We sampled a total of ten 
practice questions from Barron's 

Praxis test preparation book, five 
from the general pedagogy test and 
five from the content-specific test. 
Students correctly answered 64% 
of the general pedagogy questions 
and 3 7% of the content specific 
questions. Although the number 
of correct responses to the content 
specific questions gave us initial 
cause for concern, upon further 
consideration and through 
additional conversations with our 
students, we determined that it 
was not due to a lack of familiarity 
in certain genres (i.e., Early British 
literature), but rather with the 
extremely narrow scope of the 
questions themselves. Like many 
multiple choice questions, the 
samples we used offered more than 
one plausible interpretation. 
Eighty-one percent (81 %) of the 
survey respondents indicated that 
answering all questions correctly 
would not necessarily make one a 
more effective teacher compared to 
one who answered only 50% of 
the questions correctly. 

Preservice teachers were 
also asked to rate six items, one 
being the most important and six 
being the least important, in terms 
of what qualities account for 

effective teaching. Those items 
are: commitment to helping 
children, creativity, enthusiasm for 
teaching, extensive knowledge of 
adolescent psychology, 
friendliness, and literary scholar. 
We summed the numbers across all 
respondents for each item, 
concluding that the lower the 
numbers, the more important the 
item. Commitment to helping 
children and enthusiasm for 
teaching tied for the most 
important quality, while literary 
scholar ranked last. 

Though we cannot make 
claims of high reliability and 
validity for this somewhat 
informal survey, it does offer 
significant insight to our preservice 
teachers' perceptions of the Praxis 
exam as well as their beliefs 
concerning what quality teaching 
entails. First, unlike some 
disciplines, English/language arts 
curricula are fluid and ever
expanding; teachers in middle and 
high schools would be hard
pressed to articulate a codified 
body of knowledge with which all 
students should be familiar. 
Second, our preservice educators 
perceive their future positions as 
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teachers in humanistic terms, 
whereby helping their students 
become critical and adaptable 
thinkers is more highly valued than 
passing along a sanctioned list of 
texts and ideas-a philosophy in 
keeping with a constructivist 
approach to teaching that we 
advocate. As Luna, Solksen, and 
Kutz pointed out, "Literacy is not 
a single body of knowledge, but a 
varied set of social practices" 
(277). Finally, and perhaps most 
importantly, our students support 
high standards required of all 
teachers, but how those standards 
should be measured and enforced 
lacks certainty. 

Having summarized some 
of the views at our university, we 
next provide a summative 
overview of what researchers 
across the country have identified 
as problems framing high-stakes 
testing. 

Problem #1: Over-testing 

We over-test. A few years 
ago, our pre-service English/ 
language arts teachers were only 
required to take Praxis I, a basic 
reading, writing, and math test. 
This year, as previously 
mentioned, the Minnesota Board 
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of Teaching implemented Praxis II 
tests, one in the subject area and 
one in general pedagogy. With 
what could be considered five 
standardized tests (reading, 
writing, math, pedagogy, subject 
area) we potentially turn our 
universities into test mills and send 
out teachers who, in tum, 
concentrate on preparing for 
standardized tests in their classes, 
thereby losing valuable instruction 
time. As Alfie Kohn states, " ... 
the rhetoric of 'standards' is turning 
schools into giant test-prep 
centers, effectively closing off 
intelligent inquiry and undermining 
enthusiasm for learning and 
teaching" ("Rescuing Our Schools" 
1). 

Problem #2: Commercialization 

Money seems to override 
any testing value. Educational 
Testing Services (ETS) makes large 
sums of money on these tests. 
Praxis II costs include a $35.00 
registration fee, $80.00 for the 
pedagogy test, and $70.00 for the 
subject matter test. Consider our 
institution, a rather mid-sized state 
uni v er s i t y , w hi ch has 
approximately 300 education 
undergraduates per year. Multiply 

the number of students by the 
costs, and you will see that ETS 
makes $55,500.00 in one year, at 
one institution. That does not 
factor in re-tests, changed test 
dates ( an additional fee), additional 
reporting fees, or late registration 
fees. Although this year's testers 
are "held-harmless" by their 
scores, they still must pay the fees 
involved. James Moffett voiced 
similar concerns at a 1995 Ohio 
State Department of Education 
meetings when he said, "It [ testing] 
is political and commercial, not 
educational." 

Problem #3: Teachers' Voices 
Ignored 

Teachers' voices are ignored 
rn the over-zealous testing 
movement. We served on 
committees assembled by our 
Minnesota Board of Teaching. At 
these meetings, those of us in 
content areas were invited to 
provide opinions about the Praxis 
II test. We critiqued multiple 
choice tests and the types of 
questions that went against some 
of our teaching practices. We 
critiqued the lack of alignment 
between the Board of Teaching 
standards (thirty-one Cornmu-

nication Arts and Literature 
standards), which are performance
based, while the mandated tests are 
mostly multiple choice. Nothing 
happened. In the spring of 2001 
the Board of Teaching held open 
sessions and invited content area 
professors to share concerns about 
Praxis II. The Board obviously 
met some goal by inviting teacher 
educators to participate in the 
dialogue surrounding mandated 
testing, but what followed was 
silence. In addition to ignoring our 
voices about the test questions, 
our concern about the teaching 
philosophy underlying the tests 
was disregarded. Many of us who 
work with future teachers base our 
teaching and learning on a 
constructivist approach to learning 
in which literacy is contextually 
situated. Application of this 
philosophy might mean that a 
valid test would be situated within 
all aspects of what teachers really 
do. For example, the National 
Teacher Certification uses multiple 
"exams" such as a teaching video 
with analysis or reflection, an "in
box/ out-box" where a teacher is 
given a note from a parent which 
requires a written response, or a 
unit plan with scripted comments 
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on how students learned or 
problems they encountered. 

Problem #4: Everyone Loses 

A recent English Journal 
article entitled, "Teaching in the 
Time of Testing: What Have You 
Lost?" suggests that we lose a) 
diversity in teachers because of the 
culturally biased tests; b) diversity 
rn course work because 
multicultural literature, critical 
literacy, young adult literature, and 
works by women are not well 
represented in the Praxis II; and c) 
critical thinkers because 
"candidates who have had more 
experience learning how to learn 
than with rote learning are at a 
disadvantage" (McCracken and 
McCracken 34). Meg McSherry 
Breslin and Stephanie Banchero's 
recent Chicago Tribune report 
noted that the college sophomore
level exam given to pre-service 
teachers in Illinois resulted in a 
25% failure rate. "The preliminary 
results revealed some disturbing 
trends. Of the roughly 1,800 
people who took the test in 
September, only 40 percent of 
Hispanics, 44 percent of African
Americans and 54 percent of 
Asians passed it. About 87 
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percent" of whites passed the 
exam" (5 November 2001). This 
is a disturbing statement about the 
future of minority teachers lost to 
mandated, high-stakes testing. 

Problem #5: The Test Itself 

As noted earlier, Praxis 
tests use many multiple choice 
questions that seem based on rote 
learning. This is not the way many 
pedagogy courses are taught, nor is 
memorization for a test something 
we want to reinforce in our future 
English/language arts teachers. 
This past summer, at a University 
of Minnesota conference on 
mandated testing, the Assistant 
Director of Teaching and 
Instructional Strategies for the 
Minneapolis school system, 
William Sommers, used the 
following example to illustrate 
potential problems with multiple 
choice test questions: 

Which one doesn't fit? 

Horse 

Cow 

Bed 

Chicken 

Sommers pointed out that 
test takers who do well on this 

sort of multiple choice test are 
actually superficial thinkers who 
would typically answer C (because 
it is the only inanimate object). 
However, a more divergent thinker 
might answer B because the word 
"cow" has no "e" in it, or D 
because the chicken is the only 
two-legged item on the list. In a 
similar vein, "the Praxis II test 
gives a quiz-show's sense of some 
discrete items from a college course 
of study" (McCracken and 
McCracken 32). In the Praxis 
subject specific exam for English, 
students are tested mostly on 
authors, titles, and their ability to 
recognize literary terminology, 
meter, or who wrote what. A 
more meaningful test would 
measure a preservice candidate's 
ability to interpret a literary 
passage, or at the very least, assess 
if she can write a coherent, 
sustained critique. 

Problem #6: The Tests are 
Political 

Nearly every politician in 
the last election voiced an opinion 
on education. These opinions 
most often focused on testing for 
accountability purposes. Most 

knew little about the construction 
of tests, the validity of tests, or 
the cultural biases involved. As 
English Journal editor Virginia 
Monseau states, "Like so many 
'cures' for the maladies ailing our 
schools, testing has become a 
misguided attempt by misinformed 
and sometimes ignorant legislators 
and pseudo-educators to address 
only the manifestation of problems 
they can't begin to understand " 
(14). On the one hand, Minnesota 
faces a teacher shortage; on the 
other hand, politicians want to 
promote more tests and add more 
hurdles for future teachers. The 
North Central Regional Laboratory 
(NCREL) which reports on 
educational issues and statistics, 
recently wrote, "Minnesota is 
facing a clash between proponents 
of back-to-basics and standards. 
The winner will be determined by 
which political party wins the next 
state election" (http://www.ncret 
org/policy/network/fines/tac06 00. 
htm). 

Problem #7: Tests Offer No 
Basis for Teaching Ability 

"In addition to these 
[aforementioned] problems, we 
seem to have forgotten that 
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previous research finds no relation 
between test scores and successful 
teaching" (McCracken and 
McCracken 33). This piece of 
information underlies all recent 
articles and objections to the 
mandated high-stakes testing. 
Karen Hartke of FairTest points to 
some of these implications: 

Depending on high-stakes 
tests to make final judgments 
about education is a deeply 
flawed approach. For 
instance, too much emphasis 
on [testing] creates 
distortions, such as teaching 
to the test at the expense of 
providing a well-rounded 
curriculum. These practices 
can raise test scores without 
resulting in better quality 
education. (1) 

As we conclude our 
remarks on some problems 
associated with high-stakes, 
standardized testing, we want to 
make it known that testing in and of 
itself is not always negative. Tests 
can provide useful information for a 
variety of purposes. However, even 
a cursory inspection of the 
problems we just discussed above 
underscores the need for a 
sustained, open dialogue before 
widespread and unexamined 
acceptance of the Praxis exams. In 
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the next section, we conclude our 
paper with recommendations for 
promoting such a dialogue. 

Recommendations 

• Form a coalition with other 
university subject area and general 
education faculty to discus 
testingconcems 

• Unite with members of the 
Minnesota Council of Teachers of 
English for a multi-level dialogueon 
testing issues 

• Contact the Minnesota Board of 
Teaching with concerns and 
desired actions 

• Educate legislators with 
rationales and explanations (At the 
national level, Senator Paul 
Wells tone is aware of some testing 
pitfalls and limitations) 

• Share sample Praxis tests with 
colleagues to get a sense of what 
your preserv1ce teachers are 
expected to know 

• Discuss testing issues with 
future English/language arts 
teachers 

• Visit web sites such as: 
alfiekohn.com, fairtest.org, 
ncte.org, nomoretests.com (student 
site) 

• Write a letter to the editor of a 
local paper expressing your views 

• Read the American Education 
Research Association's (AERA) 
Position Statement on High-Stakes 
Testing to acquaint yourself with 
test cautions, test use and 
interpretation. 

Consider, for accreditation 
purposes, the National Council of 
Accreditation for Teacher 
Education (NCATE) guidelines, 
which suggest multiple assessment 
measures for preservice candidates, 
rather than allowing standardized 
tests to determine abilities. 

Most importantly, we urge 
educators at all levels to question 
the purposes underlying high 
stakes testing. To reiterate, we do 
not condemn all testing 
procedures; we simply wonder if 
tests such as the Praxis II really do 
determine who will be a good 
teacher. Furthermore, we question 
the underlying assumption of 
Praxis tests that knowledge should 
be delivered and memorized rather 
than constructed and applied. We 
question the fragmented, 
decontextualized nature of the 
English/language arts content 
questions. 

As we prepare future 
teachers in an era of mandated 
testing, we need to be mindful of 
the larger issues involving these 
tests. If our universities become 
testing mills, if we eliminate 
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Bibliotherapy: Classic Theory, Contemporary 
Applications 

Dwight C. Watson 

As the world changes and 
the demands on individuals, 
families, and businesses increase, 
the definition of literacy also 
shifts. While concerns about 
inadequate literacy skills are not 
new, the nature of the concerns is 
evolving. In the past, literacy was 
considered the ability to read and 
use printed materials at an 
extremely basic level. Today, 
adults need higher levels of basic 
skills to function effectively in 
many areas of their lives, and 
literacy is defined more broadly to 
include problem-solving strategies 
and higher level reasoning skills 
(National Center on Education and 
the Economy). In its 1991 
National Literacy Act, Congress 
defined literacy as: an individual's 
ability to read, write, and speak in 
English, and compute and solve 
problems at levels of proficiency 
necessary to function on the job 
and in society, to achieve one's 
goals, and develop one's 
knowledge and potential. 

Based on this definition of 
literacy, there is a need for 
integrated reading approaches that 
will enable students to make 

connections to complex subject 
matter via critical thinking 
techniques, problem solving 
strategies, and reflection. 

The purpose of this article 
is to provide background 
information on bibliotherapy in 
order to make a case that when 
bibliotherapy is aligned with 
guided reading, an integrated 
reading approach is created which 
will fulfill contemporary students' 
literacy needs. 

Definitions of Bibliotherapy 
Bibliotherapy is as least as 

old as the sign to the entrance of 
an ancient Greek library that 
proclaimed it "the healing place of 
the soul" (Reineher, 1987, p. 1). 
Since then "books have worked as 
silent counselors for untold 
numbers who have found 
inspiration and solace from the 
printed word" (Riordan & Wilson, 
1989, p. 506). The origins of 
bibliotherapy date back to classical 
antiquity when reading of selected 
literature was regarded as 
psychotherapeutic and morally 
uplifting. Although the term 
bibliotherapy was not coined until 

much later (Russell & Schrodes, 
1950), philosophers such as 
Aristotle believed that the healing 
force of literature was a function 
of its capacity to arouse certain 
affective states in the readers 
(Zaccaria & Moses, 1968). 

Bibliotherapy has been 
described in a variety of ways. 
Riordan and Wilson (1989) 
defined it in this way: 
"Bibliotherapy refers to the guided 
reading of written materials in 
gaining understanding or solving 
problems relevant to the person's 
therapeutic needs" (p. 506). 
Russell and Schrodes (1950) stated 
"bibliotherapy is guided reading 
that is designed to help individuals 
gain understanding of self and 
environment, learn from others, 
and find solutions to problems" (p. 
335). Lenkowsky (1987) 
commented "bibliotherapy arose 
from the concept that reading 
could affect an individual's attitude 
and behavior and is thus an 
important influence in shaping, 
molding, and altering values" (p. 
123). In the Bibliotherapeutic 
Process, Tsimpoukis (1968) 
suggested that the following 
requisites are required. At least 
two persons are needed, the 
instructor and the reader or 
listener. An instructional rapport, 
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as in a classroom guidance 
relationship, also needs to be 
established. The instructor must 
have knowledge of the life-related 
literature being used and should 
encourage responses through the 
use of higher-level questioning. 
The instructor, via students' 
reflections and responses to 
literature, is made aware of 
students' developmental levels as 
well as their psychological, 
physical, and emotional status. 

T h e bibliotherapeutic 
process has three main elements 
according to Cornett and Cornett 
(1980): 

Identification. If conditions are 
right, the readers begin to 
empathize with a book character. 
When the readers become aware of 
the parallels between their life and 
the one in the book, a kind of 
"shock recognition" occurs, 
emotions run high, and the readers' 
perception of the characters and 
situations become colored by the 
readers' needs. 

Catharsis. When empathetic 
identification reaches its peaks, the 
readers are able to release pent-up 
emotions under safe 
circumstances. The readers feel 
secure because they are not 
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actually the people involved in the 
emotional circumstance. The 
similarities in the character's life 
and readers' lives enable the 
readers to get new perspectives on 
their problem. 

Insight. As a result of catharsis, 
the readers achieve and integration 
of mind and emotions. Possible 
problem solutions are identified 
and acted upon. The readers see 
themselves in the behavior of the 
character, and they realize that by 
imitating or adapting the ideas 
from the reading materials they 
can deal with their situations more 
effectively. 

In order for bibliotherapy to 
achieve its goals, the reader must 
experience all three of the above 
elements. Often readers stop at 
superficial identification with the 
characters, which may be the fault 
of the author, the conditions of the 
readers, or the methodology of the 
bibliotherapist (instructor). If 
progress is to be made in the 
readers' affective and cognitive 
development, they must eventually 
achieve insight, a kind of "ah-hah" 
or feeling of closure. The insight 
might come through reading one 
book, but more often it is a 
cumulative process in which 

several bibliotherapeutic 
encounters contribute to the 
resulting insight (Cornett & 
Cornett, 1980, p. 18). 

Applications of Bibliotherapy 
Bibliotherapy was first 

used primarily as one type of 
individual therapy with those who 
were mentally and emotionally ill. 
The assumption underlying this 
was that the patients' minds would 
turn from his illness and then, 
from vicarious experiences 
through the literature, develop 
insights concerning themselves 
and others with similar problems. 
O'Bruba and Camplese (1979), for 
example used bibliotherapy with 
retarded students. They felt that 
bibliotherapy "might well be used 
in a preventive manner to help 
those emotional disturbed to 
develop better attitudes and 
prepared to make more 
satisfactory adjustments to their 
problems and their world" (p. 31). 
Their program, entitled Tell-a
Therapy, encouraged teachers to 
become storytellers. The teachers 
retold stories so their students 
could receive emotional therapy 
through identification with a book 
character who faced a problem or 
situation similar to ones that 
students had encountered. 

O'Bruba and Camplese also 
suggested in their article that 
bibliotherapy has preventive 
potential. This preventive 
approach to bibliotherapy pairs 
reading with participants in order 
to intercept potential problems. 
The premise is that all children 
face certain types of problems and 
that bibliotherapy, as a method of 
group interaction, is an approach 
that may prevent these problems at 
best or at least anesthetize students 
to the effects of these problems. 
By reading and generating positive 
alternatives to book-related 
problems, youngsters are then 
better prepared to make 
satisfactory adjustments when 
similar problems arise in their 
lives. Jalongo (1983) provided 
additional insights into the ways in 
which bibliotherapy could be used 
as a preventive intervention: 
"through literature, most children 
can be helped to solve the 
developmental problems of 
adjustment which they face" (p. 
296). 

Bibliotherapeutic 
techniques have been used in a 
variety of contexts to enhance 
many different problems ranging 
from social isolation to fear of 
snakes. Nickolai-Mays' (1987) 
article on social isolation and 
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bibliotherapy described the 
simplest form of bibliotherapy. 
She described her approach as 
non-confrontational, one in which 
students who have spent much of 
their lives struggling with rejection 
were given books with plots 
focusing on isolated adolescents. 
A non-confrontational approach to 
bibliotherapy asks students to talk 
primarily about the problems of 
the characters in the books and not 
to talk specifically about their own 
problems. In this case, they may 
have been able to identify the 
social isolation of a fictional 
character, but it would have been 
more difficult for them to realize 
that they too were isolated until 
the instructor decided to focus in 
on that connection. Students 
explored their socially isolated 
identities through the use of books. 
A willing adolescent and empathic 
adult worked together to use books 
as a medium for discussion. 
Nickolai-Mays' article highlighted 
the need for interaction among the 
text, student, and bibliotherapist 
who is responsible for facilitating 
the process. The relationship 
among the three is essential to the 
success of any bibliotherapeutic 
interaction. 

Monteith's (1987) article 
discussed the use of bibliotherapy 
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as an aid to children of divorce. 
Monteith suggested that the 
reading teacher plays an important 
role by identifying books available 
on the topic of divorce. The 
reading teacher is responsible for 
creating a climate of helpfulness, 
but the actual choice of what to 
read and whether to share 
information is the decision of the 
individual. This article, unlike 
Nickolai-Mays' (1987), de
emphasized the interaction 
between bibliotherapist and 
students. However, it emphasized 
a need to create an environment of 
openness that is essential to the 
students' success with a particular 
book. Again, this article 
emphasized a non-confrontational 
approach in which students learn 
to cope through exposure to 
reading material that was related to 
the specific problem of divorce. 
Another important aspect of this 
article is that it argues that 
bibliotherapy can be a self-help 
strategy for solving personal 
problems and enhancing self
esteem. 

According to Lindsey and 
Frith (1981), bibliotherapy offers 
both teacher and parents an avenue 
for improving learning disabled 
(LD) students' self-concepts. They 
stated that most LD students are 

not in the habit of reading for 
pleasure; therefore, a 
motivational/award system should 
be set up to encourage students. 
They noted also that parents and 
teachers should work together to 
encourage reading, to insure 
continuity, and to identify areas of 
strength and concern. The success 
of the entire process may, in fact, 
depend on skillful counseling by 
the teacher and/or parent to 
develop insights. 

Lindsey and Frith (1981), 
like Nickolai-Mays (1987) and 
Monteith (1987), suggested that 
the process of bibliotherapy must 
involve a very active facilitator. 
This person is responsible for 
selecting books, asking thought 
provoking questions that lead to 
catharsis and insight, and also 
providing encouragement and 
motivation. These three articles 
also showed that bibliotherapy is a 
viable counseling intervention 
despite the conditions of the 
learners, be they socially isolated, 
children of a divorce, or learning 
disabled. Collectively, the works 
of Lindsay and Frith, Nickolai
Mays, and Monteith support the 
premise that when children are 
given the opportunity to read about 
similar problem situations, they 

gain insight into their own 
problems. 

McKinney ( 1977) was 
interested in both conscious 
suggestions produced by the 
literature (surface) and the 
feelings, insights, and self
references (depth) that arose after 
reading took place. The author 
stated that: 

Bibliotherapy theory may 
be divided into depth theory, 
which hypothesizes what happens 
unconsciously in the reading of 
fiction, and surface theory which 
refers to what can be reported by 
the reader as a response to a piece 
of fiction. Surface theory leads to 
identification, while depth theory 
leads to catharsis and insight as the 
reader experience release and later 
relief (p. 550). 

Given all the appropriate 
limitations and cautions, there are 
some qualified, specific 
conclusions that can be drawn 
from all the articles. General 
results form the collective articles 
imply that: 
1) Students identify with situations 
and characters in therapeutic 
books that appear most applicable 
to their lives at the time. 
2) The facilitator's attitude and 
rapport with subjects are essential 
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to the success of the 
bibliotherapeutic process. 
3) Bibliotherapy must consist of 
thorough follow-up questions so 
that readers can glean insightful 
information that would serve to 
prevent future problems. 
4) In order for bibliotherapy to be 
successful, it must at least consist 
of questioning, discussion, and 
reflection. 

The bibliotherapy literature 
indicated that students, in order to 
develop into mature and proficient 
readers, must be given an 
opportunity to read thought
provoking and mentally 
challenging literature. "Literature 
touches on every facet of living. It 
is important to provide classrooms 
with children's literature that will 
help children become aware of the 
deeper meaning of what they read 
and more sensitive to the universal 
problems of human beings" 
(Crook, 1979, p. 449). 
Bibliotherapy as a Reading 
Approach 

Bibliotherapy is the 
affective component of a 
comprehensive reading approach 
that has proved successful in 
combating some of the pervasive 
ills associated with traditional 
reading instruction because it 
incorporates interesting literature 
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that relates to students' lives. 
Bibliotherapy is a form of 
reader/text interaction based on 
Russell and Schrodes'(l950) 
therapeutic theory. This theory 
argues that individuals can solve 
personal problems or create coping 
strategies for future problems by 
reading real life literature and 
interacting with the text through 
discussion, reflection, and 
practice. 

Russell and Schrodes 
(1950) further defined 
bibliotherapy as "guided reading 
that is designed to help individuals 
gain understanding of self and 
environment, learn from others, 
and find solutions to problems; it 
is a process of dynamic interaction 
between the personality of the 
reader and the 
literature-interaction which may 
be utilized for personality 
assessment, adjustment, and 
growth" (p. 335). The components 
of a bibliotherapeutic reading 
model according to Russell and 
Schrodes are 
1) a positive teacher rapport with 
students, 
2) use of higher-level questioning, 
3) reflection and response by 
students, and 
4) includes life-related literature. 

These components can only be 
actualized through some existing 
reading modality such as reading
aloud, silent- reading, or oral
reading techniques. The 
combination of bibliotherapy with 
a modality intensifies the impact 
of the modality. When the 
modality is paired with 
bibliotherapy deeper meaning is 
promoted. According to Crook 
(1979), "reading by itself may not 
elicit effective interaction between 
the story and the reader. Here, 
then, is the teacher's task to 
involve the children in emotional 
aspects of reading. The teacher 
should question the heart of the 
author's meaning, encouraging the 
children's reflective thinking" (p. 
449). 
Bibliotherapy in a Guided 
Reading Model 
"The purpose of guided reading is 

to enable students to acquire, use, 
and develop strategies for reading 
that can apply to all reading 
situations" (National Center for 
Education and the Economy, 2002, 
p. 2). 

Based on the guided 
reading practices of Fountas and 
Pinnell ( 1996) and the 
bibliotherapy guidelines of 
Johnson, Wan, Templeton, 
Graham, and Sattler (2001), it is 

evident that the implementation 
components of guided reading are 
similar to those of bibliotherapy as 
outlined in Table 1. Both 
approaches start with appropriate 
selection of text materials and 
commence with students' abilities 
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to problem solve. In order for 
students to reach the appropriate 
problem-solving outcome, they 
must be engaged in the text 
material via the support of a 
knowledgeable guide- the 
teacher. 

Table 1. Bibliotherapy - Guided Reading Comparison 
Bibliotherapy 
Select materials 
Motivation with introductory activities 

Reading time 
Incubation time 
Follow-up discussion time 

Problem-solving/Reinforcement activity 
Evaluation and closure 

Extension and application 

Using bibliotherapeutic 
techniques in a guided reading 
group can enhance students' 
abilities to think metacognitively. 
Researchers (Keene & 
Zimmerman, 1997 and Fountas & 
Pinnell, 2002) have confirmed 
what teachers of reading may have 
observed in themselves and their 
students, namely, that thoughtful, 
active, proficient readers are 

Guided Reading 
Select an appropriate text 
Prepare an introduction to the 
book 
Introduce the story 
Listen in as the students read 
Confirm students problem-
solving attempts and 
successes 
Invite personal responses 
Assess students' 
understanding of what they 
read 
Engage the students 
extending the story 

metacognitive; they think about 
their own thinking during reading. 
By applying bibliotherapy in 
small, guided reading groups 
based on students' cognitive and 
affective needs, the teacher can 
create proficient readers. 
These proficient readers will be 
more apt to utilize the following 
cognitive strategies of 1) 
activating relevant, prior 

lll 
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knowledge (schema) before, 

during, and after reading text; 2) 
determining the important ideas 
and themes in a text; 3) asking 
questions of themselves, the 
authors, and the texts they read; 4) 
creating visual and other sensory 
images from text during and after 
reading. These images may 
include visual, auditory, and other 
sensory connections to the text. 
Proficient readers use these 
images to deepen their 
understanding of the text; 5) 
drawing inferences from text. 
Proficient readers use their prior 
knowledge and textual 
information to draw conclusions, 
make critical judgments, and form 
unique interpretations from text. 
Inferences may occur in the form 
of conclusions, predictions, or 
new ideas; 6) retelling or 
synthesizing what they have read. 
Proficient readers attend to the 
most important information and to 
clarify of the synthesis itself. 
Readers synthesize in order to 
better understand what they have 
read; and 7) utilizing a variety of 
fix-up strategies to repair 
comprehension when it breaks 
down. Proficient readers select 
appropriate fix-up strategies from 
one of the six language systems 
(pragmatic, schematic, semantic, 
syntactic, lexical, or grapho
phonic) to best solve a given 
problem in a given reading 
situation (i.e., skip ahead, reread, 

use the context and syntax, or 
sound it out). 

The integration of 
bibliotherapy and guided reading 
suggests that reading teachers 
understand the cogmtlve 
processes used most frequently by 
proficient readers and that they 
provide explicit and in-depth 
instruction. Teachers need to use 
authentic and challenging texts to 
help their students move along the 
continuum from novice to 
proficient reader (Keene & 
Zimmerman, 1997). 

Teachers who use of this 
integrated approach create 
proficient readers. These readers 
know what they are reading and 
know when they understand the 
text and when they do not; they 
can identify their purposes for 
reading and identify the demands 
placed on them by a particular 
text. They can identify when and 
why the meaning of the text is 
unclear to them and can use a 
variety of strategies to solve 
comprehension problems or 
deepen their understanding of a 
text. 

In conclusion, to develop 
proficient readers we must 
consider the total academic 
development of students. 
Students' emotional, social, and 
cognitive needs must all be 
considered to create a reading 
program that will promote 
academic growth. In schools 

today, cognitive development is 
emphasized. The development of 
cognitive capacities, including 
those represented by reading 
achievement, is necessary but not 
sufficient for other development 
to occur such as affective gains in 
self-esteem and positive attitudes 
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toward reading. A 
comprehensive reading program 
based on bibliotherapeutic 
techniques holds the promise of 
promoting the development of 
students socially, emotionally, and 
cognitively. 
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Waiting to Remember 
Larry M. Gavin 

Remind me love, of what is missing 
Of how the troubled sky is just 
A sky observed by one with a troubled heart. 
Remind me of that time before the storm 
When the air smelled of Lilacs and Daffodils. 
Name the stars for me on a summer night 
Tell their stories like progress of a dream. 
Name tunes we once danced to in the early 
Winter, around the fire, as we traced a path 
In the embers of maple, oak and birch. 
I have the sense I've forgotten something 
Important, but I'm not sure what it is. 
I know it's not that love that brought me here, 
And not the falling stars I wished on as a child, 
Or the fireflies in the jar near my bed, 
Or your hands telling the story of our 
Time together-taking the shape of a life 
Within the memory of love both near 
And distant; at the same instant. 
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Gay Teen Literature Comes of Age 

PamB. Cole 
Kennesaw State University 

For half a century, young 
adult literature has addressed 
homosexuality. With a few 
notable exceptions, however, the 
literature has portrayed the 
"doomed" nature of being 
gay-gay teens either die or are 
otherwise punished. Though no 
one can argue the need to raise 
homophobic awareness, uplifting 
novels about gay teens accepting 
their identities and having positive 
relationships with straight teens 
have been few. This missing link 
is due to gays initially not having a 
voice in the literary world and 
later to the need for catharsis-to 
tell of the injustice bestowed upon 
them. 

Recently published books, 
however, suggest a promising 
movement in gay literature. While 
young adult literature has 
historically painted a gloomy 
portrait of gay teens and usually 
featured one-dimensional gay 
characters, many newer works 
paint brighter, more hopeful 
pictures and portray multi
dimensional characters. 
Downplaying gay bashing and 

violence, th.ese novels feature 
complex characters exploring their 
sexual identities and their 
relationships with straight teens in 
more accepting environments. 
While these novels continue to 
address the fears and uncertainties 
of gay teens-as well they 
should-humor and accepting 
relationships permeate these 
stories, creating a more "upbeat" 
tone and conveying a more 
hopeful message. 

Helen Wittingler's Hard 
Love (1999) may have laid the 
groundwork for this lighter 
treatment of homosexuality. Who 
has read Hard Love and can forget 
Marisol, the wonderfully crafted, 
multi-faceted, and uniquely funny 
and strong lesbian teen who says 
bitterness is a waste of time and 
"loves the weird way she is" (10)? 
And John Garlardi, the lonely 
straight teen who describes 
himself as being immune to 
emotion but falls in love with 
Marisol knowing she is gay? 

Wittlinger's Printz Honor 
book elevates the genre of young 
adult gay literature, for it is a 
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supreme story of human 
connection. Though Marisol is not 
sexually attracted to John, she 
loves him "the best way she can" 
and is deeply saddened that she 
cannot give him the kind of love 
he wants. When she cannot, John 
discovers learning that he can love 
someone, even the wrong person, 
makes him feel alive. He is not, as 
he claims in the beginning, 
immune to emotion, but rather, is 
"susceptible ... to anything that 
might happen" (224). He learns 
that connection is a basic human 
need; thus, Hard Love makes a 
powerful statement for all humans, 
regardless of sexual orientation. 

Kissing Kate (2003) by 
Lauren Myracle, a less complex 
story, addresses unrequited love as 
well. Though the element of 
human connection is less 
pronounced, this book illustrates 
how many new writers are 
comfortable using humor in their 
stories. Until recently, humor has 
been overshadowed by tragedy in 
gay young adult literature. 

Best friends, Lissa and 
Kate, believe their friendship will 
last forever. Then one night they 
kiss and Kate begins acting as 
though Lissa does not exist. Lissa 
is crushed, yet somehow finds the 
courage to examine her own 

desires. From describing Lissa's 
trip to the hair salon where she 
gets her hair cut "in an awkward, 
growing-out stage" but leaves a tip 
anyway, to recounting her 
experiences with her wacky new 
friend Ariel who can never make 
pizza deliveries without getting 
lost, Myracle has developed a 
character who does not become 
engulfed in pain, but learns that 
falling in love with the wrong 
person can be a way of 
discovering your identity: though 
rejected, Lissa discovers her 
capacity for loving. In this 
lighthearted story, Myracle takes 
the genre of gay literature to a new 
level with humor. 

Geography Club (2003) by 
Brent Hartinger may be the 
funniest new addition to the genre 
of young adult gay literature. 
Russel Middlebrook believes he is 
the only gay kid in his school; 
however, he discovers his online 
gay-chat buddy is the school's star 
baseball player, Kevin Land, and a 
relationship develops. He confides 
in Min, a close female, and learns 
she has a female partner named 
Terese, who also introduces him to 
Ike, Terese's gay activitist friend. 
To prevent drawing attention to 
themselves, the gang forms an 

after-school geography club, a 
club so boring no one would join. 

The character and voice of 
Russel Middlebrook are 
unforgettable. Describing himself 
queer as a three-dollar bill, he 
agrees to double date . with his 
friend Gunner in an effort to help 
Gunner catch a girlfriend. In one 
of the most memorable scenes, 
Russel rationalizes why he begins 
getting ready two and a half hours 
early: "I was allowing myself 
some extra time in case something 
went wrong, like if I cut myself 
shaving and had to be rushed to 
the emergency room so they could 
sew my nose back on" (78). He 
wants to look good, but does not 
know why. Though Trish does not 
stand a chance seeing his 
underwear, he spends a good 
twenty minutes picking out the 
right pair. He briefly imagines he 
is going out with Gunner, 
fantasizes about Kevin Land in 
underwear, and laments having to 
watch an erotic thriller instead of 
an animated Disney musical. 

Though Hartinger' s skillful 
use of humor places this novel in a 
class by itself, the story is not 
without serious moments. Brian 
Bund is perceived to be gay and is 
humiliated by the school jocks. 
Both Kevin and Russel must 
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decide what they are willing to pay 
to belong to the in-crowd. Russel 
learns something about decency 
and respect and stands up for 
Brian Bund. Kevin, the weaker of 
the two, openly teases Russel 
about being gay to save his own 
skin. Offset by humor, these 
somber scenes are poignant and 
fresh, lacking the melodrama 
present in many older young adult 
novels. There is no impeding 
doom, no preaching. 

Hartinger's book is a 
benchmark for the genre of young 
adult gay literature for its superb 
treatment of humor. However, the 
unique manner in which it 
addresses and defines normalcy 
further illustrates how gay 
literature has matured. While 
young adult gay literature has 
typically addressed the 
"abnormality" of gay teens, 
Hartinger moves the genre forward 
by showing how others are labeled 
and belittled. Though Russel and 
his friends break the "normal" 
code, Brian Bund is not gay, only 
perceived to be so, and he knows it 
is useless to fight the label. 
Neither is Belinda Sherman gay, 
an African-American who comes 
from a negligent and abusive home 
environment and is invited into the 
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group because they feel connected 
to her loneliness. 

Normalcy is a construct 
created by dominant groups that 
preserves power. As illustrated in 
Hartinger's story, "normal" is 
about popularity-you have to be 
smart, wear the right clothes and 
participate in the right 
extracurricular activities. The in
crowd in Geography Club meets 
these requirements. Anyone, 
regardless of sexual preference, 
who deviates from this construct is 
an outcast. In short, normalcy 
equals supremacy. 

A heart-felt story of love, 
discovery and loneliness, 
Geography Club makes the reader 
laugh, weep and occasionally 
recoil. More importantly, unlike 
stereotypical stories about gays, 
Geography Club makes us think: 
what does it mean to be normal, 
who gets to decide normalcy and 
why does "normal" even matter? 
Furthermore, in what ways do we 
all deviate from the norm? 

Reminiscent of Paul 
Fleischman's lyrical style, Helen 
Frost explores the lives of seven 
runaway teens ( one of whom is 
gay) who deviate froni the norm in 
her novel Keesha 's House (2003). 
Like Geography Club, this novel 

illustrates how writing about gay 
teens has matured. 

Each teen gravitates to 
Keesha's house after being unable 
to make it alone. Each has a story. 
Among them is Harris, a gay teen 
who lives in his car after being 
disowned by his father. Harris 
shares the house with Stephie, a 
pregnant teen; Jason, Stephie's 
boyfriend who's athletic dreams 
are crushed; Carmen, arrested for a 
DUI; Katie and Keesha, abuse 
victims; and Dontay, a lonely teen 
escaping foster care. Though they 
have different reasons for coming 
to Keesha's house, they are 
bonded by pain, humiliation and 
rejection. In Keesha's house they 
find friendship and acceptance. 
Each teen comes to gripes with 
his/her struggles; Harris, for 
example, learns what he can live 
without. Keesha's house is a 
house with "open windows," a 
place where all seven feel accepted 
and find some degree of normalcy 
in their otherwise atypical lives. 

For teens struggling with 
their sexual identities, Keesha 's 
House may help them see they're 
not alone-many teens, both 
straight and gay, are emotionally 
wounded or feel on the fringe. 
Knowing others hurt and feel on 
the outside is comforting. Though 

the novel is gritty, it is written 
with hope. 

Carol Plum-Ucci addresses 
the issue of normalcy in even more 
debt in What Happened to Lani 
Garver, (2002) an amazing story 
about prejudice, friendship, 
individuality, homophobia and 
spirituality. In this cleverly
crafted, complex novel, Claire 
McKenzie, a sixteen-year-old 
cancer patient in remission, 
wonders who newcomer Lani is. 
Is Lani male or female? Human or 
floating angel? Lani will not say. 
Claire's friends, however, decide 
he is gay and a violent climax 
ensues. Through her relationship 
with Lani, Claire learns that 
something larger than all of us 
rules the universe. 

A foster child, Lani is 
intelligent, loving, and in many 
ways, larger than life. He is 
accepting of himself, but struggles 
with being accepted by straight 
kids. Despite his own issues, he 
concentrates on helping Claire 
deal with hers. He does not like 
labels or placing people and ideas 
in "boxes"; consequently, he 
refuses to answer questions about 
his gender and about whether he is 
human or angel. He does so 
because he clearly understands 
normalcy is a human creation and 
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when we label, we elevate or 
oppress. Lani's perspective on the 
effects of labeling makes his 
character an important 
contribution to the world of gay 
young adult literature. 

One of the most 
remarkable additions to the genre 
of young adult literature is Gravel 
Teen (2003), an uplifting story 
about the giddiness of first love, 
by Tea Benduhn. When talking 
about why she wrote her novel, 
Benduhn says, 

When I was growing up 
and discovering my identity, I read 
a lot about the tragic consequences 
of following desire lines, as well 
as negative stereotypes about the 
South, but did not see much 
evidence of either in my real, daily 
experience (Gravel Queen Book 
Jacket 2003). Thus, Benduhn 
wanted to write a story that spoke 
positively about being gay and that 
downplayed heartrending 
consequences, one in which a gay 
teen didn't go through the horrible 
struggles addressed by so much 
gay young adult literature. Gravel 
Queen stands out for that reason. 

In this inspiring story, Fred 
is gay and enjoys fantasizing about 
male jocks, while Kenney is 
sophisticated, gorgeous and 
straight. Aurin has never given 



56 Minnesota English Journal 

her sexuality any thought until she 
meets Neila, a newcomer to their 
social circle. As the truth about 
Aurin's sexuality unfolds, her 
friendship with Kenney becomes 
strained. Kenney becomes 
possessive and Aurin struggles to 
maintain their friendship, while 
trying to establish a relationship 
with Neila. 

Benduhn avoids 
stereotypes so well that the reader 
is several pages into the story 
before realizing Fred is gay-his 
sexuality is unveiled subtlely and 
appears no more out of the 
ordinary than if he were straight; 
likewise, the reader has to "work" 
to know Neila, Aurin's gay friend, 
is African-American. Aurin's 
struggle with Kennedy has nothing 
to do with Aurin' s discovering she 
is gay; it's about Kennedy's 
jealousy over losing time with her. 
Homosexuality is no "big deal," 
just a simple fact of life for Fred, 
Aurin and Neila. The story is 
lighthearted fare, for the plot 

revolves around the giddiness of 
first love, not the anguish that 
frequently accompanies a gay teen 
coming to terms with his/her 
sexual orientation. 

Gay young adult literature 
has come of age. While gay 
young adult literature has typically 

been about gay bashing and hate 
crimes, with characters typically 
dying and being one-dimensional, 
many new works are more upbeat, 
feature complex, likeable 
characters who have positive 
relationships with straight and gay 
teens alike. In addition, new 
works address more complex 
issues and raise important 
questions for both gay and straight 
teens. While the quality of gay 

literature has improved 
tremendously, the number of 
novels featuring gay teens remains 
few. Hopefully, as the genre 
continues to evolve, gay teen 
literature will become part of the 
norm. 
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Teaching Shakespeare Using the MOO 

Colleen M. Burke 
Rasmussen College 

Many times, the mention pedagogies, can be sure that the 
of having to take Shakespeare at students come to understand the 
the college level creates the look of issues contained in Shakespeare's 
panic on students' faces. This plays. 
panic can be caused by many The first area of traditional 
thoughts, such as having to listen instruction, verbal methods, 
to long dry lectures, having to take contains a number of different 
essay tests, and having to write teaching pedagogies. Lecturing is 
research papers about something the most common method for 
that they don't understand. teaching students about 
Although the residential classroom Shakespeare. The instructor will 
is the traditional place for teaching often hold daily lectures 
Shakespeare's play The Twelfth expounding on theory, explain 
Night, using the MOO opens the poetic constructions (such as 
door to create a multidimensional iambic pentameter), share 
environment. Using the MOO can interesting information from past 
also add an element of fun to the students' papers, and discuss 
process. many of the underlying issues that 

Traditional Instruction 
Traditional methods for 

teaching Shakespeare include 
verbal methods, such as lecturing, 
participating in .class discussions 
that include small and large group 
dialogue, and textual methods, such 
as assessment testing and writing 
research papers. Robert Johnson 
(1993) states that one of his goals 
is "to create students who find 
Shakespeare relevant to their lives 
today ... " (p. 190) The instructor, 
by using a variety of teaching 

are still relevant in today's world. 
These lecturing methods are aimed 
at giving the students a better 
understanding of Shakespeare. 

A second area, identified as 
assessment testing, includes essay 
tests, true and false, multiple 
choice, and short answer 
questions. These questions are 
designed to measure how much the 
students have comprehended the 
information contained in the 
lectures and discussions. These 
assessments also give the 
instructor feedback on where he or 

she needs to change or revise 
lectures. 

A third area of traditional 
teaching centers on using textual 
methods to convey necessary 
information to the students. 
These methods can include daily 
journals written pertaining to 
assigned readings, short papers 
delving into one issue contained in 
the assigned play, and longer 
research papers where the students 
not only examine the issue from 
their own viewpoints but also look 
at the viewpoints of 
Shakespearean scholars. Johnson 
(1993) states that he uses the 
ungraded one-minute paper as a 
way for the students to put into 
writing their interpretations of a 
particular work of Shakespeare. 
He uses those papers where the 
students verbalized in writing their 
positions; then, he employs those 
ungraded papers as a basis for his 
next class discussion (p. 191). 
Using the one-minute papers 
allows him to ascertain his 
students' understanding of the 
work. 

Technology and Shakespeare 
A newer textual teaching 

methodology would be to use an 
electronic format. These formats 
can include creating websites, 
PowerPoint presentations, 
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multimedia presentations, or using 
the MOO. Websites use 
hypertext that centers on 
electronic text. These websites can 
be linear much like writing a 
research paper where the audience 
is directed from one web page to 
the next. However, most websites 
are circular in nature. The website 
has a central page with other pages 
radiating out from that center. The 
audience can go in any direction 
they choose and direct themselves 
on any path that they feel inclined 
to travel. 

PowerPoint and multimedia 
presentations are more directed 
than websites because the person 
giving the presentation is directing 
the audience on the path where the 
presenter chooses to take them. 
The presenter will show the 
audience slides with images, text, 
sound bytes, and video clips. 

Another electronic medium 
that is not as well known is the 
MOO. Jan Holmevik and Cynthia 
Hanes (2000) state that the 
acronym MOO stands for MUD 
Object-Oriented, and the acronym 
MUD stands for Multi-User 
Dungeon originating from the 
Dungeons and Dragons game (p. 
1). The MUD client is needed to 
gain access to the game. The 
particular MUD client used for 
teaching Shakespeare's play The 
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Twelfth Night is the Connections 
program, an educational MOO. In 
order to log into Connections, a 
guest needs to enter the address of 
the Connections program 
( connections.moo.mud.org Port 
3333) where guest persons 
accessing Connections receive a 
temporary character name. 
Holmevik and Hayes (2000) state 
that the "main difference between 
guests and registered users in a 
MOO has to do with the number 
of privileges they have and the 
repertoire of commands or 
verbs ... they can use" (pp. 23-24). 
After the characters log into 
Connections, they can wander 
around checking out the different 
areas. Holmevik and Haynes 
(2000) also state that the 
Connections program contains 
many different virtual rooms that 
are connected by walking paths, 
and the characters or guests travel 
those paths to get from one place 
to the next (p. 29). Academic 
discussions, committee meetings, 
and, sometimes, social discussions 
are held in many of the different 
areas. These areas or rooms have 
entrances, exits and contain 
objects, such as the following 
items: 

bots (programmed robots that 
will make a responseto 

particular words "spoken by" 
a character), 
furniture on which the 
characters can sit, 
pets that can interact with the 
characters, and shareable notes 
that are objects created 
allowing characters to write 
their reactions, messages, 
interpretations and 
observations upon that object. 
(See Appendix A for 
examples.) 

Because everything 
contained in the Connections areas 
is textual, the idea of perception 
becomes very important because 
the audience is switching from real 
life to virtual life. When we 
perceive an object, such as a 
photograph, we physically hold 
and observe that picture. We see 
that the time of day influenced the 
light source, the presence of other 
people will affect the attitude of 
the photographer and subjects, and 
the subject of the photo may be 
influenced by the idea that a 
picture is being taken. Roland 
Barth es ( 19 81) stated that "In 
front of the lens, I am at the same 
time: The one I think I am, the one 
I want others to think I am, the 
one the photographer thinks I am, 
and the one he makes use of to 
exhibit his part" (p. 13). With 
photographs, John Berger (1980) 

states that "words, comparisons, 
and signs need to create a context 
for the printed photograph ... they 
must mark and leave open diverse 
approaches ... " (p. 67). Viewing 
the photograph, an object, is a real 
event, and the photograph creates 
an attitude and a focus. 

Also, in relation to 
examining photographs, Barthes 
(1981) discussed punctum, the 
personal off-center detail that 
jumps out by either distracting or 
attracting the viewer (p. 26-27). 
With a photograph, the punctum, if 
present, becomes instantly 
identifiable. For instance, a picture 
of a little girl posing for a 
professional photograph may be 
sitting on a stool with his or her 
hands in a position that 
immediately attracts the viewer's 
eye. The little girl's hands would 
be considered the punctum of the 
picture. 

When a picture is written 
textually, the punctum may not 
have the same quality of being 
instantly identified. The written 
text, if not clearly written or its 
picture not clearly painted by 
words, may create a cloudiness 
that obscures the punctum. 
However, the punctum is different 
because the object is virtual. Each 
time a person reads the object's 
description, the punctum may 
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change depending upon the 
person's mood, much like Barth es' 
photographer. 

In the virtual realm, 
physically holding an object isn't 
possible. Instead of creating 
photographs by using a camera, 
the MOO builders use words by 
creating a mental textual picture of 
an object. Barthes (1981) explains 
that "the photographic look has 
something paradoxical about 
it. .. the photograph separates 
attention from perception ... an 
unconceivable distortion: how can 
we look without seeing?" (p. 111 ). 
Yet, with a virtual photograph, 
visual attention shifts to textual 
perception where the viewer uses 
his or her mental "camera," 
generating the question: How can 
we see without looking? 

When students read 
Shakespeare, they are viewing the 
text creating images in their minds. 
The punctum in each image may 
change or shift each time students 
reread certain passages that create 
those images. In particular, 
Shakespeare's play The Twelfth 
Night takes place on Illyria Island 
and contains many different 
images. Creating Illyria Island in 
Connections held many 
opportunities to fashion those 
textual images, but it also held 
many challenges. The following 
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text will describe my experience in 
creating Illyria Island, introducing 
students who had no experience 
with the Connections program, and 
working with them to incorporate 
their observations, interpretations, 
and understanding of The Twelfth 
Night into an exceptional virtual 
essay. 

Shakespeare's Virtual Illyria 
Island from The Twelfth Night 

The first thing I needed to 
do was meet with the professor 
who would be teaching the upper 
division class in Shakespeare. We 
agreed that I (a graduate student) 
would register for the class and 
that I would serve as a coordinator 
for the eight students who 
volunteered to work on this 
project. We agreed that I would 
create the virtual Illyria Island 
"rooms" where the students would 
enter their work. The first thing 
we needed to identify was what 
areas needed to be created-The 
Beach, Count Orsino's palace, 
Lady Olivia's House, Lady 
Olivia's apple orchard, Malvolio's 
prison, and the Elephant Inn in the 
center of the town. 

As I progressed in my 
creation, I saw it becoming 
unwieldy, so I designed a matrix to 
keep track of the room names, 
objects such as pictures, mirrors) 

within the room, furniture, pets, 
bots, exits, and entrances. I kept 
track of the computer-generated 
numbers for each item created. 
Holmevik and Haynes (2000) state 
"every object in the MOO has it 
own unique object number that 
consists of a pound sign (#) 
followed by the object's number. 
For example, the object number of 
MOO object number 100 has the 
following format: #100" (p. 33). 
Ideally, this matrix should not have 
to be created because the 
Connections system remembers 
them; in reality, I found I needed it 
as a reference since there were so 
many creations, I could not 
remember them all. 

Student Instruction to Use the 
MOO 

After I completed building 
the rooms and creating the 
shareable notes ( objects on which 
the students could write their 
observations and interpretations), 
my next step was to teach the 
students how to use the MOO. 
Of the eight students who 
volunteered to work on this 
project, none of them were familiar 
with using the MOO, so the first 
item on my agenda was to teach 
them how to MOO. I used a 
handout I created for another class, 

so I was already prepared for this 
step. 

The next item on my 
agenda was to find a time where all 
eight students could meet with me; 
this step became an impossible 
task. So, I scheduled different 
times to meet; I stated that anyone 
could come to any of the sessions 
if they felt they needed the extra 
practice. The students learned 
quickly, and in the process, they 
had fun with each other, in 
essence, bonding so they would be 
more comfortable when they 
advanced to the next step of 
collaboration. 

Collaboration Using the MOO 
Collaboration ( interaction 

between students either in small 
groups or a larger group) became 
one of the most important pieces 
for the success of this project. Jan 
Holmevik and Cynthia Haynes 
(2000) in their book 
MOOniversity stated "if 
collaboration improves learning, as 
we suggest, and if writing is a way 
of learning, then using the MO 0 
for writing together (whether 
talking or coauthoring) is one of 
the most important reasons to 
collaborate on the MOO" (p. 147). 
The improvement in learning that 
occurs expands not only the 
learning but also contributes to 

Minnesota English Journal 63 
s k i 11 s 1 n interpersonal 
communications. Elaine R. 
Silliman, et al (1991) states, "A 
shift to collaborative ways of 
thinking does reqmre a 
restructuring of how role 
relationships and responsibilities 
are interpreted. This restructuring 
occurs on both intrapersonal and 
interpersonal levels" (p. 79). 
Everyone needs to be treated with 
respect, and, many times, when 
the gender of the people 
collaborating on a project is not 
known, that respect may be given 
more easily because the biases and 
stereotypes cannot be engaged. 

Silliman, et. al., (1991) also 
states that they identified seven 
stages of concern. The stages are 
as follows: 

Stage I: Minimal 
awareness or concern about the 
need for change. 

Stage 2: More conscious 
awareness emerges and some 
interest in the details may be 
shown. 

Stage 3: Reflections on the 
ability to meet the need to change. 
Examination of the personal 
conflict and questions. 

Stage 4: Procedural issues 
emerge: efficiency, organization 
scheduling, etc. 

Stage 5: Strategies for 
implementation of change. 
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Stage 6: Actual 

implementation of new approaches 
hrough collaboration. 

Stage 7: Ongoing 
monitoring, evaluation, and 
revision of strategies of change. 
(Idol, et al 1987, pp. 78-79). 

Although the above stages 
seem to be static, my group of 
eight students bounced around 
between these stages, sometimes 
regressing to the first couple of 
stages and sometimes jumping to 
Stages 5 and 6. 

Another reason for 
collaborating, suggested by 
Holmevik and Haynes (2000), is 
that it "increases your self
confidence in writing and thinking" 
(p. 148). This self-confidence 
happens when ideas are discussed. 
Brainstorming is an excellent 
example of how people can take 
one person's idea and end up with 
some extraordinary ideas that came 
from a single statement. Also, 
when those ideas emerge, writing 
collaboratively gives the whole 
group a sense of accomplishment. 

Next on our agenda was to 
e stab 1 i sh e a ch person's 
responsibility. Through 
negotiation, the students were able 
to decide on the division of 
responsibilities. Silliman et. al, 
( 1991) state that 

Negotiation concerns how 
the participants share an 
understanding of the 
purpose, content, and form 
of collaboration and how 
the collaboration comes to 
be interpreted 
reinterpreted, and modified 
through their shifting 
frames of intrapersonal and 
interpersonal reference 
( Green, Weade, & Graham, 
1988, p. 80). 

After some discussion, the 
students decided that since there 
were seven rooms, each person 
would volunteer to oversee one 
room, and the eighth person would 
oversee the whole project. If there 
were any problems they could not 
solve, they would come to me for 
help. 

Project Assessment 
The students had one 

concern about how their project 
would be assessed. Since this 
project was not attempted before, 
the students wanted to know how 
their work would be assessed. I 
spoke, via the MOO, with John 
Walter (2001) from Southern 
Louisiana University and an expert 
on the development of the 
MOOessay, and he indicated 
assessment would be determined 
by what the professor wanted to 

see in the students' understanding 
of the play. He forwarded an 
email from John Ronan (2001) 
from the University of Florida 
who suggested assessment could 
be based on certain questions: 

Rooms: Descriptions, 
messages, overall coherence 
Objects: Quality rather than 
quantity. Do the objects 
integrate? Do the objects 
interpret? Do the objects 
function well? 
Interpretation: Does your 
interpretation off er a coherent 
and unique reading? Does it 
include the whole narrative or 
one specific aspect? (4/19/01) 

I conferred with the professor, and 
we decided on the following 
grading criteria for this project: 

One quality response in each 
room would be in the "C" 
range; 
Two quality responses in each 
room would be in the "B" 
range; 
Three or more quality 
responses in each room would 
be in the "A" range. 
Examples were given to the 
students to show them what 
constituted a quality response. 

(See Appendix B for examples of 
responses.) 
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My grade as a graduate 

student would be assessed on the 
following criteria: 

Construction of Illyria Island 
itself and all of its contents. 
Instructions to the students on 
how to work using the MOO. 

The construction of the 
virtual essay was an exciting 
project that opened up teaching 
literature, and in particular 
Shakespeare, by using the MOO. 
The students, when they first 
encountered the objects within the 
rooms, asked how everything they 
wanted to write would fit onto 
that object. The perception was 
that the object was one size and 
would remain that one size because 
that is a real life perception. Their 
perceptions changed when I 
explained to them that the objects 
are virtual and will expand 
virtually to whatever size was 
needed. 

Multithreaded Discussions 
In addition, teaching 

Shakespeare online opened up 
another dimension where 
multithreadedness becomes 
possible within a classroom. In a 
traditional classroom, only one 
person at a time can be talking; on 
the MOO, several threads of 
discussion can be present without 
disruption of the classroom 



66 Minnesota English Journal 
discussions. Holmevik and 
Haynes (2000) state "if you 'have 
the ability to hold more than one 
group discussion and contribute to 
a class discussion without 
disrupting the individual group 
discussions, it enriches the level of 
discussion overall" (p. 131) At 
first, these multithreaded 
discussions can be confusing, but 
as the MOOers become more 
experienced, they can begin to 
follow several of the conversations 
at once. Holmevik and Haynes 
(2000) state that m this 
multithreaded environment, 
students need to learn how to filter 
through the text (132). This skill 
becomes honed after a time, 
expanding the students' knowledge 
of the literature being discussed. 

Another benefit of online 
discussion is that students who 
usually do not contribute in a face
to-face classroom discussion have 
an opportunity to voice their 
opinions. Many times, those 
students have valuable 
contributions to make and, often 
times, can contribute profound 
insights into the issues being 
discussed. From my own 
experience in using the MOO for 
class discussions, some of my 
students commented to me that 
they do not contribute in a 
classroom setting, but they find it 

easier to say what they think in 
the online discussions because 
they do not feel intimidated. 
Every student should have an 
opportunity to express her or his 
opinions, and this expression 
becomes easier for some in those 
online discussions. 

Conclusion 
Studying Shakespeare using 

the MOO and exploring Illyria 
Island from The Twelfth Night has 
been enlightening, entertaining, and 
refreshing. Discussions on the 
MOO have opened up many 
different ways of exploring 
literature, and in the process, it has 
expanded our knowledge by 
working in a collaborative mode. 
The students' insights, 
observations, and reflections 
recorded on the shareable notes 
will be viewed by everyone who 
visits Illyria Island; in this way, 
visitors to the island will ponder 
those insights, and possibly, 
record their own thoughts, 
insights, and reflections. This 
virtual essay will continue to exist, 
to be used, and to grow as others 
explore Illyria Island. 

Shakespeare can be taught 
either in the traditional classroom 
or exclusively using the MOO, but 
I believe a combination of both 
methods would achieve the best 

results. Because using the MOO 
is still a new teaching 
methodology, some instructors 
may be hesitant to use this 
technology. The professor who 
agreed to let me do this project 
does not have trust in technology. 
However, he did feel that this 
project was a success. As this 
technology becomes better known 
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and determination of criteria is 
created and used, more instructors 
will be willing to try to incorporate 
it into their teaching pedagogies. 
Once those instructors experience 
success, they will continue to use 
the MOO enthusiastically because 
of the multidimensionality that 
emerges. 
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Appendix A 

Description of Illyria Island 

Illyria Island 
Standing on the white sandy beach on Illyria Island, you feel the soft, 
gentle wind waft through your hair. The sandy path from the beach leads 
to a wider lane that takes you past Count Orsino's palace. This lane 
continues on for another quarter mile, where you approach Lady Olivia's 
house, and behind the house, you can glimpse her garden, and, in the 
distance, her apple orchard. Off to the side of Olivia's House, you can also 
see Malvolio's Prison. Further down the lane, you come to the village 
where you see the bakery, the tailor's shop, the dress shop, and the 
Elephant Inn. 
You have arrived. 

Description of Malvolio's Prison and Its Objects 

Malvolio's Prison 
Malvolio sits in his prison until Lady Olivia determines whether or not it 
is safe for him to be released. This room is in Lady Olivia's house with a 
window where Malvolio can watch the squirrels play and the birds play 
air tag. 
You see pitcher, stockings, Malvolio, and chamber-pot here. 

look pitcher 
This bright red porcelain water pitcher sits on the desk next to the 
window. 
Pitcher appears to have messages written on it. 

look stockings 
Malvolio's bright yellow stockings have been discarded and are laying in a 
heap on the floor. 
Stockings appears to have messages written on it. 
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look Malvolio 
Malvolio, thinking to impress Lady Olivia, dressed in bright yellow tights 
and a bright green tunic with an orange sash. When she confined him to 
this prison room, he removed his tights, bunched them up in a bright 
yellow ball, and threw them in the comer, stamping on them several times 
before huffing across the room to stare out of the window. 

look chamber-pot 
This pot has been put there for Malvolio's privacy, but you'll have to use 
your imagination as to what he actually does with it. 
Chamber-pot appears to have messages written on it. 

(You finish reading.) 
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Appendix B 

Messages Contained on Objects Located in Malvoli's Prison 

Malvolio's Prison 
Malvolio sits in his prison until Lady Olivia determines whether or not it 
is safe for him to be released. This room is in Lady Olivia's house with a 
window where Malvolio can watch the squirrels play and the birds play 
air tag. 
You see pitcher, stockings, Malvolio, and chamber-pot here. 

look pitcher 
This bright red porcelain water pitcher sits on the desk next to the 
window. 
Pitcher appears to have messages written on it. 

Malvolio was never crazy, just arrogant. 
--Gretta 

After sitting in the prison, Malvolio should have realized that could have 
stopped what happened to him. 
--Gretta 

In a way Malvolio created the situation by responding to Maria and the 
others the way he did. 
--Gretta 

It seems odd that a man would be imprisoned for simply expressing his 
feelings. Couldn't the whole thing have been easily straightened out if they 
let Malvolio explain himself before locking him up? These characters can 
be so cruel! 
--Rene 
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The Philosopher Heraclitus said that A dry soul is wisest and best. 
(Fragment·l 18) Malvolio falls prey to weakness, drenched metaphorically 
by his pursuit of and elusive fish. Let his damp cell remind him of the 
teachings of scholars so that he might mend his ways (and save his sanity). 
--Bryn 

It's odd that the only person who is in contact with Malvolio, while he is 
in his cell is the fool. One would certainly question which is actually the 
fool. 
--JohnGalt 

Although Malvolio's 'madness' was ment to be a prank, in a sense it isn't a 
joke. His pompous ideas that Olivia would actually desire to marry him 
are truly insane. 
--Evey 

Why is Malvolio the only one in prison? Olivia should be locked up for 
wanting to mourn her brothers death for seven years. Orsino should be 
locked up for chasing after a woman who has told him to get lost over and 
over. Sir Toby should be locked up for thinking that he can play with 
other peoples' emotions and get away with it. Festes the Fool should be 
locked up, not because he's a jester, but because he was foolish enough to 
play along with those more foolish than he. Maria should be locked up for 
taking the liberty of forging a letter from her mistress and causing her 
undue stress. Sebastian should be locked up for marrying the first woman 
he comes across that throws herself at him. Sir Andrew should be locked 
up for being such a coward. Viola should be locked up for pretending to be 
something other than what she was. And Shakespeare should be locked up 
for making my head spin with all this locking up. 
--Sapphire 

Malvolio finally gets a taste of his own medicine ... 
--Summer 

Malvolio has been sick in the head for too long ... maybe this prison time 
will do him some good! 
--Summer 
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In Shadows 
Larry M. Gavin 

We grow so large the world misses 
a beat trying to contain us. The clock 
we live by whether we admit it or not, 
swallows whole streets, and the dog 
dances with itself in the setting 
sunlight; just before nightfall, it tries 
to catch up with its shadow; with night. 

And in the dark, we imagine the shadows 
all objects cast. The crater a bomb makes 
in the sand. The water each dying tongue 
hopes for at the last. Shadows do not 
make happy poems; do not attend luncheons. 
They do not weather the fronts crossing 
a troubled heart, but when shadows 
close in on all we hold dear, or know 
in our hearts to be true, we grow bigger 
with each passing breath until we nearly 
become the air, the water, the light 
or dark. We become the other self 
featureless in shadows and grace. And 
in becoming our fullest we are tempted 
to abandon this world and go off 
into the other country or into the sky 
casting a giant shadow backward to earth 
with our own thoughts holding us down. 
The unthinkable - one measure of our days. 

73 
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Teaching Style as Content: Some Sentence-level Revision Strategies 

for First-year Composition 

Jesse Kavadlo 
Winona State University 

In The Writer's Way, a 
first-year instruction book, Jack 
Rawlins unfavorably compares 
style to clothing, or "the 
decorative covering we put over 
the content" (163). For at least 
two decades, some teachers have 
shared the sentiment, disparaging 
style as an editorial afterthought, 
ignoring it, or separating it from 
substance. This paper, though, 
will examine the theoretical and 
practical implications of several 
sentence-level concerns-comma 
splices, repetition, and 
variety-not as stylistic 
"covering" but as a choice crucial 
to the creation of content. Style, 
then, should not be treated as 
"independent of content," as 
Rawlins continues (163), but the 
inverse: style creates content. 

For students who regularly 
produce sentence-level errors, the 
separation of style from content, 
ideally liberating, can be counter
productive. One way to improve 
their content may be to focus 
explicitly on their sentences. 

Style, despite criticism, can and 
should empower rather than 
humiliate. Teaching style does not 
have to mean correction, archaic 
prescription, or red-pen tyranny, 
however; and once students 
understand this shift they may 
benefit more from sentence-level 
attention than they do from global 
analysis, especially early in the 
semester. Examining sentence
level concerns before essay-level 
ones can usefully destabilize 
oppositions between content and 
style, between rhetoric and ideas. 
Treating style as distinct from 
substance misleads students into 
believing that substance must 
come first and that style, like 
clothing, can be donned or 
changed later, suggesting that style 
is superficial but what lies 
underneath is immutable. This 
implication is misleading, and 
dangerous. 

The idea of style as content 
is not new, and it, in fact, precedes 
its separation. The medieval 
university taught the trivium as 

"grammar, logic, and rhetoric," the 
three subsets of learning that 
constitute language. Grammar, 
logic, and rhetoric, discussed 
separately, must ultimately be 
understood as one, unlike clothing 
and the body. Writing decades 
before Rawlins but anticipating his 
metaphor, William Zinsser, in his 
famous book On Writing Well, 
instead suggests that the writer 
"will be impatient to find a 
'style' ... You will reach for gaudy 
similes and tinseled adjectives, as 
if 'style' were something you 
could buy in a style store and 
drape onto your words in bright 
decorator colors ... Resist this 
shopping expenditure: there is no 
style store" (20). Style is not 
clothing-it is inseparable from 
the body of prose itself. Zinsser 
suggests that treating style as 
clothing results in artifice and 
ostentation, rhetoric not as 
effective expression but as mere 
semantics. 

Writing recently in the 
Chronicle of Higher Education, 
Stanley Fish suggests that teaching 
effective rhetoric and correct 
grammar, far more than specific 
content, should be the goal of first
year writing instructors. Students 
who don't submit themselves "to 
the conventional meanings of 
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words and to the grammatical 
forms that specify the relationships 
between the objects words refer 
to" cannot write intelligibly (n. 
pag.). For Fish, "the ability even 
to have certain kinds of thoughts 
depends on the prior ability to 
produce ( and comprehend) certain 
kinds of sentences" (n. pag), so 
that style and syntax generate, not 
reflect, patterns and processes. 
Attention to style in the classroom 
will allow students to learn and 
explore those patterns, resulting in 
stronger writing and thinking. 

Linguist Steven Pinker 
would disagree, however, saying 
that the notion that language, as 
Fish suggests above, "pervade[ s] 
thought" is "wrong" because 
"language is not a cultural artifact" 
(17-18). Pinker goes to great 
lengths in The Language Instinct 
to distinguish between 
"pedagogical and stylistic 
'grammars,' which are just guides 
to the etiquette of written prose" 
(22) and Noam Chomsky's 
Universal Grammar, "the basic 
design underlying the grammars of 
all human languages; also refers to 
the circuitry in children's brains 
that allows them to learn the 
grammar of their parents' 
language" ( 483). But while 
linguistics and composition 
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studies, then, seem to define 
"grammar" in irreconcilable ways, 
the former as descriptive and the 
latter as prescriptive, perhaps these 
seemingly contradictory notions of 
grammar can merge. 

One reason that Pinker 
denigrates the rules of prescriptive 
grammar as "hobgoblins of the 
schoolmarm" (88) is because of 
the ways in which "linguists 
repeatedly run up against the myth 
that working-class people and the 
less educated members of the 
middle class speak a simpler or 
courser language" (28). A better 
definition for Pinker, drawing 
upon the work of linguist William 
Labov, for "'ungrammatical 
sentences' ... include[ s] randomly 
broken off sentence fragments, 
tongue-ties hemming and hawing, 
slips of the tongue, and other 
forms of word salad" (31 ). Here, 
pedagogical and linguistic notions 
of grammar converge: grammar, 
when taught in conjunction with 
logic and rhetoric, is a matter of 
neither etiquette nor elitism but a 
way to elude formations that 
are-linguistically and peda
gogically-unsound, unclear, or 
ambiguous. Pinker later makes the 
point more explicit: while he 
provocatively argues that "many 
prescriptive rules of grammar are 

just plain dumb" ( 400), he grants 
that "the aspect of language use 
that is most worth changing is the 
clarity and style of written prose" 
( 401 ), and that foundations of 
good writing lie not in rules but in 
revision. 

Few people, then, actually 
want to eliminate style completely 
from the composition curriculum, 
but few people know how to 
incorporate it into writing or 
revision practice, treating instead 
like a separate, somewhat 
untrustworthy, entity. Indeed, 
composition handbooks still 
address aspects of style, despite 
that some theories of linguistics, 
pedagogy, process writing, and 
theme- and content-based 
composition classes implicitly or 
explicitly suggest that learning 
style can be stifling. While it 
would be dangerous to see Fish 
and Zinsser as merely old
fashioned or conservative, how, 
then, can instructors of first-year 
writing merge rhetoric and content 
in classroom practice? How does 
one teach style? How can it avoid 
the hegemony that, for linguists, 
promulgates class bias and that, 
for expressivists, curbs creativity? 

Perhaps we as writing 
teachers can rescue grammar from 
its "correct/incorrect" binary by 

looking at the trivium to see how 
grammar, logic, and rhetoric 
connect and intersect. But again, 
how? And does it have to be at 
odds with linguistic conceptions of 
descriptive grammar, composition 
theory, process pedagogy, and 
self-expression? I would argue 
that it does not. Teaching style 
(or, in related terms, mechanics, 
rhetoric, local concerns, or lower 
order concerns) should not 
disempower students but have the 
opposite effect: it should allow 
them to convey what's on their 
minds, write more persuasively, 
and feel better. I will now discuss 
some specific ways in which the 
first-year writing class can 
accomplish this merge in practice. 

In the trivium, grammar 
comes first, and this word by itself 
makes students nervous, 
seemingly synonymous with being 
wrong, the one way in which 
English teachers can be 
scientifically objective. It all 
seems mysterious. Yet mechanical 
error-Pinker's "hobgoblins"
may be an excellent preliminary 
way to discuss meaning, and not 
just ways to discuss rules. 
Students need to write correctly, 
for grammar, even in linguistic 
terms, involves constructions that 
are "well-formed according to 
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consistent rules in the dialect of 
the speakers" (Pinker 31 ); but the 
connection between their language 
with logic and rhetoric provides a 
stronger justification for 
correctness than rules, "because 
it's right," convention, etiquette, 
audience expectation, because 
certain errors serve as social class 
markers, because the book or the 
teacher says so, or, my least 
favorite, because employers 
disdain errors on job applications. 
Many syntactical rules provide the 
sense, clarity, and complexity 
necessary to sustain thoughtful 
written argument, so to dispense 
with them on the grounds of self
expression is counter-intuitive. 
Syntax makes self-expression 
possible. And explicit rules seem 
necessary, since the "dialect of the 
speakers" may differ between 
student and instructor. 

I like to begin my classes 
with discussion of comma splices 
and fused sentences. Here are 
sample sentences, from my 
College Reading and Writing 
summer 2002 students' first 
papers, about the relationship 
between their names and who they 
are (permission has been granted 
although all names throughout this 
paper have been changed): 



-
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I don't believe that my name 
determines who I am as a person, I 
would have the same personality 
with a different name. 
My name is Joe this name fits my 
personality well. 
I was named after a great aunt of 
mine her name was Sara. 
I do not think you can always 
determine anything about a person 
by their name that may be pretty 
difficult to do. 
My name says a lot about who I 
am, it also says a lot about my 
heritage 

The initial problem, 
pedagogically and linguistically, is 
the grammar ( although Microsoft 
Word's grammar-check flagged 
only the first example). The 
Bedford Handbook defines run-on 
sente)?.ces as "independent clauses 
that have not been joined 
correctly.... When two 
independent clauses appear in one 
sentence, they must be 
joined ... with a comma and a 
coordination conjunction [ or J with 
a semicolon ( or occasionally with 
a colon or dash)" (Hacker 251 ). 
Yet this definition, despite its clear 
articulation, may not resonate with 
students, even after repeated 
explanation. Although he 
dismisses "stylistic grammar" 
( different from "generative 

grammar" and "mental grammar") 
as "the guidelines for how one 
'ought' to speak" ( 4 77), Pinker 
still recognizes a problem: "we all 
sense that some strings of words 
that can be given common-sense 
interpretations do not conform to 
the grammatical code of English" 
(87). 

Once students become a 
part of Pinker's "we," they begin 
to see that there is a missing 
signal-that the comma alone 

' without the coordinating 
conjunction, or the signal-less 
fused sentence, does not 
demonstrate an intended 
connection, that the reader lacks 
"confidence that the speaker [here, 
the writer J has used the same code 
in producing the sentence as we 
used in interpreting it (Pinker 88). 
And with this realization students 
can now discuss two aspects of 
style that stem from grammar. 
Some sentences only superficially 
benefit from a rote insertion of a 
conjunction-that is, it makes the 
sentence syntactically correct but 
does not eliminate its inherent 
ambiguity. "My name says a lot 
about who I am, [and] it also says 
a lot about my heritage" means the 
opposite of "My name says a lot 
about who I am, [but] it also says 
a lot about my heritage," since 

-

either is grammatically correct, but 
only one is true to the student who 
wrote it. The syntax creates the 
content, and students can use their 
choice of coordinating conjunction 
to distinguish between technical 
and factual correctness. 

More importantly, however, 
these errors are symptoms of 
larger stylistic maladies. These, 
and many sentences composed 
early in the semester, contain 
redundancies instead of examples. 
That same sentence, for instance, 
repeats the phrase "says a lot 
about," and the paper, even in 
context, fails to show how the 
name says a lot, or even what 
"says a lot" precisely means, 
repeating the vague phrase instead. 
Many comma splices and fused 
sentences are riddled with 
repetition, and this overlap 
between mechanics and rhetoric is 
revealing, and useful: the way into 
these sentences is technical-here, 
the relationships between two 
disconnected clauses. The way 
out, though, is rhetorical and 
stylistic: repairing the splices may 
satisfy the rule, but it's not the end 
of revising. Syntax, though, has a 
fine set of rules that students can 
look up and rely on, an aura of 
objectivity. But as Strunk and 
White observe in their canonical 
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Elements of Style, once we leave 
"what is correct, or acceptable" in 
English, "we leave solid ground" 
(66). Revision, in addition to 
correction, becomes more 
interesting: students can begin to 
see writing as a set of discrete but 
personal choices. 

Even more than run-ons, then, 
repetition plagues students' prose. 
As any handbook will indicate, 
repetition bores readers, belabors 
points, and is uneconomical. (Of 
course, some students criticize 
their college texts similarly.) 
Here, however, style intersects 
with substance. Instructor 
feedback often centers upon a lack 
of a (strong) thesis or (adequate) 
support, but repetition is the 
stylistic manifestation of these 
higher-order concerns: students 
repeat when they don't know that 
they need to say more, don't have 
enough to say, or don't know how 
to say it. It prevents writers from 
being specific but allows them to 
fill pages. Each of the above 
sentences was isolated initially 
because of the mechanical error, 
and all seem reasonably repairable. 
But after fixing the error, we may 
revise for concision, and in doing 
so the writer is more clearly poised 
to explain "how" and "why." 
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For some students, redundancy 
creates the illusion of explanation. 
Once errors are corrected and 
repetition revised, the writer is free 
to provide the necessary detail and 
nuance. "I was named after a great 
aunt of mine her name was Sara," 
through group discussion, became 
"I was named after Sara,. a great 
aunt of mine," which sounds and 
feels more like a topic or 
introductory sentence. "Sounds" 
and "feels" are the sort of 
subjective terminology that 
students fear, but this rhetorical 
approach to the sentences can help 
students to analyze the difference 
between these sentences. 
Similarly, "I do not think you can 
always determine anything about a 
person by their name that may be 
pretty difficult to do" is so error
ridden that it becomes hard to 
consider. But addressing the run
cin and redundancy together 
produced the following revision: 
"I do not think you can always 
determine anything about a person 
by their name" (leaving aside the 
less significant problem of 
"person"/"their" for now). Now, 
the student can show how and why 
we can't determine anything about 
people by their names, and discuss 
difficulty separately. "My name is 
Joe this name fits my personality 

well" can correct the run-on and 
eliminate the repetition as "My 
name is Joe, which, fits my 
personality well," or "My name is 
Joe, and it fits my personality 
well," allowing the class to discuss 
subordination, coordination, and 
emphasis. What began as a 
potential lecture about correctness 
has become a conversation of 
possibilities and choices, and the 
initially incorrect and redundant 
sentences, once revised, set up the 
students to follow with examples. 

Here is another student 
passage from the same 
assignment: "Every single thing 
has a name, otherwise we would 
not be able to distinguish one thing 
from the next. Names are not that 
important. They do not define 
who we are." The sentences are 
grammatical, yet they seem 
illogical, because of crucial 
missing transitions. Again through 
discussion, the class revised the 
passage: "Every single thing has a 
name, otherwise we would not be 
able to distinguish one thing from 
the next. [However,] names are 
not that important. They do not 
define who we are." Or more: 
"Every single thing has a name, 
[ or] we would not be able to 
distinguish one thing from the 
next. [However,] names are not 

that important [, because] they do 
not define who we are." Each 
version is clearer, more correct, 
and-with the inclusion of 
metadiscourse-more clearly 
poised to explain and support its 
point. When students practice this 
approach to sentences, and 
continue to revise in this way oer 
the course of a semester, the 
cumulative effect is striking. Such 
an approach is not so different 
from what many teachers already 
advocate, but inverted: begin with 
the syntax, rhetoric, and style, and 
students will be forced to provide 
content. This reversal allows 
students to practice using concrete 
exercises and steps while using 
examples from their own prose 
that they will have the chance to 
formally revise on their own later. 

After analyzing isolated 
sentences or short passages, the 
class moves on to paragraphs or 
short whole compositions. One 
exercise, usually introduced in the 
first or second week of classes, 
asks students to circle repeated 
words. The results often surprise 
them. The following student 
paragraph, for example, has no 
major. errors but is nonetheless 
ineffective: 

My last name says a lot 
about who I am. Without my 
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last name, I would not be the 
person that I am today. My 
first name does not say much 
about me. Smith tells all 
about the person that I am. 
For example, it tells my 
personality. I have a good 
sense of humor and I learned 
that from my family. I am 
also a very nice and caring 
person. Smith shows that I 
am a hard worker because all 
of the Smith's have been 
known for their hard work 
and dedication. I have 
learned that if you work hard 
for something it will pay off 
in the end. One thing I really 
enjoy is helping others and it 
has become a big part of my 
life. It has taught me many 
wonderful things and I have 
become a great person 
because of my name. Smith 
says everything about me. 

A writing teacher can 
quickly see that this paragraph 
says little: it doesn't make a strong 
point (that a person's last name 
says a lot about him or her doesn't 
sound striking or argumentative) 
and provides no concrete 
descriptions or thorough examples. 
The paragraph, despite 
grammatical and syntactical 
clarity, is stalled, weak, and overly 



82 Minnesota English J oumal 

simplified. Yet a student may see 
it as acceptable, even convincing, 
because it has the form and 
mannerism (in post-structuralist 
terms, the langue) of explanation: 
a topic sentence ("My last name 
says a lot about the person that I 
am"), transitions ("for example," 
"one thing I really enjoy doing"), 
justification ("if you work hard for 
something it will pay off in the 
end," which many students will 
not see as a cliche), and a 
concluding sentence ("Smith says 
everything about me"). Students 
and teachers read this paragraph 
differently, so the "show don't 
tell" mantra will not work-this 
student thinks that she is showing. 

Approaching the paragraph 
in terms of style, though, gives 
students more concrete revision 
tactics. If they circle (here, in 
boldface) every repeated word, 
then the adherence to format alone 
seems obviously insufficient: 

My last name says a lot 
about who I am. Without 
my last name, I would not 
be the person that I am 
today. My first name does 
not say much about me. 
Smith tells all about the 
person that I am. For 
example, it tells my 
personality. I have a good 

sense of humor and I 
learned that from my family. 
I a m also a very nice and 
caring person. Smith shows 
that I am a hard worker 
because all of the Smith's 
have been known for their 
hard work and dedication. I 
have learned that if you 
work hard for something it 
will pay off in the end. One 
thing I really enjoy is 
helping others and it has 
become a big part of my life. 
It has taught me many 
wonderful things and I have 
become a great person 
because of my name. Smith 
says everything about me. 

Students can now see how 
little the paragraph says, without 
being instructed that it is vague or 
imprecise, comments that, to 
students, themselves seem vague 
and imprecise. Tp_ey can then 
analyze the nature of the 
repetition, and this discussion can 
encompass grammar, logic, and 
rhetoric-the whole trivium. 
Grammatically, we can discuss 
parts of speech, since the primary 
nouns are "I," "person," and 
"thing," none of which here are 
specified or explored beyond 
"family"; the primary verbs are 
near synonyms: "say," "tell," and 

"teach"; and none of these verbs 
have fully articulated objects 
beyond "me." We can discuss 
parallelism, since the 
constructions, not just the words, 
repeat, often in similar places. 
The paragraph, then, seems 
logically weak: what sense of 
humor"? How "caring"? How is 
she "a hard worker"? Why should 
"Smith" suggest these attributes? 
Rhetorically, the examples are not 
clear or descriptive, and so the 
writer repeats. By beginning with 
repetition, we can discuss, easily 
and naturally, the more substantial 
problems of vagueness and 
generality. In this way, we may 
discuss "grammar" not as a series 
of binary rules, class snobbery, or 
arbitrary etiquette, and instead 
apply a descriptive rather than 
pedagogical sense of definition of 
the word. While the paragraph 
adheres to the rules of prescriptive 
grammar, its very correctness 
stymies the writer's sense of 
personality and specificity, 
ironically producing the problems 
like those associated Pinker's 
"ungrammatical" sentences: 
fragments (here, referring not to a 
missing part of speech as much as 
a missing piece of support), 
hemming and hawing, and slips. 
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One could question the 
logic of revising such a paragraph 
at all. Why focus on style and 
language if this student seems not 
to have a point worth making? 
Why not just tell the student to 
provide detail or a stronger 
argument, and then work on 
refining or cleaning up the 
repetition later? My response is 
that style-oriented revision, when 
used as a constructive activity, is 
consistent with process-model 
pedagogy: when students try to 
eliminate the repetition, then they 
will discover that replacing words 
with synonyms or pronouns 
doesn't solve the problem of 
vagueness. They must provide 
detail, and carefully combine 
sentences, and assign specific 
subjects, and choose strong verbs. 
And when they do, they will find 
that they have much more to say 
then perhaps they realized, and 
more then they would be able to 
say otherwise. 

This approach works well 
when beginning with comma 
splices and repetition, but 
discussion of repetition can 
encompass aspects of writing that 
take a long time to cover. 
Students can often see repetition of 
nouns, but they seldom spot 
repeated verbs, especially when 
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they are forms of "to be," and they 
don't notice syntactical repetition 
(subject-verb-object or subject
linking verb) until later. But the 
same exercise can be modified and 
advanced: after students circle 
repeated nouns, they can move on 
to verbs, then clauses or phrases, 
and once they see shortcomings 
related to vagueness and 
repetition, then they can speculate 
upon how to improve their 
sentences. And that is when 
students can begin to enjoy 
writing, because the specific 
changes will differ with each 

student's examples, choices, and 
opinions. What begins as single 
sentence-level syntax becomes 
style, and by improving their style 
they ultimately develop content. If 
style really were like clothing, 
then changing into a tighter outfit 
would make us thinner; a more 
expensive suit would make us 
richer. But tight clothes may not 
flatter, and expensive clothes only 
lighten wallets. Style, more like 
personality than clothing, may be 
developed, even improved-which 
is where teachers come in-but it 
ultimately depends on who we are. 
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Teaching The Villanelle 
Dallas Crow 

Every year I make my students attempt a villanelle. 
They complain, whine, contemplate spontaneous combustion. 
An aspiring Dante consigns me to my own private ring in Hell. 

They tell each other the guidelines are impossible, 
swear to me the assignment requires unattainable perfection. 
I urge them not to think of the villanelle' s 

form as a constraint, but as a container-a vase, a well-
into which words are poured. They laugh sourly at my suggestion, 
convinced of conspiracy: one more teacher's maliciously-designed Hell. 

I demur, though not demurely, tell them filling the form well 
is one art, playing with it an equally valid option. 
As evidence I off er Carruth' s extended villanelle 

and Klappert's "Ellie Mae." For a few the stanzas start to gel. 
To their surprise they find a friend in repetition. 
The assignment becomes a puzzle rather than a sentence in Hell. 

One student wakes more slowly to the task, Monday's 8:30 bell 
ringing as he prints out his formal explosion, 
cursing not the darkness but his father in his villanelle
a curse disguised as a blessing for his adolescent Hell. 
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The Craft of Paul Grochow 
By Karen Babin 

Minnesota writer Paul 

Gruchow' s work is characterized 

by his attention to details, both of 

the natural world around him and 

the words on his page. His prose is 

poetic and elegant, "wise, precise, 

and rich, deserving of its own 

display and contours" 

(Hendricksson 2). John 

Henricksson calls Gruchow a 

"literary naturalist," a distinction I 

feel hardly captures the mastery of 

words that Gruchow possesses 

when writing about the various 

topographies of Minnesota, from 

the farming prairie of Chippewa 

County in Grass Roots to the 

wildness of the North Woods in 

Boundary Waters. Such awareness 

of the natural world brings the 

reader to a higher level of reality, 

both on a physical and 

metaphysical plane: "We confront 

in wild places evidence of powers 

greater than our own; this evidence 

humbles us, and in humility is the 

beginning of spirituality. Wildness 

matters not because it alone is 

sacred but because it arouses in us 

the sense of sanctity that makes 

visible the sacredness of everything 

else in life" (B W 201). Such 

awareness is a yardstick of art in 

general, both in a words-on-page 

level and a world-around-the-writer 

level. Leif Enger, another highly

recognized Minnesota writer, says, 

"at this point, a good essayist, a 

Barton Sutter, a Paul Gruchow, 

would set down a paragraph 

condensing the miles, geography 

traversed, and people encountered 

into a wise nub of revealed truth" 

(paragraph 10). Revealing nubs of 

truth is something at which 

Gruchow is especially skilled. 

Gruchow's essays have 

received well-deserved critical 

acclaim and numerous awards, 

including seven citations in Best 

American Essays and three 

Minnesota Book Awards (MBA). 
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Grass Roots: The Universe of 

Home was published in 1995, and 

received the MBA for the Best 

Book of the Year (1996), Critic's 

Choice for the Best Book of the 

Year from the San Francisco 

Review of Books (1996), and 

"Bones" was reprinted in Best 

American Essays 1988. Boundary 

Waters: Grace of the Wild was 

published in 1998, received the 

John Flanagan Prize for 

Distinguished Contribution to 

Literature of the Midwest (1998), 

nomination for the 1998 MBA for 

Nature Writing, and "Spring: 

Wild Isle" received notice as one 

of the 100 Notable Essays in Best 

American Essays 1997. Worlds 

Within a World received the 

Minnesota Book Award in 2000. 

Above all, his writing serves to be 

the highest standard which prose 

can attain. 

For purposes of clarity, I 

will refer to specific essays within 

Boundary Waters by their season, 

as the book is divided into seasons, 

and the entirety of the work by the 

initials BW. Grass Roots in its 

entirety as a work will be referenced 

by GR, the individual essays by 

title, which are not seasons. The 

essay "The Meekness of Angels," 

found in the anthology The Sacred 

Place will be referred to by simply 

"Meekness." Generally speaking, 

concentration will be paid primarily 

to Boundary Waters and Grass 

Roots. 

Grochow' s writing is full of 

poetics, which gives freshness to 

his descriptions of things that might 

seem pedestrian under the lens of 

other writers. In "The Meekness 

of Angels," Grochow writes of an 

encounter with a bear, describing a 

bear's roar: "The bear's voice was 

as enormous and commanding as 

its physique-grander, less guttural, 

and more eloquent than the roars of 

the one lion I have heard" (44). 

Grochow could have easily slipped 

into generalities in the descriptions, 

yet he does not, not ignoring the 

way grander and guttural sound 

together. He avoids descriptions 

that are ambiguous in their 

commonness, for instance, his 

rendering of Isle Royale, the largest 

island in Lake Superior: "I wish to 

avoid certain adjectives in writing 

about Isle Royale, words like 

beautiful, primeval, pristine, natural, 

wild. There is already enough 

ambiguity about such places. 

Certainly Isle Royale appears to be 

all of these things" ("Spring" 

167). Following this line, the actual 

description of the mother bear in 

"The Meekness of Angels" avoids 

trite and overused language, 

language which is slow enough to 

give evidence to Gruchow's awe 

over her: 

She was enormous and 

blonde. The silver tips of her 

venerable hair glistened in the 

long angle of sunlight filtering 

through the trees. She did not 

make a sound as she moved 

with athletic grace toward her 

purpose, her massive 

shoulders as fluid as water. 
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She was like a waterfall on 

legs. The hump of her back 

was so prominent and her size 

so great, that in another setting 

I might temporarily have 

mistaken her for a bison cow" 

(42). 

This comparing the bear to a 

waterfall and also to a bison cow 

sets up the next step in 

descriptions: the status details, for 

which this rendering of the bear 

scene is indicative. 

Gruchow's descriptions fall 

under what Peter Chilson calls 

status details, those details and 

descriptions that set a place, 

character, or thing apart from 

everything around it. Status details 

give insight into a person, place, or 

thing's personality. They are 

unexpected details, the ironic 

contrast that creates interest, as 

Grochow displays when describing 

a walk through the woods: "Our 

short jaunt turns into a ten-mile 

march, the last of it taken at temper

tantrum pace" ("Fall" 79). In the 
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above bear description, the reader 

would not necessarily expect him to 

compare the bear to "a waterfall on 

legs." As he describes his 

childhood home in the Rosewood 

Township of Chippewa County, 

Gruchow uses simple details that fit 

the simplicity of the land, of that 

time in his life: 

One hundred sixty acres, a 

quarter of a square mile, was 

standard size for a farm in the 

early 1950s. Our east-west 

eighty was generally level, 

running slightly uphill at the 

east end. The north-south 

eighty was flat for a quarter of 

a mile and then dipped into a 

large cattail marsh, which was 

low enough that the farmstead 

could not be seen from it. The 

topsoil was rich black prairie 

loam, fertile and generally 

friable, but with a tendency to 

harden into something like 

concrete if worked when too 

wet ("Rosewood Township" 

12-13). 

Descriptions often begin 

with the visual, the first thing a 

reader demands, but good 

descriptions never stop there. 

Going beyond the visual to the 

tangible and tactile, as well as those 

perceived by other senses, is 

something at which Homer in his 

Odyssey is particularly skilled, as is 

Gruchow. In the passage quoted 

above, Gruchow moves from the 

visual of flat land and a cattail 

marsh to the tactile topsoil 

description, hardening like concrete. 

As he is remembering the chickens 

from his childhood, he recalls 

plucking the feathers off the 

chickens after they had been 

decapitated and finished their 

headless and heedless dance around 

the yard. The feathers "would be 

plucked (the pin feathers stuck in 

your fingers as if still begging for 

mercy) ... " ("Rosewood" 18). 

Homer is also known for his 

domestic images, bring them to a 

level all can identify with. Not 

many people of Generation X have 

plucked the feathers from a chicken, 

and so they wouldn't know what 

pin feathers were. But through his 

description, knowing that the 

feathers stuck in the fingers leads 

the reader to assume that such was 

painful. 

In contrast, nearly everyone 

has, at one time, felt sweat trickling 

down his or her back, a description 

of something universal, yet 

Gruchow still is able to add a status 

detail: "Sweat trickles down my 

back, a feeling I've always liked" 

("Summer" 91). Such sets up a 

description that is fresh and new, 

not something expected. 

Additionally, the use of 

interesting verbs sets up another 

kind of status detail. When 

Gruchow observes that "a moose 

looks like the discarded early draft 

of an animal" ("Spring" 190), I 

know what he means, because I am 

of the same North Country he is 

describing. For those who are not 

of the area and have never seen a 

moose outside of a zoo or picture 
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book, Gruchow gives more, 

describing a late night encounter: 

A couple of nights later, I 

was awakened by the sound 

a creature galumphing its 

way up a creek. Splish ! 

Splash! Splish! Splash! the 

animal went in a loud, slow, 

strangely offbeat rhythm, 

sounding like a break dancer 

on stilts working in water. 

The night was dark and I 

couldn't have seen the 

animal anyway, but I didn't 

need to see it to know what it 

was. Only a moose could 

have created such a wacky 

ruckus ("Spring" 192). 

Even for those who have never seen 

a moose in the wild, or even 

considered what one might sound 

like as it makes its way through the 

forest, Gruchow gives a rendering 

that is fresh in its oratory 

details-splish, splash; offbeat 

rhythm-and visual details- a 

breakdancer on stilts. He describes 

for his readers what a 
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"galumphing" animal might sound 

like, and why a creature might be 

more apt to galumph than to glide. 

One might expect more oratory 

details than visual in this passage, 

since Grochow describes the night 

as dark. He delivers. 

Grochow is the epitome of 

what Max Beerbohm meant when 

Beerbohm wrote "[Artists] are 

trustees of something not entrusted 

to us others; they bear fragile 

treasure, not safe in a jostling 

crowd" (33). Grochow is able to 

observe-observe rather than 

blankly state-things that are 

intuitive to the rest of humanity, yet 

we do not possess the "fragile 

treasure" necessary to put that 

intuition into words. As Grochow 

observes, it puts him in the same 

position of wonder as the reader, as 

if he is seeing and experiencing the 

scene and happenings for the first 

time. 

Attention to and articulation 

of the slow moments is more 

evident in Boundary Waters than 

Grass Roots, as might be expected 

in a work that is, as a whole, more 

aware of stillness than Grass Roots, 

which wants to make sense of the 

southwestern Minnesota prairie. 

There is a different kind of attention 

paid to the prairie. Incidentally, the 

genre of these two works is 

different: Grass Roots is described 

as memoir and Boundary Waters is 

solidly nature writing. In any case, 

attention is paid to the slowing of 

the mind, body, and soul in each 

instance, where "the silence deep in 

the wilderness and the one at the 

center of the human heart are 

sublime and serene, and they cannot 

be heard except when alone" 

("Summer" 26). This is one way 

that Grochow makes the universal 

personal and vice versa, by 

identifying these kind of moments. 

Patience is a virtue diligently 

to be practiced at all times, but 

especially at evening; the sun 

will not be hurried. It is 

reticent about crossing the 

horizon. When it reaches that 

threshhold, it takes the pause 

that every dramatist knows 

well, the brief sigh of silence, 

before it makes its exit and 

the curtain falls ("Summer" 

54). 

Attention paid in Boundary 

Waters is, for the most part, 

focused outward to the land of the 

Boundary Waters Canoe Area. 

Outward attention here brings up a 

natural articulation of the inward, as 

the inward cannot be neglected 

when in nature. In Grass Roots, 

the attention is "local and 

personal," as Gruchow says all 

history is at its core ("Home" 6). 

In the first essay of Grass Roots, 

"Home is a Place in Time," there 

is attention paid on the micro and 

macro levels of home. Such is first 

evident in the title of the collection 

Grass Roots: The Universe of 

Home. The local and personal 

aspect of home is made universal 

without seeming obvious and 

contrived. 

"Summer: The Grace of 
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the Wild" contains two moments in 

which Gruchow slows his 

descriptions and thoughts down to 

fully grasp their core meaning. The 

first is a three-page description of a 

dragonfly nymph turning into an 

adult. The first paragraph covers 

nearly a page, the description of the 

dragonfly nymph. The next 

paragraph describes the 

transformation: 

As I watch, the fierce, ugly 

creature's body splits down 

its back at the mid-dorsal line 

and from it, in incredibly slow 

motion, emerges an enormous 

adult dragonfly. First the 

thorax appears, then the head 

with eyes so huge they nearly 

meet at center brow, then the 

six long legs, which grope for 

footing on the rock, and 

finally the long abdomen, soft 

and crumpled as a freshly 

washed swatch of cotton. The 

whole creature is five or six 

inches long, dwarfing the skin 

of its nymphal self. It is as 
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ridiculous as a crowd of 

clowns emerging from a toy 

car ("Summer" 48). 

Gruchow continues to observe the 

movements, or the lack of 

movement, from the newly 

transformed dragonfly. It in these 

moments of quiet and intense 

observation that Gruchow is most 

powerful: "I rise and head up the 

knoll to gather my things. It is time 

to push on. I suddenly notice the 

discarded skins of dragonfly 

nymphs everywhere. I have, it 

seems, tarried in a paradise cif 

metamorphosis. As I take to the 

water again, I feel a new man 

myself' (50). Such exposition 

after the description seem to me full 

of wonder at something miraculous, 

the nubs of revealed truth that Leif 

Enger identified; Grochow seems to 

be absolutely humbled by being 

given the chance to witness 

something of this nature. 

Perhaps nighttime is a 

natural place for slowing down. 

Another effective example of 

slowing down the moment comes in 

the section titled "Compline: 

Loons, Wolves, Night Sounds, 

Sleep" within "Summer." He 

changes point of view here, from 

the first person to the more direct 

second person, putting the reader 

directly into the scene. The entire 

section is an exercise in slow 

description. 

Across the lake, a wolf howls. 

It is not so much a howl as a 

wail, a long lament, not 

languorous but full-toned and 

intense. The wolf has a tenor 

voice. It carries operatically 

across the lake, dies away, 

echoes back upon itself. 

000000000000000 

000000000000. 

You do not stir, but your skin 

tingles. Some wild part of 

you desires to rise up and 

give answer. But from far 

away comes a better reply, 

three high trumpet-like notes 

on an ascending scale. 

Ah! Ah! Ah! 

On lakes near and far, the 

loons, hearing the primordial 

cry, voice their own response, 

a tumultuous laughter, 

ecstatic, echoing across all the 

hard surfaces of this land of 

rock and water ("Summer" 

69) 

As the section continues, Grochow 

pulls the reader deeper into what a 

night in the north sounds like and 

then into the morning. Perhaps I 

am more inclined to know, to feel, 

exactly what Grochow is describing 

because I have experienced it 

myself. However, the power of the 

description, the slowness in which 

he describes the night is undeniably 

well done, both in terms of 

pacing- nights spent in the open 

often pass slowly, as one is 

wondering what really is outside the 

tent wall, and tone- through the 

exact "words" of the loons and 

wolves, the reader is given both an 

oratorical and an on-the-page 

description of what such sounds 

like. The section ends the essay 
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with these words: "You stand there 

belonging, anointed with the 

heavenly, the homely, the grace of 

wildness" (71). 

Contrasting the slow 

moments is Gruchow's 

intuitiveness about where not to 

linger. In "Rosewood Township," 

as he is recalling accidentally 

burning down his family's barn, 

where not one of the panicked 

animals which had fled into the 

barn for safety had escaped. The 

description of the entire ordeal is 

two paragraphs, at the end of which 

Grochow gives the reader a quick 

glimpse of how he felt about it (11): 

"I was out of my mind with grief 

and fear. I imagined being sent to 

prison" -this would seem 

uncharacteristically pedestrian and 

unoriginal, if not for the next 

sentence, which gives startling 

clarity to the young boy's fear: " I 

had, as young as I was, a faint sense 

of what my carelessness would 

mean to family already dangling by 

an economic thread." His fear had 
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less to do with punishment than the 

welfare of his family. "The smell 

of smoke and burned flesh 

nauseated me. I took to my loft and 

could not speak or eat for days. 

Ten years passed before I found the 

courage to talk about that 

afternoon" (12). This moment 

could be drawn out and turn into 

something as nauseating as 

Gruchow's subject matter if he had 

expanded this beyond three 

sentences. The reader would 

quickly become bored with the guilt 

and wonder why he went on and on 

about it. By the brevity of this 

description, he makes the reader 

take responsibility for reading 

between the lines. There is 

obviously more to what Gruchow

as-child felt, but Gruchow-as-writer 

knows that his readers are going to 

have a good idea without expressly 

stating it. 

Sentence-level attention is 

never more evident than in the 

essays of Boundary Waters. The 

prose is decidedly poetic. The 

sound of the words against each 

other, the way they taste on the 

tongue seems to be of particular 

interest to Gruchow. He uses the 

beauty of the language, even in the 

inadequacy of such, to describe 

what he sees. There is more than 

mere description present in the 

alliteration and assonance. 

The canoe country is, in this 

respect, classically 

compelling. Every lake 

makes a bright opening in the 

shadowy forest. The lakes, 

formed by glacial striations 

or fault lines, may stretch for 

miles, narrow and wider in the 

middle than at either end. 

Many of them, from the seat 

of a canoe, appear to curve 

gently, so that when you 

launch out upon one, the 

portage that lies at the far end 

remains long obscured. 

When you reach it, you find a 

narrow trail, a· shaded opening 

in the forest, which usually 

climbs a ridge, or a 

succession of them, and 

descends again to another 

sunlit sliver of translucent 

water ("Summer" 28, my 

italics). 

We are, afoot in the natural 

world, as gangling and gawky 

as adolescents ("Fall" 102, 

my italics). 

They talked as though they 

were singing, for the sheer 

sound of it, sailing off into 

high philosophies the way a 

tenor tosses off high Cs 

("Winter" 118, my italics). 

The alliteration and 

assonance are particularly evocative 

in these passages. In the first, a 

hard C is repeated, followed by L, 

then M, and finally soft S. This 

leads the reader from harsh 

masculine sounds in the c to the 

feminine L, M, and soft S, invoking 

a relaxing and peaceful tone. In the 

second, the assonance of A 

somehow does not balance the hard 

G of gangling and gawky, which is 

fitting for the content of the 
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sentence. In the third, TH is 

repeated, followed by the S m 

singing, sheer, sound, sailing, 

philosophies, tosses, and Cs, once 

again invoking a peaceful tone, 

which is not set off by the T in 

tenor and tosses. 

The way words taste in the 

mouth and sound against each other 

is not neglected in Grass Roots, 

either. In "Rosewood Township," 

after the initial description of the 

cattail marsh at the end of the north

south eighty at the beginning of the 

essay, Gruchow returns to it. The 

description of the marsh, both 

physically and personally, is 

striking. "For me, the most 

important place on the farm was the 

cattail marsh at its north end" (20). 

Gruchow's inherent humility 

appears in this section, as well as 

attention to the sound of words. 

"Here was a piece of Rosewood 

Township as it had existed for 

thousands of years, a surviving 

testament to the tallgrass prairie, 

and the richest and most complex 
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representative of it" (21, my 
italics). He goes on to describe the 
marsh: 

As summer wore on and the 

wet days of May gave way to 

dusty August, the ponds 

evaporated, exposing ovals of 

black mud, ringed by rank 

growths of cattails, rushes, 

and tall wetland flowers. 

These ovals baked and 

cracked, the rich alkaline 

deposits in them collecting as 
fine white powder (21, my 

italics). 

The W is repeated in wore and wet, 
but the alliteration gives way to 
internal rhyme with May and way. 
Assonance follows with evaporated 
and exposing, then alliteration again 
with ringed, rank, and rushes. 
Then he uses a repetition of T in 
cattails, tall, and wetland. Internal K 
sounds are then repeated in baked, 
cracked, and alkaline. All in all, 

though, the descriptions in this 
essay are more wholesome and 
domestic than the images in 

Boundary Waters, but that does not 
detract from either work. 

The sentence level attention 
continues in Gruchow' s impeccable 
diction. His tone is nearly always 
soft-spoken and humble, sometimes 
self-deprecating, something that so 
clearly follows his speaking voice. 
No matter his tone, however, his 
diction gives the reader no doubt as 
to the writer's intelligence. In his 
writing contractions are rare and 
fragments are nonexistent. 

All history is ultimately local 

and personal. To tell what we 
remember, and to keep on 

telling it, is to keep the past 

alive in the present. Should 

we not do so, we could not 

know, in the deepest sense, 

how to inhabit a place. To 

inhabit a place means literally 
to have made it a habit, to have 
made it the custom and 
ordinary practice of our lives, 
to have learned how to wear a 

place like a familiar garment, 
like the garments of sanctity 

that nuns once wore. The 

word habit, in its now-dim 

original form, meant to own. 

We own places not because 

we possess deeds to them, but 

because they have entered the 

continuum of our lives. What 

1 S strange to 

us- unfamiliar-can never be 

home ("A Home Is A Place 
In Time" 6). 

This type of language and diction is 
highly detached and somewhat 
academic, yet it it still retains an 
element of personability. Gruchow 
uses the language to separate 
himself from the writing, to gain 
necessary distance from the subject, 
but somehow that same technique 
cements his point because the 
reader is not distracted by humor or 
fragmented speech. 

Gruchow uses large words 
not normally found in everyday 
language, spoken or written. He is 
quite good at using the original 
definitions of words, or even 
looking to the word's root for 
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clarification of his point. In this 
excerpt from "Spring: Wild Isle" 
from Boundary Waters, an essay 
recognized as one of the 100 
Notable Essays of 1997 from Best 

American Essays, Gruchow uses 
the original meaning of "essay" as 
a verb meaning to try, to attempt. 
He uses an interesting play between 
"assay" and "essay," another 
example of Grucbow' s attention to 
words and the way they sound 
against each other. A word does 
not exist on its own; it exists in its 
relation to what surrounds it. 

There is no brief way to know 

a place even so small as this. 

Places can be claimed but 

never conquered, assayed but 

never fathomed, essayed but 
never. explained. You can 

only make yourself present; 

watch earnestly, listen 

attentively, and in due time, 
perhaps, you will absorb 

something of the land. What 

you absorb will eventually 
change you. This change is 
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the only real measure of a 

place ("Spring" 167). 

In addition to this use of 

word-meanings, another of 

Gruchow' s tendencies is to use 

long sentences. He describes his 

childhood bedroom that he shared 

with his twin sister with such a 

technique: 

As I lay watching the 

shadows ebb and flow, trying 

to catch the gossamer 

particles of things floating in 

the moonbeams, and listening 

to the stirrings in the next bed, 

to the scampering. of mice in 

the hollow walls, to the 

movement of the air beyond 

the windows, and to the faint 

creakings and groanings of 

the old house, the strange 

world of night, of which I was 

vaguely fearful, would stir to 

life and I, however sleepy I 

had been at bedtime, would 

waken with it ("Visions" 

162). 

This sentence is not completely 

indicative of Gruchow's sentence 

length, but he is not afraid to use 

such long sentences. Such a 

technique most often appears in his 

slow moments, where observation 

and imagination are working 

together. It appears here in this 

night scene, as well as quiet 

moments in Boundary Waters. 

These long sentences guide the 

reader to slow down with him, 

rocking in the rhythm of the 

prepositional phrases in the excerpt 

above. 

Gruchow also uses 

appos1t1ves and parentheticals 

frequently to break up the thoughts, 

whether descriptions or exposition: 

On the penultimate day of 

the old year, the baby, after a 

stubborn resistance of her 

own, finally came ("Home Is 

A Place In Time" 4 ). 

I practiced a boyish and 

irregular asceticism, finding 

myself, although Protestant, 

powerfully attracted for a time 

to the most extravagant habits 

of the third- and forth-century 

desert eremites ("Bones" 

199). 

Fine, we say through lips 

bent into imitations of 

pleasant grins, since we have 

to boil water anyway, we'll 

have a cup of tea. The water 

in the brook is already a kind 

of tea, a deep, reddish brown 

in color, steeped in the rotting 

vegetation of the swamp 

("Fall" 107). 

She could certainly, in the 

right wind, have smelled us a 

mile away (an odor Andy 

Russell, who knows grizzlies 

as intimately as anybody, 

describes as offensive, from a 

bear's point of view, to the 

point of nausea), and we were 

scarcely a hundred feet from 

her, a distance she could have 

covered before the charge had 

registered in our brains 

("Meekness 42-43). 

Such breaks add to his tone of 

detachment, as if the sentence isn't 
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so important that it can't be 

interrupted. It's his way of 

interrupting himself, giving license 

to Grochow-the-storyteller/sage. In 

addition to the interruptions, these 

parentheticals are an extra place to 

work the language, "The 

penultimate day of the old year" 

and the steeped water of the brook, 

as well as the result of not bathing 

while in grizzly country. Such adds 

to the color of the words, as most 

appositives do. 

Gruchow does not limit 

himself to sentence-level 

appositives, however. In "By the 

Light of the Winter Moon," 

Gruchow describes a polar-bearing 

experience, where one heats up in a 

sauna in the middle of winter, then 

jumps in the lake. Great language 

and descriptions abound in this 

rendering: "My flesh was 

beginning to collect in puddles on 

the bench, or perhaps it was only 

the sweat that gushed out of my 

pores, when the door opened a 

crack" (142). Gruchow exits the 
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sauna, in his socks, so his feet 
won't freeze to the ice, then pauses 
at the edge of the hole. As he is 
standing there, his appositive takes 
the reader back to an experience on 
a plane where the plane lost air 
pressure, the oxygen masks 

dangled, and the captain's voice 
"quavered" as he gave 
instructions. The section, only a 
paragraph long, ends with this 
statement: "If this was the hour of 
eternity, I just wished it would 
hurry up and get there" (143). The 
next paragraph is back to the winter 
and the edge of the ice. "'You're 
going to get cold if you stand there 
too long,' the woman tending the 
hole in the ice said" (143). That 
plunges the reader back into the 
winter night polar-bearing 
experience. Then, after Gruchow 
takes the plunge and runs "back to 
the sauna, whooping like teenager 
on Saturday night" (143), he 
returns us to the plane scenario, 
then finally returns again to the 
polar-bears. 

The purpose of the 
appositives in this narrative passage 
have to do with breaking up the 
narrative itself. Long narrative 
passages often become boring and 
readers tend to skip over large 
parts. Breaking up the narrative is 
essential to keep the readers 
interested. There are several ways 
to accomplish this: adding dialogue 
and adding appositives. Gruchow 
does both. As a result, the narrative 
is much more striking. 

Gruchow' s use of rhetorical 
questions is not trite and self
serving as some rhetorical 
questions are, serving only the 
purpose of making the writer sound 
more important than necessary. 
Gruchow's questions are truly 
questions - some he has attempted 
answering, some he hasn't. He 

seems to be one who is quite 
content with ambiguity. In any 
case, the questions serve to move 
the essay along. 

"How many of our 
remaining years might we as well 

have been asleep for all that we 
failed to notice when we had our 
nominally open?" ("Summer" 
18). The paragraph is spent 
exploring the circular patterns of 
life: seasons, a pattern, Gruchow 
makes clear, that contains "the 

same repeated pattern of 
wakefulness and slumber in 
each - a fresh and even violent 
en~rgy in spring, drowsiness 
afternoon, rejuvenation toward 
autumnal evening, and finally full
bodied sleep" (17). There seems 
to be much regret in this passage, as 
humankind doesn't take the time to 
appreciate what surrounds them 
when they are awake. Gruchow 
means to pay attention when he is 
awake, so as not to disappoint either 
himself or the Creator. He 
continues in further paragraphs to 
ask more questions about the value 

of nature: 
"Why climb a mountain 

when you can achieve a vista 
just as fine, and more thrilling 

viscerally, from the 

Minnesota English Journal 103 

observation deck of the 

nearest skyscraper? Why run 

a rapids when you can 

experience the same rush of 

adrenaline effortlessly and in 

complete safety at any 

amusement park? What does 

any natural bridge offer that 

the Brooklyn Bridge or the 
Golden Gate doesn't? Why 

go to the forest when you can 
see its marvels a hundred 

times more vividly on a PBS 

nature program?" (19). 

As these questions might give rise 
to thinking Gruchow has all the 
answers or is going to attempt to 
answer them, I think that Gruchow 
is thinking from the opposing point 
of view. He much prefers the 
natural to the manmade, but he is 
not denying the importance or pull 
of manmade marvels. He seems to 
have perfectly rational reasons, or at 

least suggestions, for why one 
would not need to experience any 
kind of nature. In this way, the 
rhetorical questions do not seem as 
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self-serving, boosting the 
importance of the writer's ideas: 
Gruchow seems completely 
wonderstruck by nature, not bored 
with things he may have seen a 
hundred times. Perhaps he is 
suggesting that one might need to 
expenence both kinds of 
wonder-natural and manmade-to 
fully appreciate one or the other. 

In Grass Roots, "Home Is 
A Place In Time," the first essay of 
the book, begins with three 
questions. To begin a book with 
questions is an interesting choice. 
In an undergraduate fiction class, 
the professor told us that his 
favorite short story was one that 
defied all conventions and rules and 
ended with seven questions. This 
move by Gruchow here seems to be 
the same kind of device, a breaking 
of convention. There is no rule 
saying that to begin a work with 
questions is a bad choice. Bad 
writers will do such a thing badly, 
and good writers will use it well. 
Gruchow does it well. The first 

question immediately strikes the 
reader with an uncomfortable 
thought: if Gruchow is asking here 
"What if one's life were not a 
commodity, not something to be 
bartered to the highest bidder, or 
made to order?" (3), the reader will 
immediately ask him- or herself, 
what does he mean? Does he 
mean that our lives are 
commodities now, bartered to the 
highest bidder? I don't like the 
sound of that. The second 
question - "What if one's life 
were governed by needs more 
fundamental than acceptance or 
admiration?" (3 )- leads the reader 
to respond with, yeah, wouldn't that 
be something? It'll never happen. 
The final question then provides an 
answer; only time will tell if it is the 
answer: "What if one were simply 
to stay home and plant some 
manner of garden?" (3) The reader 
then thinks - could it really be that 
easy? And even if the reader 
doesn't buy a packet of seeds the 
next time s/he is at the store, the 

thought for a simpler life has been 
planted. The what if questions are 
always interesting, because it opens 
up possibilities, to which there is 
never a "correct" answer. 
Answers are individual to the 
reader. 

In "Bones," the final essay 
in Grass Roots, Gruchow writes, 
"The bones often told cruel stories, 
some of them of my own creation. 
What was I supposed to make of 
this?" (199). He writes about the 
cruelty of life, something only truly 
learned by experience. One can 
talk about the beauty of nature and 
such, but underneath the beauty is a 
world encased in a life-and-death 
struggle. "I couldn't explain 
cruelty, and I didn't try" (199). 
Cruelty is something that is best 
defined on an individual basis. 

Gruchow' s use of rhetorical 
questions seems to be a way of 
making a reader accountable to 
him- or herself. Gruchow asks the 
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questions and the reader must 
answer each one in his own way, an 
answer that fits an individual life, 
and individual lifestyle, a particular 
way of thinking. 

The writing of Paul 
Gruchow is complex in its 
construction, with serious attention 
paid to each word and its placement 
in the sentence. He has mastered 
the use of poetic language within 
prose, intuitively aware of the way 
the words sound against each other. 
Appositives and parentheticals serve 
to break up thoughts, to add color 
to descriptions, to work the 
language just one more way, and to 
add interest to a narrative passage. 
His marvelous use of questions, to 
open his memoir, as well as 
elsewhere in his essays, serves to 
make the reader accountable to her 
own conscience. Above all, though, 
is the simple way the language 
works, humbly and skillfully, much 
like the writer himself. 
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