


The Minnesota English Journal is published twice a year in spring and 
fall by the Minnesota Council of Teachers of English. Annual member-
ship in MCTE is $30 for one year and $75 for three years. Remittances 
should be made payable to MCTE.

Communications regarding membership, billing, or bookkeeping
should be addressed to:
Jessica Dockter, Executive Secretary
MCTE
Minnesota Humanities Center
987 East Ivy Avenue
St. Paul, MN 55106
dock0059@umn.edu

Communications regarding advertising or submissions:
William D. Dyer and John Banschbach, MEJ Co-Editors
Box AH230
Armstrong Hall
Minnesota State University, Mankato 56001, 
or straits@mnsu.edu

It is the policy of MCTE in its journals and other publications to provide 
a forum for the open discussion of ideas concerning the content
and the teaching of English, Composition, and Language Arts. Publicity 
accorded to any particular point of view does not imply endorsement by 
the Executive Board, the Advisory Board, or the membership at large, 
except in announcements of policy, where such endorsement
is clearly specified.

Copyright © 2009
By the Minnesota Council of Teachers of English

MCTE is an affiliate of the National Council of Teachers of English
and a participant in the Information Exchange Agreement.

A very special acknowledgement and thanks for the cover de-
sign and art for this issue, entitled “Matins,” are extended to Joel  
Cooper. Joel Cooper is a fine art screen printer whose work is in-
spired by living on the shores of Lake Superior as well as his visits to 
Wales, Scotland, and Italy. His work, in collaboration with the poetry 
of his wife Deborah, has been exhibited regionally. Visit their web site:   
www.cooperartpoetry.com

2009 Publication Design: Katie Tormala
MEJ Online Publication Design: Cheryl Massé

Minnesota English Journal

Volume 45, Number 1
Fall 2009

A publication of the
Minnesota Council of Teachers of English

about to celebrate 50 years of professional  
conversation and continuing education.

Edited by
William D. Dyer
John Banschbach

Minnesota State University, Mankato



Editor’s Letter	 v

It’s 2pm this sad Sunday. Sundays are always sad when I’m 
up here contemplating still another leave-taking in an hour to 
frolic among the careening F-150s hauling troop transports on 
unchained trailers down I-35 to Minneapolis. My 77 year-old 
mentor Howard Bowers—wood crafter extraordinaire and rose 
guru—mocked me for years about having to go, and about how 
he got to stay in “Paradise” because he lived and worked here. 
Now even Howard has left, dying peacefully in his sleep last 
week after a devastating year of bone cancer that left him staring 
longingly out his window every day toward the shop only a gen-
tle five iron away from where he could no longer ply his craft.

I’ve been roofing today. There are worse things, but not 
many. I’m 66 now—too old for bending my back for hours 
against a 25 mile-an-hour breeze snapping at exposed skin my 
old Purolator windbreaker can’t protect. But I’m done now. And 
my reward, as I sit on the deck and gaze out on the Lake Lady, 
is a sky so cracklingly clear and brilliant that I can see without 
straining the white taconite mill on the North Shore thirty-five 
miles away against the hills behind it.

Yes, I’ll be bugging out for home today, but the end of 

A Letter From the Editors—
On Teaching Old Dogs New 
Tricks...

that is drawing nigh. A one-semester sabbatical looms on 
the horizon. And, after that, one more full-time “victory lap” 
before I begin three years of phased (or, perhaps, it should be 
“unfazed”) one semester-per-year retirement. Good work if you 
can get it—particularly in these anxious economic times when 
the obscene “retrenchment” word is being uttered in more than 
a whisper. “The Cliff”, I’m being told at my bi-weekly dean’s 
chairs meetings, is coming.  Not next year, though that one will 
be bad. 2011—that’s the big one. I’m told that, after it’s over, 
our institution won’t look the same. But, I’m told, “The Second 
Cliff” will follow it—perhaps in 2014-15, like a tsunami after 
an earthquake at sea. And there will be real casualties from that 
one.

I’m an old dog. Perhaps I should scrape my chips from the 
table and walk—now. But I can’t. I’ve been teaching since 1971, 
and I—like all of you—love what I do. I can’t believe my good 
fortune to be selling texts I love to students, so many of whom 
have been grateful for having invested in them. I haven’t started 
to put my pants on backwards yet. And, though I’ve killed my 
share of brain cells over the years, entering a classroom still 
lights me up. Howard used to tell me, as recently as three weeks 
ago, to never retire. “Stay busy, Bill,” he said. “Every day I 
live to learn something new. Once you stop learning your craft, 
you’re dead, even if you’re still vertical.”

This has been a hell of a year for me in that very way—not 
just staying vertical, but learning. I’ve been assembling, with the 
rest of our five-person faculty development team, writing-across-
the-curriculum workshops for twenty-two years now. This year, 
we’re recreating ourselves. Though our focus has always been 
on student writing, we’ve begun to explore whether there’s a 
provable connection between the quality of our students’ writing 
(in Gen. Ed. courses, in discipline-driven classes; in graduate-
level classes) and faculty writing. What if we shared our writing 
with our students? Would it engage them? Would they be 
interested in our struggles to compose, develop, edit, and meet 
deadlines for our professional writing? You bet they would, at 
least from my experience. Would their own writing process be 
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enriched at all by knowing our composing process? Absolutely.  
In addition to building some inductive sessions for our 

faculty participants on that subject, we’re adding a component—
an entire day—on online pedagogy. Now, here’s the problem: I 
will have developed nine separate courses for online delivery 
by next spring. However, I have never, in the four years I’ve 
been teaching courses online, had a meaningful discussion about 
HOW to deliver them—best practices; constructivism; active 
learning. And I’ve NEVER had a meaningful discussion on 
the specific “best practice” elements of “face-to-face” teaching 
that might transfer well—might, even be indispensable—to an 
online course. I’m even more excited that some T.A.s who know 
technology so much better than an old dog like me are going to 
participate in this workshop, one of whom is writing a portfolio 
for her M.A. in English Studies on this very subject. I can’t wait.

New tricks for old dogs. That’s what those of us who, like 
the Ancient Mariner, may have stayed at the party a little longer 
than most require to re-invent themselves. And, so, I’ve re-
envisioned my teaching of Macbeth by marrying consumerist 
theory with hypertext theory, with a huge assist from the most 
significant mentor in my intellectual life. I’m building a new 
web site for my tiny little Humanities Program in order to draw 
positive attention to it, to fend off the possibilities of it falling 
off the 2011 “Cliff” into Oblivion, a place just south of Northern 
Iowa. And, just to make things interesting, I’ve built a graduate 
certificate program called “Teaching Humanities” which I’ll 
begin to teach out-of-hide next fall online. Bring it on.

And that’s why this old dog will be learning Italian—as 
much as an old and memory-challenged dog can absorb—during 
my sabbatical:  a couple of months of study with—delight of 
all possible delights!—my daughter, who has a facility with 
languages, will do circles around me, but all with great laughter 
and camaraderie; and then a month at a language school in 
Cortona, where I can make a fool of myself, drink cheap wine, 
eat great food, and live with the nuns in the little St. Margherita 
Convent on top of the little mountain on which Cortona is 
situated. Old dogs. New tricks.

All of which brings me to this, my final issue of MEJ.  
I’ve enjoyed my tasks as editor immensely. It has been my 
distinct pleasure to assist in the birth of six solid issues of our 
organization’s professional magazine. I’ve enjoyed writing for 
it. You’ll be the final arbiter of whether we’ve developed a good 
product in MEJ. But I’m fairly pleased with where it is now. It’s 
online, where it’s most accessible to those of us who read and use 
it.  And this issue finally fulfills the potential I’ve hoped for from 
it by representing not only full-length articles of some diversity 
but also a submission to the “letter to the editors” page and a 
pretty substantial representation in the “teaching tips” section.

There’s more to be done, but not by me. An infusion of new 
ideas is in the offing.  Perhaps a new editor can decipher the 
clues essential for stimulating a higher volume of submissions—
MEJ badly needs that. I’ve said it before—we’re all busy, but 
our credibility with our students as writing instructors hinges 
upon the regularity of our own professional writing. Ask Jen 
Budenski-Behnke about that. She’s our winner of this year’s 
“Best MEJ Article” award. Who knows where she gets the time 
to write as frequently as she does—better yet, ask her husband! 
All I know is that she does it because she must; her piece on 
a multi-modal (semiotics!) approach to reading and writing 
is cutting-edge, and she does it beautifully. Perhaps, too, with 
more submissions, MEJ could (and should) be a peer-reviewed 
journal, achieving in the process so much more credibility and 
cachet as a preferred destination for professionals in our region 
to submit their work and for area professionals in English Studies 
and the Language Arts to read it.

What excites me most about this issue is that it’s all about 
new teaching “tricks” and strategies. Everything in here is 
pedagogically-driven, written with a determination by the 
composers of these pieces to take risks with new teaching 
strategies, to write about what they’ve risked, and then to 
share it with us. I’ve already forwarded Kathryn Campbell’s 
piece (“Moving from the Sage on the Stage to the Guide on the 
Side”) on the intentional teaching of discussion strategies to her 
students (brilliant!) to many of my colleagues and T.A.s in my 
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classes. And the beauty of this short piece is that it is a teaching 
tip—that’s how I’ve represented it within the pages of this issue!

It’s time to pack the Subaru now—lock the second-story 
sliding door of the carriage house and peer once more through 
the remaining aspen leaves toward the Big Lake (you’ll see very 
much of what I see from this vantage point on the back deck 
of the carriage house from Joel Cooper’s piece “Matins” which 
graces the cover of our fall issue).  

Many thanks for the opportunity to work with so many of 
you so very closely on your writing. My heart is full. Read. 
Enjoy.

New tricks. From an old dog to valued colleagues.

Bill Dyer
MEJ Editor
English and Humanities
Minnesota State University, Mankato   
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In future issues, the editors hope to feature a “Letters to the 
Editors” section, which could respond to a number of topics. A 
partial list could include:

• The content of articles represented in this issue
• Suggestions about issues in teaching that MEJ’s 

readership should be responding to and writing 
articles and letters about

• Positions on the state of the profession
• Positions on High School literature, composition, 

and language standards
• Concerns about censorship
• Concerns about whether a list of books that students 

should read before graduation should be “standard 
procedure” for teachers

• Issues surrounding the appropriateness or inappro-
priateness of teaching certain types of literature

• Issues related to teaching with technology
• Positions on how to teach grammar to students rely-

ing on “grammar and spell checks”
• Issues related to literary theory

Letters to the Editor
 
 
A Call for Responses from the MCTE Membership 

• Positions on how to show how excellent teaching 
should be valued and recognized

• Positions on the funding of higher education
We hope you’ll view this list as we do—a very  

incomplete set of possibilities.  We invite you to send us a letter 
on a subject that moves you.  We would love to receive those 
“letters” at any time during the year prior to June 1, 2010.

Contribute to our discussion.  We look forward to  
hearing from you.

Bill Dyer
Co-Editor, MEJ
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What happens when a twittering, texting, gaming, and 
googling college student meets an octogenarian that personally 
shaped and created the America we know today? Simply stated, 
both worlds change. When today’s student of the “Millennial 
Generation” writes the life story of a community elder from the 
“Greatest Generation,” a unique and far-reaching relationship 
develops between the two parties as a snapshot of one person’s 
life becomes an historical artifact for generations to come. The 
members of the “Greatest Generation” came of age during the 
Great Depression and WWII, when Whirlpool washing ma-
chines were a hot new commodity for housewives and wartime 
letters to loved ones could take weeks to receive (Brokaw). The 
students of the “Millennial” population are today’s “net-genera-
tion,” born since 1981 and thriving in a collaborative existence 
that is dependent upon technologies they have had available to 
them since birth. By connecting the two generations through 
the experiential educational opportunities provided by service-
learning, the relations between our academic and local commu-
nities are strengthened and lives are changed for the better.

Intergenerational Bonds:  
Millennials Write Life Stories 
About the “Greatest  
Generation”

Lynn Ludwig

Service as the Conduit
For me, the notion of service immediately comes to mind 

when seeking opportunities for my advanced composition 
college students to explore literacy in non-academic 
settings. The benefits of service-learning projects in the 
classroom have been documented widely. In one report where 
students participated in service-learning, benefits included  
“‘deep approaches’ to learning  . . . integrating ideas and diverse 
perspectives, discussing ideas with faculty and peers outside 
of class, analyzing and synthesizing ideas, applying theories, 
judging the value of information, [including their] own views 
and trying to understand others’ perspectives” (Brownell and 
Swaner 26). Indeed, the cognitive skills involved in this type of 
learning are complex and seemingly endless for study. 

Unlike others who conduct “considerable research to learn 
from those pioneers who had gone before” (Hutchinson 429), 
I first learned about using service-learning in the classroom 
through a faculty workshop. Our institution’s community service 
center, called the “Volunteer Connection,” defines service-
learning as follows: “…an exciting teaching strategy that 
enriches the curriculum by combining meaningful community 
service with academic learning. Service-learning provides ‘real-
life’ experiences by linking students with local communities and 
service providers. Reflection and reciprocity are key concepts 
of service-learning” (Volunteer Connection 4). After learning 
about the opportunities for service-learning in the faculty 
workshop, I immediately contacted the workshop presenters for 
community connections. I clearly share in the common qualities 
of faculty members who try service-learning in their courses: “a 
willingness to try something new and ambiguous and an interest 
in solving a pedagogical problem (want[ing] to help motivate 
students or help them connect their learning to what they [are] 
going to encounter in real life)” (“Service” 1). Working with the 
“Volunteer Connection,” I was quickly amazed at just how many 
literacy-related opportunities there were in our local community. 
The “Volunteer Connection” representatives were fully 
supportive of my ambitions and encouraged my pursuits. The 
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hardest part in starting was narrowing the various opportunities 
to only three specific community groups. 

While the coordination and implementation of three 
concurrent service-learning projects during one semester were 
challenging, the outcomes from the college student affiliations 
with the organizations have been immensely rewarding in ways 
that continue to reveal themselves. To further the understanding 
of what service-learning is about, D’Acquisto quotes the “Learn 
and Serve America” definition of service-learning: “Service 
learning is a teaching and learning strategy that integrates 
meaningful community service with instruction and reflection 
to enrich the learning experience, teach civic responsibility, and 
strengthen communities” (22).  She further explains, “by linking 
colleges and students with the outside community, service 
learning programs can literally change lives” (22). In the case 
of my class project, the notion that a writing experience that 
can change the lives of those involved goes well beyond the 
student and the elder to the much larger impact of that pairing. 
The positive impact from their union affects the student, the 
writing class, the department, the college or university, as well 
as the elder, peers within the elder’s living community and their 
immediate family and friends, for generations to come.

Bridging to the Course Curriculum
The course I targeted for the service-learning projects is 

described as “Specialized Professional Writing.” It allows for 
“advanced study and practice of writing in selected areas. Variable 
content may include technical and scientific writing, proposal 
writing, government report writing, and administrative writing” 
(Graduate Catalog). In my course design and curriculum, I 
included assignments that were drawn from civic, technical/
scientific, and professional communication environments, with 
the service-learning components falling under the category of 
civic writing engagements.

While the community coordinator initially called the 
“Volunteer Connection” for student writers, my goals went 
beyond their request for an autobiographical sketch of the 

elders. A major goal of incorporating the life story service-
learning experience in my advanced writing class was to nurture 
a powerful connection between the student and the elder when 
tasked with co-authoring the elder’s story. Specifically, my goals 
were to:

•	 Reach across generational borders to strengthen inter-
generational understanding through storytelling and 
writing of life stories;

•	 Cross lines to allow college students to enter the 
world of the elderly to change misperceptions of the 
gerontologic public toward college students, & vice 
versa;

•	 Extend the footprint of student writing beyond the 
classroom, resulting in permanent historical keepsakes 
that families treasure forever; and,

•	 Learn and understand the fundamental practices and 
pitfalls in conducting a service-learning project in our 
community. 

The Process and Its Impact
The thirteen students were given the option to choose 

among three different service-learning projects; over time, they 
identified themselves by colors, i.e., the “Blue Team.” There 
were four students who chose the life story project and they were 
referred to as the “Blue Team.” The community coordinator 
at the local retirement/nursing facility selected the elders that 
could participate in the interview and writing process. Then, 
the coordinator and I matched the student to the elder based on 
various considerations (male/female, introvert/extrovert, etc.). 
There was only one elder matched with each student. Numerous 
security clearance and permission formalities were dealt with 
for the students to enter the community facility. These points 
will be addressed in the “Lessons Learned” section.

The students arrived in the oral interview setting already 
adept at using any and all necessary technology. Some of the 
students tape-recorded every meeting so they could repeat what 
the elder said to get it “exactly right.” These taped interviews 
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were oral histories, with oral history defined as a “compilation 
of historical data through interviews, usually tape-recorded and 
sometimes videotaped, with participants in, or observers of, 
significant events or times. Primitive societies have long relied 
on oral tradition to preserve a record of the past in the absence 
of written histories (“Oral History”).

Different software programs were used to publish the stories, 
and the computer classroom where the class was conducted 
provided basic word processing tools. Students were allowed 
to choose their publication software based on their skills and 
experience with the programs. Two students used Microsoft 
Word, while one used Indesign by Adobe and another used 
Microsoft Publisher. Alternate forms of the life stories were 
provided by three of the four students: two provided their stories 
on DVDs, while one recorded his for the family to have on 
audiotape.  Providing permanence through technologies like 
DVDs and audiotape versions of the life stories ensures long-
lasting family keepsakes.

In terms of time allocation and the writing process, time must 
be scheduled for extensive proofing and editing of the student 
texts after each meeting with the elders. The students quickly 
learned the unique difficulties posed when working with an elder 
whose memory of events changes each time they meet to write 
and revise the text. They learned to employ memory ticklers 
through questions about what happened, where it happened, and 
other things that went on during the time of the event to help the 
elder clarify their impressions when recounting story elements.

 Significant time must also be provided toward the end of 
the project for critiquing the students’ texts in-class before the 
final copy is released. This can be a very exciting time for the 
entire class. The writers are eager for feedback on their texts and 
appreciate their closeness to the completion of a semester-long 
project.  The class reviewers are often amazed by their peers’ 
texts and their moving details, yet peer critique workshops 
allow them to suggest ways to improve the flow or structure 
of particular passages. For the class as a whole, the emotional 
impact of the life stories is felt the most during this stage of the 

writing process. The class generally felt that it “really made a 
difference in the lives of these people and their families”, and 
the identity of the “team” of four students who wrote the life 
stories is one that they carry with them after the class is over.  
When following up with me via email long after the semester 
ended, one such team member asked if I still had service-learning 
projects in my writing classes and then commented, “I hope 
that [they] gain the same things the BLUE team did” (Langan).  
Again, the “Blue Team” conducted the life story project and it is 
apparent this student still identifies with the team and what they 
learned through their community engagement.

Lessons Learned
Address concerns of student naysayers and perceptions of 
“forced volunteerism.”

In his book, Soul of a Citizen: Living with Conviction in 
a Cynical Time, Paul Loeb reflects on those who participate 
in community service people whose actions that “may inspire 
people to rethink their values and choices, raise questions they’d 
kept to themselves, [and] move from silence and accommodation 
to engagement” (328). He further suggests that “we can also 
count it as a victory each time we bring new participants into a 
culture of commitment” (329). Months after the life story project 
ended, Loeb presented a speech at our university. Following his 
presentation, I encountered him informally and asked him to 
comment on the aberrant naysayer in the classroom who feels 
the assignment is a form of “forced volunteerism.” He said to 
be sure to advertise the service component clearly in the course 
description and other registration materials so students are not 
surprised by the element once they are in the classroom. He also 
encouraged full disclosure in the course materials, including the 
syllabus, so the expectations are stated in the course documents 
from the first day. Finally, he suggested preparing an alternative 
credit-bearing assignment in the event that there is someone who 
objects to the community engagement aspect of their learning 
experience in the class.  

I find his comments to be particularly insightful and 
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timely today within the context of our country’s renewed 
initiative toward service and volunteerism under the Obama 
administration. When I hear the varied, and often spirited, 
public reactions to the different volunteer directives, I am 
reminded of the student naysayer in my class. At first, I was 
startled to hear her lament, but later found emotional balance 
in the large numbers of college students who have participated 
in service and charitable opportunities before entering college. 
I recognized that I didn’t publicize the service components 
through the registration documents, and that alone could have 
allowed that particular student to reconsider registering for my 
section due to the service-learning element. There are numerous 
other administrative details to be aware of, as well, to ensure the 
experience is successful.

Gain security clearances and permission forms for entrance 
to retirement/nursing homes.

Close adherence to and understanding of the various 
administrative tasks inherent in a service-learning project are 
very important for all involved parties. When students are 
asked to enter the “homes” of elders living in retirement and 
nursing facilities, both the student and the elder must be made 
aware of the facility’s rules and regulations governing their 
new relationship and their visits. The community coordinator, 
mediating the relationship between their organization and the 
educational institution, serves as the bridge between the facility 
and the student visitor. The first day the coordinator visited my 
class, she brought all the appropriate paperwork and permission 
forms necessary for the students to fill out and sign so they 
could regularly visit and park at the facility. The coordinator 
also identified any special needs of the elder, in terms of best 
time of day for visits, constraints on communication (hearing 
loss, vision impairments, etc.), and other relevant information 
the students would benefit from before their first meeting with 
the elder.

 

Allow time, both in-class and out, to collaborate on issues 
and allow for meetings with the elders and the community 
coordinator. 

Working closely with the community coordinator before, 
during, and after the project to anticipate and remove obstacles 
and misunderstandings will eliminate some, but not all, of the 
challenges ahead. Imagine this setting: An elderly gentleman 
sits quietly in his room, anticipating the young college student’s 
arrival at 1:00. He feels a little anxious about the thought of 
talking about his life to a stranger, but realizes it is such a treat 
to have a visitor come to see him that day. “If nothing else,” he 
thinks, “I can hitch a ride with him to Wal-Mart and maybe buy 
the kid some lunch.” 

One student faced the scenario, and it provided the foundation 
for a lively class discussion. The student raised the issue after 
the event occurred and felt uncomfortable about it because he 
was instructed not to take the elder outside the facility. The elder 
was able to get around comfortably, but he was not allowed to 
drive. While the student did not take the gentleman shopping at 
Wal-Mart, he did agree to go to lunch with him off-site. While 
the “damage was done” by the time the student confessed to the 
class (and me) about the deed, it allowed the class to expose and 
explore some of the more awkward situations that can arise from 
the student-elder relationship. 

When I contacted the community coordinator about the 
violation, she appreciated our honesty about the situation and 
expressed displeasure with the rule violation since the regulations 
are to protect the elders and ensure their safety. At the same 
time, she felt the benefits gained in this particular circumstance 
outweighed the severity of the violation. I have consistently 
assumed a more stringent stance on this type of situation since 
then. My mind raced through all sorts of “what if” scenarios and 
I simply could not let this type of event happen again. Clearly, it 
was unfair for the student to be taken advantage of by the elder. 
Furthermore, the safety and security of the elder were put in 
jeopardy, as well. In the actual student-elder situation, more off-
site visits occurred after my class was over, and a strong personal 
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relationship evolved between them as a result of their ongoing 
lunch dates in town (with full permission from the family and 
facility, of course).

Provide sharing opportunities before, during, and after the 
project to reflect on the experience in-class, with campus 
Service-Learning coordinators, community organization 
coordinators, and, when possible, the elders.

The “Millennial” had to learn to adapt to the needs of the 
elder since most of the elders were not able to use email or 
computers, and some were hard-of-hearing and could not use 
the phone with ease. Impaired hearing and vision (written drafts 
of the stories were given to elders in very large font sizes) and 
confusion surrounding past events were all regular frustrations 
shared by the elder and the student writer. Even in the final draft 
stages of the life stories, when a family member reviewed the 
story, they often wanted to make changes or “corrections” to 
their parent’s (or family member’s) memory of the event. The 
students discussed text ownership and brought these issues to the 
classroom for the class to resolve (and they quickly decided to 
leave the stories as the elder remembered them, not as interpreted 
by the family members). 

This experience illuminated class discussions on “invention” 
in the writing process and the importance of rhetorical invention 
as a social act (LeFevre 1). LeFevre notes that invention becomes 
“an act that may involve speaking and writing and that at times 
involves more than one person . . . an act initiated by writers and 
completed by readers, extending over time through a series of 
transactions and texts (1). Such is the case when elders tell their 
life stories verbally to students who capture them in writing.

At the beginning and end of the project, the community 
coordinator visited our class to discuss issues, as well as successes 
encountered. This interaction served the students well, and they 
perceived the coordinator as a liaison to the community member. 
The students would email her when they felt the need to discuss 
issues with her throughout the project. Additionally, I kept close 
contact with the campus coordinators so that they would have a 

full understanding of the projects my students were undertaking 
and ample room to display their accomplishments at the year-
end celebration in their honor. We had hoped to have one or 
more of the elders or their family members come to the class and 
the year-end event to express their feelings about the experience, 
but, unfortunately, this was not feasible. Instead, we collected 
feedback from some family members on an informal basis to 
glean their general reactions to the experience.

Coordinate/participate in a public recognition ceremony near 
completion of the project, and continue the footprint of the 
students’ work afterwards.

Our service-learning campus coordinators fully embrace the 
public acknowledgment of our students’ work. For the past five 
years, at the end of the spring semester, the students have been 
honored through a ceremony that includes breakfast, awards for 
service, public displays of their work, student comments about 
their experiences, and attendance by the community coordinators, 
as well as the highest administrators of our university. The 
president of the university personally addresses their work. 

I have presented at a conference on this project and promoted 
the student’s texts, as well as the “Volunteer Connection’s” 
services, giving out their buttons, pens, and mini-flashlights to 
attendees in order to further their remembrance of my students’ 
efforts. In writing this article, my hope is to reach even more 
eyes and ears to illuminate my experience and the work my 
students accomplished with our community members and the 
positive outcomes shared by all. I have talked to our university 
media relations director, as well, to see if there would be interest 
in my students’ accomplishments in the local newspaper or 
an opportunity for recognition on the local TV news. Faculty 
members must be devoted to advocating on behalf of their 
students. Persistent outreach done on their behalf will provide 
better chances of getting the public recognition they deserve. 
The recognition serves the students, the community group they 
work with, and the healthy relationship between the community 
and the educational institution.
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Impact on the “Millennial”
Saying Goodbye

Today’s busy, always connected “Millennial” students often 
feel they do not have the time to spend with an elder from the 
community when first approached with the opportunity, but 
just four months later, they find themselves struggling to say 
“goodbye” when the project ends. The lack of connection they 
face is an emotionally raw dilemma for them. They know they 
cannot connect with the elder via email or on Facebook, or even 
on the phone, in many cases. Some continue to visit their new 
friend and mentor, while others write letters the “old-fashioned 
way” to the elder. I have enjoyed hearing from some of my 
students about their continued interactions with the elders. Some 
enjoy writing personal letters on traditional stationery to their 
new friends in the retirement/nursing community long after the 
student has graduated and left the area. The students and elders 
continue to share the stories of their lives with each other, both 
parties learning much in these special yet, sadly, short-term 
exchanges. In some cases, the passing of the elder presents a 
new circle of friendship to the family when the student reaches 
out to them in their time of grief. Students have told me that 
the elder’s impact on their lives was deeply personal and yet, at 
times, it could be seen outwardly, as well.

 
Career Redirection

One of the four students who wrote a life story graduated 
immediately following the semester and promptly obtained 
a corporate position. A year later, she requested a letter 
of recommendation from me for a position as a Volunteer 
Coordinator for AmeriCorps. The position involved building 
literacy skills in children. She attributes her shift from the 
corporate environment to one linked directly to service, in part, 
to the service-learning work she did in my class. She wrote, “I 
am going to start volunteering at Good Shepherd to continue 
to write Life Stories. I thought you should know [that] was my 
favorite writing experience throughout my English studies” 
(Langan).  It was very exciting for me to see a student who 

was already successful in corporate America decide to shift to a 
career area that she felt was more rewarding and one that tied her 
directly to literacy-related service. Furthermore, I was thrilled 
to discover that she was also soliciting a volunteer opportunity 
within the same retirement community to continue with the 
residents’ life stories. This single service-learning assignment in 
a college English class helped shape and change her perspective 
of herself in the world, both as a career woman and as a 
community member. She might very well become one of the 
engaged Americans targeted in “The Edward M. Kennedy Serve 
America Act” which reauthorizes the National and Community 
Service Trust Act of 1993 and creates several new community-
service programs aimed at engaging school-age children. The 
Act aims to more than triple the number of Americans serving 
in AmeriCorps and AmeriCorps-like programs from 75,000 to 
250,000 by 2017 (Zehr 8).  

Common Ground
Another student writer found strong bonds with her elder as 

their stories of life and war intertwined. The student, a veteran 
of the Gulf War, quickly identified with the tales from WWII 
that her elder illuminated throughout their visits. She often 
commented in class on the recurrent memories shared by the 
80-something-year-old and her own memories from war.  She 
was amazed that many of the same challenges before, during 
and after serving their country were the same today as they were 
back then. Whether reliving the news of the bombing of Pearl 
Harbor or the bombing of Baghdad, the two women found their 
stories blending into one. Generational differences evaporated 
as similarities about wartime experiences arose, even when the 
wars they participated in existed 50 years apart. 

In class, the student explored the conflicting nature of her 
identity in the role of interviewer while finding the elder’s 
responses to be the same as hers. These observations led to 
robust class discussions on the formation of a writer’s persona 
as the writer seeks and creates text, simultaneously. Borrowing 
from relevant research, Alan Wong highlights the observation 
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of Riordan as follows: “. . . this ostensibly simple endeavor [of 
conducting an oral history interview] was actually much more 
complex than he had originally imagined, as challenging issues 
revolving around power, authority, and subjectivity suddenly 
emerged” (240). Wong, commenting on readings from Michael 
Riordan’s book, An Unauthorized Autobiography of the World: 
Oral History on the Front Lines (2004), suggests the need for 
oral historians to improve their ability to be self-reflexive and 
relate better to their interviewees (Abstract). He wishes the 
interviewer would undergo a storytelling experience, as well, to 
gain insights into the interviewee’s experience. This is precisely 
what was happening to the student writer who was simultaneously 
experiencing the war story of the interviewee. These insights 
were invaluable in the class discussion on the collection of 
oral histories and their implications for the interviewers and 
interviewees.

Impact on the Elder
Not Wanting to Say Goodbye

The elders felt a different kind of loss when the project 
drew to a close. The student visitor was someone who entered 
their somewhat isolated lives, if only for an hour at a time, and 
listened attentively to stories about their lives. The connections 
they shared were intimate and captured for all time. Many were 
saddened when the stories were completed and delivered to them 
because it meant there would be no more regularly scheduled 
meeting times to share with their young confidants. Even though 
many of the pairs continued to communicate after the project, 
ongoing and long-term involvement ceased. Their personal story, 
however, remains to be shared and told throughout the years. 
As Gourley observes, “like monuments and memorials, oral 
histories are created so people will remember and understand the 
history of their nation, their people, their culture. And like public 
monuments, oral histories are often on display. Many towns 
and cities have collected oral histories in public and university 
libraries, historical societies, and museums. Oral history 
collections are also increasingly available on the Internet” (1). 

Ultimately, I would love to see my students’ life stories of the 
“Greatest Generation” published on a special website for ease of 
access for the elder’s family and friends.

 Even without the pressure of worldwide publication, 
the elders were motivated to have their stories told accurately 
and fairly; therefore, they collaborated with the students to 
ensure their stories were told to their standards. This interaction 
bonded them to each other in ways neither expected. The story 
was shared between strangers, yet was actually written for the 
elder’s family. At the end of the project, one family member 
commented, “she told stories to the student that none of us had 
ever heard before and we learned a lot about our family. This is 
such a timeless treasure for the future generations of our family.”

Final Thoughts
“For the first time in American history, ‘the old old’ -- 

those over 85 -- are now the fastest growing segment of the 
U.S. population” (“Living Old”). What better time to unite 
the “Millennial” with this history-making population? While 
organizing, conducting, and evaluating service-learning projects 
can be daunting, the rewards shared by all far outweigh the 
challenges that might occur. Furthermore, connecting with 
community coordinators in unique ways to enrich the writing 
student’s experience provides a collaboration that moves well 
beyond the coordinator and instructor to the most important 
cooperative pairing: the local community members and the 
students. Schwartzman’s words eloquently summarize the 
significance:

Critical service-learning, informed by the realization 
that benefits accrue to all participants, levels the per-
ceived status differences that historically have separated 
higher education from the surrounding community. 
Indeed, the people being served also perform their own 
service. Those who ‘receive’ service educate students 
who perform unfamiliar tasks and become more sensi-
tive to walks of life and problems they would not nor-
mally encounter in the classroom. (Schwartzman 56)
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Furthermore, Coleman’s and Funk’s chapter on “Learning 
from Public Writing” in Professional and Public Writing: A 
Rhetoric and Reader for Advanced Composition highlights 
Jimmy Carter’s service experience. His period as a citizen, 
contributing as a volunteer and agent of service to his country, 
was a more “meaningful period of his life” than his years as 
president (155-156). This is a powerful validation of the 
importance of charitable acts in one’s life. 

Service-learning opportunities like the life story project 
ignite my passion for teaching by enabling others to recognize 
the value of writing as a tool that bonds divergent populations 
for individual, communal, and global empowerment.
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When I decided to return to the role of student in order to 
obtain my graduate degree, my hope was I could bury myself 
within two genres of literature: adolescent and multicultural. 
Now, a year later, I have read several books in both genres and 
consistently find myself grappling with a single theme: identity. 
This may be due to the fact that both adolescent literature and 
multicultural literature readily lend themselves to the investiga-
tion of this theme, but I believe my fascination with it also stems 
from my experience as a high school English teacher. So far, 
much of my teaching career has been spent in classrooms filled 
with seventh, eighth, and ninth graders, and I have witnessed the 
struggle of these students to define themselves on a daily basis. 
Sometimes, it even seems like these students change their identi-
ties by the hour.

While changes in identity manifest themselves in students of 
all cultures, such changes are most easily observed in students 
who want to belong to two cultural groups at once. In particular, 
I am reminded of a Muslim student at the school where I teach 
who comes to school dances in traditional Muslim garb and 

The Complexities of Identity:
Teaching Michelle Cliff’s 
Abeng to High School Students

Angie Iserman

who subsequently changes into pants as soon as possible after 
arriving in order to integrate herself into the dominant culture of 
the American teenager. As if the struggle to define one’s identity 
during adolescence is not challenging enough, this student must 
also create an identity for herself while straddling two cultures. 

Being more than familiar with the struggle to find one’s 
identity, I was immediately drawn to the plight of Clare, the 
biracial protagonist in Michelle Cliff’s Abeng. After being 
introduced to this novel in one of my graduate courses, I decided 
to further explore Cliff’s assertion that the survival of a biracial 
person is dependent upon whether or not this person is able to 
create an identity for himself/herself. To do this, I investigate 
the current research on biracial children, the historical context 
of the novel, and the influences on Clare’s identity. Then, I use 
the novel itself to suggest biracial people must develop identities 
for themselves if they are to continue living. Finally, I conclude 
by discussing the pedagogical implications of studying identity 
in Abeng and in multicultural literature in general.

Although this comes as no surprise to teachers who are 
witnessing shifts in the racial and ethnic composition of their 
classes, Barbara Tizard and Ann Phoenix in their book Black, 
White or Mixed Race? state that current data indicates “there are 
a growing number of people in racially mixed relationships and 
marked increases in the number of people of mixed parentage” 
(25). As children with mixed parentages become more common, 
one must question the impact this will have on their identities. 
Will such children classify themselves as black, white, or biracial? 
How will society define them? How will society’s definition of 
them affect their lives socially, economically, and emotionally? 
In the past, it was believed people of mixed-race would suffer 
from an identity crisis. This sentiment is echoed in Black, White, 
or Mixed Race? when the authors assert: “‘The prevailing view 
of mixed children is that they have identity problems because of 
their ambiguous social position…the stereotype of the tortured 
misfit’” (39). 

However, recent research suggests this notion of mixed-raced 
children suffering from an identity crisis is fictitious. As Tizard 
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and Phoenix state, “It is now much more commonly recognized 
than previously that people of ‘mixed parentage’ largely do not 
suffer from racialised identity problems [. . .]” (54). As evidence 
of this conclusion, Tizard and Phoenix cite a study which 
suggests “that up to the age of 9, at any rate, the majority of 
mixed-parentage children did not suffer from identity problems; 
she [the researcher] found them to be happy and secure with an 
intermediate identity” (48). 

Yet, this conclusion seems premature when one considers the 
works of authors with mixed-race parentage, such as Michelle 
Cliff. In fact, Cliff undermines recent research’s assertions that 
biracial children will not fall victim to identity crises when she 
comments in interviews on the similarities between herself and 
Abeng’s protagonist Clare. She is quoted as saying, “‘I was a 
girl similar to Clare and have spent most of my life and most of 
my work exploring my identity as a light-skinned Jamaican, the 
privilege and damage that comes from that identity’” (Dagbovie 
96). Obviously, Cliff, like Clare, struggles, or struggled, to 
define herself.

However, before one can understand the challenge both 
author and character face in defining themselves, one must 
first understand the history of mixed race in the novel’s setting: 
Jamaica. According to Tizard and Phoenix:

In the West Indies, a three-caste system operated. Be-
cause there were very few white women available, 
settled concubinage between white planters and black 
slaves was an open and common practice. Their off-
spring constituted a separate caste, with a status inter-
mediate between black and white. They were usually 
free, often well educated, and worked as overseers, 
teachers, clerks, skilled tradesmen, or even slave-hold-
ing planters. From the 1730s the Jamaican  
legislature passed numerous private acts conferring on 
the ‘mulatto’ offspring of individual planters the rights 
and privileges of white people, including the right to 
inherit. [ . . .] However, as a group they had few civil 
rights, and were despised by many white people al-

though often envied by black people. (26) 
In short Tizard and Phoenix demonstrate that because people 

of mixed heritage in the West Indies are treated better than those 
who are black, the whiter a person’s skin is, the better life will be 
for him/her. This same idea is echoed by Kim Robinson-Walcott 
in her article “Claiming an Identity We Thought They Despised.” 
She states, “[ . . . ], the whiter the skin, the more one’s options 
are expanded” (96). 

As if these scholars’ works are not proof enough of the divide 
between black and white, the narrator in Abeng frequently refers 
to it as well: “Africans were mixed with Sephardic Jews, Chinese, 
Syrians, Lebanese, East Indians—but the large working class, 
and class of poor people, was Black” (Cliff 5). It stands to reason 
that if a majority of the working class and the poor consists of 
black people, then white skin is cherished. Furthermore, it seems 
the status gap between white and black is large enough that those 
who can pass for white will do so and will go to great lengths to 
protect their identities. 

This is true for Clare’s family, the Savages: “The definition 
of what a Savage was like was fixed by color, class, and 
religion, and over the years a carefully contrived mythology was 
constructed, which they used to protect their identities. When they 
were poor, and not all of them white, the mythology persisted” 
(30). As the Savages engaged in interracial relationships, bore 
mulatto offspring, and lost their wealth, creating stories which 
preserved their whiteness was their only method of maintaining 
a heightened social status. In fact, “if the too-dark skin of a 
newborn baby was in question, it would be countered with the 
life of a Savage who had ‘done his duty’ onboard the H.M.S. 
Victory with Nelson at Trafalgar” (30). Even when a member of 
the Savage family is too dark to pass as white, the Savages find 
a way through their “contrived mythology” to justify the action 
which led to this person’s existence. Simply put, the Savages 
feel passing as white is important enough that they are willing 
to deny dark family members the truth of their past in favor of 
maintaining social status. 

Although Black, White, or Mixed Race? and Abeng accurately 
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describe the caste system in the West Indies, neither demonstrate 
the depth with which this system infiltrates West Indian society 
as Edwidge Danticant’s The Farming of Bones does. Thus, it is 
important to shift focus from Abeng to The Farming of Bones 
momentarily. Amabelle, the protagonist in this novel, is a dark-
skinned Haitian who grows up with the white Senora Valencia 
in the Dominican Republic after Amabelle is orphaned. After 
the two have grown, Amabelle becomes a servant to Senora 
Valencia’s family; however, an element of friendship still exists 
between the two women. Nonetheless, after her dark skinned 
daughter is born, Senora Valencia asks, “‘Amabelle, do you 
think my daughter will always be the color she is now? [ . . . ]. 
My poor love, what if she’s mistaken for one of your people?’” 
(Danticat 12). As this quotation demonstrates, even though 
Senora Valencia cares for Amabelle, Senora Valencia does not 
want her daughter to be dark skinned. She understands that doors 
will be closed to her daughter simply because of her skin color 
and indicates this by employing the word “poor” to describe 
Amabelle. 

Moreover, the best example in this novel of the caste system’s 
influence is found when Doctor Javier arrives to examine Senora 
Valencia’s newborn twins. After learning the baby girl’s umbilical 
cord was wrapped around her neck, Doctor Javier states, “‘Badly 
placed, around her neck? It’s as if the other one tried to strangle 
her’” (19). A reader can interpret this quotation in one of two 
ways. First, one may believe the white boy attempted to strangle 
his dark, twin sister out of mercy, knowing that his sister’s life 
would be less privileged because of her skin color. On the other 
hand, one can interpret this event as the white boy murdering the 
dark girl because her skin color makes her inferior. Either way, 
babies are a symbol of innocence, and the fact that one baby 
tries to strangle the other while still in the womb, regardless of 
the reason for doing so, illustrates the dominance of the caste 
system in West Indian society, including Jamaica.

Unfortunately for Clare, it is in this society of white and 
black described above that she must find her identity. This 
becomes clear to the reader early in the novel when the narrator 

indicates that Clare, in creating her identity, will have to choose 
between her white heritage and her black heritage: “The Black 
or the white? A choice would be expected of her, she thought” 
(Cliff 37). Society supports this supposition by denying Clare 
the opportunity to learn about her black heritage. One way in 
which society does this is through education, or at least, the 
pretense of education. 

In school they were told that their ancestors had been 
pagan. That there had been slaves in Africa, where 
Black people had put each other in chains. They were 
given the impression that the whites who brought them 
here from the Gold Coast and the Slave Coast were 
only copying a West African custom. As though the 
whites had not named the Slave Coast themselves. (18)

As this quotation demonstrates, the curriculum which Clare is 
exposed to upholds white supremacy. First, it paints white people 
in a positive light by arguing that they did not create slavery; 
they just participated in a previously developed institution. In 
addition, this curriculum places the blame on black people for 
their fates as slaves. The line “that there had been slaves in Africa, 
where Black people had put each other in chains” implies black 
people allowed slavery to exist by permitting others of their 
color to enslave them. Again, the curriculum ignores the fact 
that if black people were first enslaved by other black people, 
those who were enslaved had as little choice in the matter as 
black people enslaved by white people. 

A second outcome of Jamaica’s educational system is that 
Clare does not learn about her ancestors’ pasts as slaves. For 
example, the quotation below demonstrates how the educational 
system fails to teach Clare and her classmates about black 
ancestry in Jamaica.

They did not know that the death rate of Africans in 
Jamaica under slavery exceeded the rate of birth [ . . . ]. 
They did not know that some slaves worked with their 
faces locked in masks of tin, so they would not eat the 
sugar cane as they cut. Or that there were few white 
women on the island during slavery, and so the grand-
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mothers of these people sitting in a church on a Sunday 
evening during mango season, had been violated again 
and again by the very men who whipped them. (19)

In not being taught this information, Clare does not learn 
about half of her past, namely her black past. Referring to this 
idea in her thesis “Claiming the Wholeness She Had Always Been 
Denied,” Anke Johannmeyer asserts Clare’s lack of knowledge 
about her black past complicates the discovery of her identity: 
“Not knowing one’s past means not knowing one’s place in 
history. In other words, to know one’s place in history, one’s 
roots, is the essential basis for everyone’s development of self. 
Being denied this knowledge means being denied an identity” 
(22). Essentially, Johannmeyer argues that, unless one is aware 
of one’s past, one cannot create an identity for herself. In the end 
then, society, through not allowing Clare to be educated about 
her black past, pushes Clare to identify herself as solely white.

Another manner in which society persuades Clare to 
identify herself as white is by praising her physical attributes. In 
describing Clare’s appearance, the narrator states:

She was tall for her age, lanky, and as her father had 
noted, golden. Her wavy chestnut hair fell to her shoul-
ders without any extraordinary means. On this island of 
Black and Brown, she had inherited her father’s green 
eyes-which all agreed were her ‘finest feature.’ Visibly, 
she was the family’s crowning achievement, combining 
the best of both sides, and favoring one rather than the 
other. (Cliff 61)

This passage reveals Clare is praised most for those traits 
which label her as white, such as her green eyes. However, 
in only complimenting Clare’s white traits, society asserts its 
preference for whiteness. It also reveals that whiteness is based 
solely on skin color or “superficial image” and that the “complex 
identities” of biracial people can and should be forgotten if they 
can pass for white (Degbovie 98).  Thus, the positive attention 
Clare’s white features attract may influence her to develop an 
identity based on skin color rather than cultural heritage. In the 
end, society’s admiration of Clare’s white characteristics as 

well as its positive portrayal of white people in school curricula 
insinuates Clare should develop an identity based solely upon 
her whiteness and not her blackness.

As if the weight of society is not enough pressure, Clare’s 
identity crisis is further complicated by the mixed messages 
of her family and her family’s friends concerning race and its 
connection with identity. In commenting on this correlation 
between others’ ideas concerning race and one’s own identity, 
Kerry Ann Rockquemore and David L. Brunsma state, “What 
occurs within those [social] networks and the types of interactions 
that individuals have within those settings affects their choice of 
racial identity” (339). If this is true, one character who greatly 
influences Clare is her black, maternal grandmother Miss 
Mattie. Each summer Clare visits Miss Mattie, and it is here that 
Clare is exposed to the negative attitudes of black people toward 
white people. The reader, for example, learns Miss Mattie is 
not pleased about the fact that her daughter married a white 
man: “Her mother [Miss Mattie] had tried to stop the marriage, 
convinced that Boy was an inheritor of bad traits and a liking 
for rum” (Cliff 130). While this assertion by the narrator makes 
it appear as though Miss Mattie does not approve of Boy due 
to character flaws rather than skin color, Johannmeyer asserts 
the words “inheritor of bad traits” symbolize “character traits 
that are typical for a ‘buckra,’ i.e. a white or very light skinned 
person, specifically one representing the ruling class” (17). If 
Johannmeyer is correct, then skin color is the cause of Miss 
Mattie’s feelings. 

While this conclusion is significant in its own right, it 
becomes even more so when viewed through the lens of Tizard 
and Phoenix’s work. They report that “studies of ‘mixed 
relationships’ and ‘mixed parentage’ generally find that many 
of the white families into which children are born are hostile, 
or at least anxious about their white relatives having children of 
mixed parentage” (41). The fact that Miss Mattie’s feelings stem 
from skin color demonstrates the results of the aforementioned 
study can occur with black relatives as well. Unfortunately, the 
reader discovers this to be true later in the novel when Miss 



26 Minnesota English Journal The Complexities of Identity 	 27

Mattie states, “‘You know, you should never have married that 
man in the first place. Buckra [white] man is jus’ no good a-tall, 
a-tall’” (Cliff 148). As one can see, Miss Mattie does not hold 
white people in high esteem. This includes her granddaughter 
too. When Clare misbehaves and kills Miss Mattie’s cow, 
Miss Mattie blames the behavior on Clare’s whiteness, not her 
blackness. “Miss Mattie had made a judgment—that Clare was 
only what she appeared to be; not of Miss Mattie at all, but of 
Boy’s side of the family” (145). This judgment, along with her 
reproachful comments about Boy, exposes Clare to the idea that 
blackness is superior to whiteness. 

Contrasting Miss Mattie and her viewpoint that black is 
better than white is Miss Beatrice, a white and distinguished 
family friend Clare lives with after being banished from Miss 
Mattie’s home. For instance, when Clare suggests that she and 
Miss Beatrice attend an opera and Miss Beatrice mistakenly 
comes to believe the singer is black, she asserts, “‘In my day 
a colored woman would not have dared. Would not have been 
allowed…’” (158). This comment exposes Clare to the societal 
criticism she will receive if she chooses a black identity instead 
of a white one. Furthermore, the reader comes to suspect there is 
an ulterior motive for sending Clare to Miss Beatrice’s home. In 
explaining to Clare why Boy has decided that she must stay with 
Miss Beatrice, Clare’s mother states, “‘Mrs. Phillips is a lady, 
and you are getting to the age when you will need to be a lady as 
well. She is from one of the oldest families in Jamaica. She has 
a good education. Good manners’” (150). 

While the meaning of Kitty’s language in this passage seems 
straightforward, it contains a hidden message: be white. This 
message is exposed when Kitty asserts Miss Beatrice “has a 
good education” and “good manners” as these characteristics are 
only associated with white people in the novel. In naming only 
these attributes, Kitty indirectly states Miss Beatrice will teach 
Clare how to be white. It seems as though Clare’s family, or most 
likely her father, hopes her stay with Miss Beatrice will teach 
Clare how to be white while also instilling in her a hatred for 
her blackness. Thus, in the end, Miss Beatrice and Miss Mattie 

complicate Clare’s discovery of identity as they expose her to 
contradictory opinions concerning the superiority of whiteness 
and blackness.

To make matters worse, Clare’s own parents disagree on 
which heritage her identity should be based upon. In the fashion 
of Savage mythology, Clare’s father Boy views his daughter 
as white and nothing else. One day, in an attempt to create her 
identity, Clare asks her father, “‘If she [mother] is colored and 
you are white, doesn’t that make me colored?’” (73). Boy’s 
response to this question is “‘No. You are my daughter. You’re 
white’” (73). This quotation demonstrates Boy’s belief that 
because he is white, his daughter is white, and this fact is not 
open to negotiation or interpretation. Clare, despite having a 
black mother, is white. As Johannmeyer states, “Boy drums it 
into his elder daughter that she comes ‘from his people – white 
people’” (22). Really, Boy makes it clear to both Clare and the 
reader that the identity Clare chooses for herself must be based 
on her whiteness.

Contrasting the bullish nature of Clare’s father is the 
complacent nature of Clare’s mother Kitty. At times it appears 
Kitty does not want to be part of Clare’s life. To begin with, she 
is not affectionate toward her daughter: “If her daughter had to 
pick out a fault in her mother it would be her sense that Kitty 
held herself back from any contact which was intimate [ . . . ]” 
(Cliff 50-51). Besides not showing any affection, Kitty is also 
not involved when decisions concerning Clare are made: “As far 
as her daughters were concerned, Kitty Freeman Savage usually 
complied with her husband’s judgment” (76).  This causes one 
to conclude, as Dagbovie does, that “Clare is never really her 
mother’s daughter; even her maternal grandmother, Miss Mattie, 
always considers her to be her father’s child” (94). The narrator 
in Abeng gives the reader this same information in no uncertain 
terms stating, “ [ . . .], she [Clare] had been handed over to Boy 
the day she was born” (Cliff 128).

 As one can see, Kitty is detached from her daughter, and 
according to Gomez, this stems from her uneasiness with her 
own mixed race:
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She knows the African ways of her people and refuses 
to bury their value beneath disdain. She has learned to 
articulate her racial pride from an elementary school 
teacher who was a Garveyite in New York, but the 
confusion of allegiance (to black/white, colonialist/
enslaved) leaves Kitty emotionally distant from her 
concern for social ills and her fair-skinned daughter. 
While she intimately knows the hymns and herbs of the 
descendants of former slaves she cannot totally deny 
the privilege her skin color provides for her. Her con-
nection to the other island blacks remains confined to 
her disbursement of second-hand clothes to the needy 
and an occasional burst of anger at her husband’s belit-
tling remarks about blacks around them. (6)

This quotation shows that Kitty herself has not yet come to 
terms with her mixed-race identity. She knows a great deal about 
the culture of her black ancestors, yet her whiteness prevents her 
from becoming involved or immersed in the black community. 
For instance, “she would not have swabbed the cut foot of an old 
man, or assisted at the birth of a baby, [ . . . ]” (Cliff 52). She, 
like Clare, is a victim of identity crisis and perhaps her silence 
regarding Clare is meant to push Clare towards her father. In 
effect, this may force Clare to develop a strong relationship with 
her father, one of the few people who can assist her in creating 
a white identity. Essentially, driving Clare in the direction of her 
father gives her the opportunity to lead a successful life, and 
Kitty wants this for her daughter. She best demonstrates this in 
the scene after her daughter kills Miss Mattie’s cow when she 
thinks, “That the thing had to be stopped here. That Clare could 
go to a university and take on a profession. That Clare would 
most likely marry a white man and move into a life which would 
make life easier” (149). Obviously, Kitty does not want Clare to 
lead the same life she has.

The problem then becomes that Kitty sends Clare mixed 
messages as to whether whiteness or blackness is more desirable. 
While Kitty’s silence and passivity toward Clare may suggest to 
Clare that her identity should be based upon her white heritage, 

Kitty inadvertently implies their black heritage is important 
as well. For starters, Kitty “saved most of her tenderness for 
people she barely knew” (52). Although the narrator does not 
specifically state these people are black, one concludes this 
based upon the fact this quotation is in a paragraph which also 
describes Kitty’s relationships with black people.  Since Clare 
rarely views her mother’s passion, this display of “tenderness” 
must hint to Clare that black people are important or else Kitty 
would not display such emotion. Furthermore, Kitty exhibits 
respect and admiration for the culture of black people and the 
land they inhabit: “Kitty knew the uses of Madam Fate, a weed 
that could kill and that could cure. [ . . . ] As a girl she had studied 
with the old women around and they had taught her songs like 
the one the funeral procession had sung. She was moved that 
such things had survived” (53). To see her mother attach emotion 
to something must indicate the importance of that item to Clare, 
and once again, the item Kitty is assigning value to is linked with 
blackness. Most importantly, the only time in which Clare feels 
a connection to her mother is when they are exploring the land. 
The following passage demonstrates this: “The occasional trips 
Clare took with Kitty into the bush were burned into the girl’s 
memory – they were among the best memories she would ever 
have, even if she lived to be a hundred” (128). These trips and 
these memories contain sentimental value for Clare, and since 
they are connected with the land, which is the domain of black 
people, the value Clare places on these memories will transfer to 
her black heritage as well. This alone may entice Clare to base 
her identity solely upon her blackness. Thus, Kitty and Boy with 
their mixed messages only add to Clare’s identity crisis.

When it comes down to it, the influences of society and of 
the people around Clare cause her to be “a fragmented character” 
(Schwartz and Cliff 600). In the article “Postcoloniality and The 
Boundaries of Identity,” R. Radhakrishanan argues “authentic 
identity is a matter of choice, relevance, and a feeling of 
rightness” (755). However, Clare does not feel as if she has a 
choice. Instead, she feels “split into two parts – white and not 
white, town and country, scholarship and privilege, Boy and 
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Kitty” (Cliff 118). As previously stated, trying to find one’s 
identity when one is an adolescent is difficult enough, but Clare’s 
struggle is amplified by the fact that society and the people in 
her life make her believe that she must choose between her 
whiteness and blackness. In Clare’s eyes, this means she must 
choose between her father and her mother. 

The problem is Clare does not know which parent to turn 
to in the first place. She illustrates this when she ponders, “To 
whom would she turn if she needed assistance? From who 
would she expect it? Her mother or her father – it came down 
to that sometimes. Would her alliances shift at any given time” 
(37). Further exacerbating these complex issues is the fact Clare 
believes once she has chosen an identity for herself, she is 
unable to change it. At one point she even asks herself, “Why 
did everything seem so fixed? So unchangeable” (118). For 
Clare, defining her identity means forever choosing between her 
mother and her father; her blackness and her whiteness.

Moreover, Clare’s struggle with her mixed-race is internal 
as well. On the one hand, it appears Clare is not fond of her 
whiteness. While staying with Miss Mattie, Clare was opposed 
to attending her grandmother’s church service because she did 
not want “to have to answer questions and have her hair stroked 
while the women wondered at her” (61). 

At times, like the one mentioned in this passage, Clare 
finds the beauty of her whiteness to be more burdensome than 
anything else. On the other hand, Clare utilizes the power with 
which her whiteness provides her. For instance, when a man 
spies her and Zoe sunbathing naked, Clare commands of him: 
“‘Get away, you hear. This is my grandmother’s land’” (122). In 
the end, Clare is well aware of the advantages and disadvantages 
of both her races, making it hard to choose an identity based on 
skin color as all the characters and society want her to. 

Nonetheless, it is imperative that Clare sort through all these 
ideas of who she should be and create an identity for herself; 
for if she does not, she will cease to exist emotionally and/or 
physically. This is illustrated by Miss Beatrice’s sister Miss 
Winifred. When she was young, Miss Winifred had a baby with 

a black man to whom she was not married. Her baby was taken 
from her, and she was placed in a convent. The pain of this 
experience has made her “mad,” as Miss Beatrice puts it (160). 
For example, Miss Winifred “believes that if water touches 
her she will die instantly” (160). For this character, the pain of 
having her identity intertwined with blackness and whiteness is 
too much for her. Unfortunately, Miss Winifred is symbolic of 
Clare’s fate if she is unable to create an identity. Simply put, she 
will not survive whether it is through actually dying or failing to 
live a meaningful life.

As portrayed above, Abeng by Michelle Cliff is a 
novel which advances the idea that people of mixed races must 
discover their identities or they will not survive whether it be 
emotionally and/or physically. While current research suggests 
this is not necessarily true, Clare proves otherwise. Plus, Tizard 
and Phoenix admit “there is still a great need for larger scale,  
in-depth studies of samples that come from a wide strata of  
society [. . .]” (54). They are right. As technology makes 
traveling around the world much easier, cultures and ethnicities 
will mingle and offspring of mixed heritages will be born.

While this will impact the world, it will also impact 
education. Thus, the study of Abeng and its theme of identity 
results in several pedagogical implications. The most important 
one is that we English teachers must find a place for multicultural  
literature in our classrooms. First, it introduces students to the 
cultures of other people and prepares them to interact with  
people who differ from them. This is a much needed skill in 
today’s global world. Furthermore, it provides students who are 
not Caucasian with the opportunity to read literature that relates 
to them.  For some students, the experiences of the white men 
who wrote the traditional canon are no longer applicable to their 
own lives. Yes, the canonical works contain universal themes, 
but there is nothing as enlightening or as comforting when it 
comes to literature as reading a work which mirrors the reader’s 
own emotions and experiences. For some students, a connection 
such as this with literature will be generated only though reading 
multicultural literature and the works of authors like Michelle 
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Cliff.
Am I suggesting that Michelle Cliff be used in classrooms 

then? Not necessarily. While Abeng could be used with juniors 
or seniors, it carries some content issues in it, such as Clare’s 
wavering sexual orientation, that will make obtaining permission 
to use this text difficult. What I am suggesting though is that 
multicultural literature has a place in the classroom whether it is 
read by individuals, by literary circles, or by all students. 

Proof of this came to me from my own experience with a 
seventh grader who is also Latino. This boy did not read any of 
the books or short stories I assigned for the entire class, but the 
minute I handed him Francisco Jiménez’s The Circuit, I did not 
see his nose again until he finished the book. To me, this incident 
exemplifies the power of multicultural literature. 

Finally, it is important to consider the implications of not 
incorporating multicultural literature into the classroom. As 
demonstrated by my tale of the seventh grade boy above, we 
may fail to introduce students to the materials that might make 
them readers if we ignore multicultural literature. Also, if we do 
not incorporate this genre of literature into our classrooms, are 
we not analogous to the educational system and the characters 
in Abeng who exert influence over Clare’s identity? Do we not 
also inadvertently suggest that the only identity a person should 
have is a white one?  As teachers we cannot allow this to occur 
because children like Clare possess the right to have an identity. 
They do not deserve to experience the same identity crisis as she 
does. They should not have to discover “how much of the past 
was kept from” them like Michelle Cliff did (Adisa 276). And 
they should most definitely not have to share Miss Winifred’s 
sentiment that “only sadness comes from mixture” (Cliff 164).
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The Importance of Postcolonial Literature in 
the Undergraduate Classroom

I remember once in a graduate seminar on postcolonial world 
literature discussing the life of Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, who was im-
prisoned for a time in his native Kenya for writing a play which 
was deemed politically subversive by the government. The pro-
fessor of the course asked us if we could imagine a similar sce-
nario playing out in the United States today, in which a writer 
was imprisoned for creating politically subversive fiction. We 
responded that we could not, not necessarily because of any type 
of optimistic belief in the sacredness of free speech, but simply 
because we could not imagine the United States Government, or 
its citizens, paying all that much attention to a work of literature; 
we could not imagine a politically subversive novel, written in 
the United States, having the same type of political impact that 
the works of Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o have had in Kenya.

In many other parts of the world, particularly those studied in 
a postcolonial world literature course, literature and the written 
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word in general are more than simply aesthetic expressions; often 
they are also political weapons. Because literature does not seem 
to carry the same type of political weight in the United States, 
it can be difficult to impress the political importance of world 
literature upon a class of undergraduates. In fact, I have often 
witnessed in my own classroom a fundamental disconnect in the 
thinking of many students between literature, politics, and what 
they see as “real life.” In the minds of many students, literature 
has little value beyond the aesthetic, and therefore they cannot 
imagine literature playing a significant role in the “real world.” 
Similarly, globalization, foreign policy, and even the idea of 
politics in general are mere abstract concepts to many students, 
students who lack the ability to envision political events actually 
having a tangible impact on the lives of ordinary people. 

The value of using postcolonial world literature in the 
undergraduate classroom can be found in the ability of this type 
of literature to bridge the gap between politics, literature, and 
a student’s conception of “real life.” Gabriel García Márquez’s 
novel The Autumn of the Patriarch (Autumn) can be particularly 
useful in this respect, for it deals with the political importance of 
understanding one’s own history and culture, thereby reinforcing 
the message that literature can have a significant impact on the 
world. Although Autumn may present too great a challenge 
to the average class of undergraduates, there are many other 
postcolonial novels that are equally capable of emphasizing the 
importance of literature and expressing the impact of politics 
on the lives of ordinary human beings around the world. Latin 
American works include the short fiction of García Márquez, 
particularly “Big Mama’s Funeral” and “The Incredible and 
Sad Tale of Innocent Eréndira and Her Heartless Grandmother,” 
Death in the Andes and The Feast of the Goat by Mario Vargas 
Llosa, One Day of Life by Manlio Argueta, The House of the 
Spirits and Of Love and Shadows by Isabel Allende, In the Time 
of the Butterflies by Julia Alvarez, and The Postman by Antonio 
Skármeta; from Africa, one might consider Weep Not, Child and 
A Grain of Wheat by Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, Things Fall Apart by 
Chinua Achebe, The Collector of Treasures by Bessie Head, and 
The Joys of Motherhood by Buchi Emecheta; from the Middle 



36 Minnesota English Journal Distort, Disfigure, and Destroy	 37

East and India, students may find it easy to connect with such 
works as The Map of Love by Ahdaf Soueif, The Kite Runner and 
A Thousand Splendid Suns by Khaled Hosseini, Cracking India 
by Bapsi Sidhwa, Nectar in a Sieve by Kamala Markandaya, and 
The God of Small Things by Arundhati Roy; Irish novels include 
Cal by Bernard MacLaverty, The Butcher Boy and Breakfast on 
Pluto by Patrick McCabe, and Eureka Street by Robert McLiam 
Wilson; finally, for a work that particularly emphasizes the 
political importance of literature and culture, there is the Chinese 
novel Balzac and the Little Chinese Seamstress by Dai Sijie. 

While all of the works listed above can be used to 
aid undergraduates in the process of connecting with and 
humanizing persons from other parts of the world, certain 
works of postcolonial theory should be considered as a means 
of highlighting and reinforcing common postcolonial themes. 
Two works which I have found to be particularly accessible, 
and which therefore lend themselves to use in undergraduate 
courses, are Moving the Centre by Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o and the 
chapters “On Violence” and “On National Culture” from Frantz 
Fanon’s brilliant work The Wretched of the Earth. Selected 
readings from these works can be used not only to familiarize 
a class of undergraduates with the concept of postcolonial 
literature, but also to demonstrate the important political role 
which postcolonial literature plays around the world and to 
generate a discussion of the differences between that role and 
the one played by literature in the United States. 

What follows is a postcolonial analysis of García Márquez’s 
The Autumn of the Patriarch using both Moving the Centre 
and The Wretched of the Earth as critical lenses through which 
to view the novel. It is my hope that the approach taken here 
may be used as a means of exploring and understanding other 
postcolonial works more appropriate for the undergraduate 
classroom.

The Manipulation of History and the Failure 
to Rebel    

Although Gabriel García Márquez’s novel The Autumn of 
the Patriarch ends with the optimistic statement that, upon the 

death of the dictator known as the Patriarch, “the uncountable 
time of eternity had come to an end,” there is no real evidence 
within the novel to suggest that the unnamed nation will be able 
to break free of the bonds of dictatorship (255). Because the 
proletariat did not end the Patriarch’s reign through an active 
movement for liberation, the Patriarch’s death does not guarantee 
the full decolonization of the nation, and thus a great deal of 
uncertainty still exists at the end of the novel as to whether or not 
the nation has truly escaped the shackles of military dictatorship 
and neocolonial oppression. The question then becomes, why, 
in light of the unending cruelties perpetrated by the Patriarch 
and his regime, does the proletariat fail to take up arms against 
the dictator and “thoroughly challenge the colonial situation” 
established by the West and enabled by the Patriarch (Fanon 2)?

One factor that scholars have yet to fully explore is the 
role which the manipulation of history plays within the novel 
in undermining the proletariat’s ability to form a revolutionary 
movement. From the very moment of contact between Europe 
and the Americas, the history of the peoples of the Americas 
began to be rewritten using a European interpretive framework. 
As José Hernán Córdova has pointed out, “the absence of 
reciprocal understanding with the Indians left Columbus free 
to impose his own meanings on everything” (66). Thus one of 
the earliest historical documents of the Americas, Columbus’s 
journal, speaks not of the true history of the Americas, but of a 
European interpretation of that history. García Márquez explores 
this phenomenon in Autumn at the end of the first chapter, 
when the moment of contact is retold from the perspective 
of the indigenous peoples of the Americas. As an anonymous 
indigenous witness to the contact explains to the Patriarch: 

… we didn’t understand why the hell they were mak-
ing so much fun of us general sir since we were just as 
normal as the day our mothers bore us and on the other 
hand they were decked out like the jack of clubs in all 
that heat … and they shouted that they didn’t under-
stand us in Christian tongue when they were the ones 
who couldn’t understand what we were shouting.… (39)
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The Europeans make fun of the natives which they encounter 
because they are unable—or unwilling—to interpret Latin 
America’s reality with any lens other than that which is based on 
a European framework. Therefore, early historical documents 
such as Columbus’s journal characterize the indigenous 
Americans as different or “other” based on a European-centered 
world view, and this indigenous “otherness” becomes ingrained 
in the history of the Americas.

During the colonial period, efforts to rewrite the history of 
the colonized took place all over the world. Frantz Fanon writes 
of this effort on the part of the colonizer in his book The Wretched 
of the Earth: “Colonialism is not satisfied with snaring the 
people in its net or of draining the colonized brain of any form or 
substance. With a kind of perverted logic, it turns its attention to 
the past of the colonized people and distorts it, disfigures it, and 
destroys it” (149). This colonial effort to manipulate history was 
done with the intention of convincing “the indigenous population 
it [colonization] would save them from darkness” and that if “the 
colonist were to leave they [the indigenous population] would 
regress into barbarism, degradation, and bestiality” (149). What 
Fanon is implying, and what colonial governments recognized, 
is that without a clear sense of their true history, the colonized 
cannot rebel against the colonizer. Because their pre-colonial 
history has been manipulated, the colonized have no basis for 
imagining a positive postcolonial future, and thus the possibility 
of revolution is remote. 

In Autumn, the Patriarch uses the very same techniques 
of which Fanon writes in order to prevent the proletariat from 
forming a revolutionary movement. This type of appropriation 
of colonial techniques by the Patriarch speaks to both the 
knowledge which neocolonial empires pass on to loyal dictators 
in their neocolonies, as well as the Patriarch’s role as colonizer 
of his own people. One of the Patriarch’s primary venues for 
manipulating the history of the nation and therefore controlling 
his “unhistoried people who don’t believe in anything except 
life” is the classroom (147, emphasis added). In fact, the 
institution of public education in general is clearly used by the 

Patriarch as a means of controlling the people, a method which, 
according to Fanon, is not uncommon: “In capitalist societies, 
education, whether secular or religious, the teaching of moral 
reflexes handed down from father to son … those aesthetic forms 
of respect for the status quo, instill in the exploited a mood of 
submission and inhibition which considerably eases the task of 
the agents of law and order” (3-4). This is precisely what the 
Patriarch seeks to do through the public school system which he 
establishes and controls: 

… he [the Patriarch] ordered a free school established 
in each province to teach sweeping where the pupils fa-
naticized by the presidential stimulus went on to sweep 
the streets after having swept their houses and then the 
nearby highways and roads so that piles of trash were 
carried back and forth from one province to another 
without anyone’s knowing what to do with it in official 
processions with the national flag and large banners 
saying God Save the All Pure who watches over the 
cleanliness of the nation…. (35)

Here we see a clear progression from the establishment of 
a system of schools whose main goal is to teach the people to 
be docile to the creation of a generation of citizens who have 
been brainwashed into believing that the Patriarch has the best 
interests of the nation at heart.  

Within the public school system, children study the official 
history of the Patriarch in textbooks created by the regime for the 
purpose of making the Patriarch appear god-like and invincible: 

Contrary to what his clothing showed, the descriptions 
made by his historians made him very big and official 
schoolboy texts referred to him as a patriarch of huge 
size who never left his house because he could not fit 
through the doors, who loved children and swallows, 
who knew the language of certain animals, who had the 
virtue of being able to anticipate the designs of nature, 
who could guess a person’s thought by one look in the 
eyes, and who had the secret of a salt with the virtue of 
curing lepers’ sores and making cripples walk…. (44)
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The Patriarch’s manipulation of history through the 
falsification of textbooks is important, for, as the novel makes 
clear, events, ideas, and institutions which are not recorded in the 
official history of the nation simply cease to exist: “he had them 
tear the pages about the viceroys out of school primers so that 
they would not exist in history …” (131, emphasis added). The 
act of removing information about the viceroys from the official 
textbooks of the nation is enough to cause viceroys to disappear 
completely from the history of the nation. The deliberate failure 
of the public school system in the novel to teach the people about 
the true history of the nation protects the Patriarch’s reign and 
impedes the people’s ability to form a revolutionary movement. 
The Patriarch, as a colonizer of the people, denies the people 
access to the truth about their history because “Truth is what 
hastens the dislocation of the colonial regime, what fosters the 
emergence of the nation. Truth is what protects the ‘natives’ and 
undoes the foreigners” (Fanon 14). 

One of the important truths which the nation’s textbooks 
seek to cover up is the truth of the Patriarch’s origins. For 
example, when the school textbooks mention the history of 
the Patriarch’s birth, they “attributed [to his mother Bendición 
Alvarado] the miracle of having conceived him without recourse 
to any male …” (44). Beyond this reference to the Patriarch’s 
apparently miraculous conception, it is said that “all trace of his 
origins had disappeared from the texts …” (44). In fact, much 
of the Patriarch’s effort to manipulate the history of the nation 
involves obscuring his own origins and creating a false past for 
himself. One of the most prominent examples of this takes place 
during the very same scene of contact previously mentioned 
between Europe and the Americas. The key to understanding 
the Patriarch’s use of colonial techniques in the domination of 
the people in this scene is the fact that the Patriarch himself is 
present—and not only present but in power—at the moment of 
first contact. The Patriarch is described as “evok[ing] again and 
reliv[ing] that historic October Friday when he left his room at 
dawn and discovered that everybody in the presidential palace 
was wearing a red biretta …” (38). Unable to understand what 

has happened to his nation, the Patriarch finally finds someone 
“to tell him the truth general sir, that some strangers had arrived 
who gabbled in funny old talk”; and, being “so confused that he 
could not decide whether that lunatic business came within the 
incumbency of his government,” the Patriarch apparently allows 
the colonization to begin (39-40).  

So as not to dispute the nation’s official history which 
places the Patriarch at the scene of Columbus’s landing, the 
regime obscures the Patriarch’s past by creating multiple birth 
certificates for the dictator. At one point, three separate birth 
certificates are found for the Patriarch, “and on all three he was 
three times different, conceived three times on three different 
occasions, given a bad birth three times thanks to the artifices 
of national history which had entangled the threads of reality so 
that no one would be able to decipher the secret of his origins 
…” (141, emphasis added). This passage explicitly reveals 
the way in which history has been manipulated by the regime. 
The Patriarch’s origins have been destroyed so as not to refute 
the official history which dictates that the Patriarch has ruled 
for hundreds of years. Returning to Fanon’s description of 
colonization’s distortion of history, we see once again the way 
in which the regime has adopted this practice in order to make it 
impossible for the people to imagine a time before the Patriarch. 
The Patriarch has no origin, he has simply always been, and 
thus it is nearly impossible for the people to imagine that he 
will not simply always be. Just as the manipulation of history 
by colonial powers prevents the colonized from imagining a 
potentially bright post-colonial future, so too has the regime’s 
manipulation of history impeded the people’s ability to imagine 
a positive post-Patriarch future.   

It could, perhaps, be argued that the Patriarch’s description 
of the contact does not represent the official history of the 
nation as constructed by the regime; that it does not represent 
an attempt to manipulate history, but rather expresses the addled 
workings of a mind which has crumbled under the weight of 
absolute power. However, there is some evidence to indicate that 
whatever the Patriarch conceives to be the history of the nation 
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becomes, before long, the nation’s official history. This can best 
be seen at a later point in the novel when the Patriarch, reflecting 
on a distant memory, realizes that “not even he himself could 
have been sure with no room for doubt whether they were his 
own memories or whether he had heard about them on his bad 
nights of fever … or whether he might have seen them in prints 
in travel books … but none of that mattered, God damn it, they’ll 
see that with time it will be the truth …” (161, emphasis added). 
Thus the Patriarch transforms his own memories into the truth—
into the official history of the nation—regardless of the source 
or accuracy of those memories. And, it seems, the Patriarch’s 
version of history is rarely challenged: 

… he [the Patriarch] put an end to all disagreement with 
the final argument that it didn’t matter whether some-
thing back then was true or not, God damn it, it will be 
with time. He was right, because during our time there 
was not one who doubted the legitimacy of his his-
tory, or anyone who could have disclosed or denied it 
because we couldn’t even establish the identity of his 
body, there was no other nation except the one that had 
been made by him in his own image and likeness where 
space was changed and time corrected by the designs 
of his absolute will, reconstructed by him ever since the 
most uncertain origins of his memory as he wandered at 
random through that house of infamy…. (159)

In this way, the Patriarch’s presence at the moment of contact 
can be understood as both a distortion of memory caused by the 
corruption of power, as well as a representation of the official 
history which the regime constructs for the people in order to 
impede their ability to form a revolutionary movement. There is 
no difference between the Patriarch’s memories and the official 
history of the nation, and therefore the Patriarch’s memory of 
colonial contact is historically accurate according to the official 
version of events.  

By tracing his origin back to the moment of contact, the 
Patriarch becomes the beginning of the nation. According 
to Fanon: “The colonist makes history. His life is an epic, an 

odyssey. He is invested with the very beginning: ‘We made this 
land’ ” (14-15). The nation, in its modern form, begins with the 
Patriarch. Therefore he, like the colonist, “is the guarantor for 
its [the nation’s] existence: ‘If we [the colonists] leave, all will 
be lost, and this land will return to the Dark Ages’ ” (Fanon 14-
15). The Patriarch echoes this very sentiment, saying “when I 
finally die the politicians will come back and divide up the mess 
the way it was during the time of the Goths1 …” (159). Not 
surprisingly given the level of historical manipulation achieved 
by the Patriarch’s regime, the people come to believe that the 
Patriarch really is the beginning and the end, at times questioning 
“what’s going to become of us without him …” (27).

The people are kept in the dark as to the true history of their 
nation, and because of this they come to believe that the Patriarch 
really is the beginning and that his reign ended the time of the 
Goths; in fact, they cannot imagine the nation without him. This 
inability to imagine the future without understanding the past is 
not unusual. As Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o writes:

An oppressed class, or nation, that believes in itself, 
in its history, in its destiny, in its capacity to change 
the scheme of things, will obviously be stronger in its 
class and national struggles for political and economic 
survival. Similarly an oppressed class or nation that loses 
faith and belief in itself, in its history, in its capacity to 
change the scheme of things, becomes weakened in its 
political and economic struggles for survival. Such a 
class or nation can only work out its destiny within the 
boundaries clearly drawn by the dominating class and 
nation. (54, emphasis added)

In Autumn, the people cannot believe in themselves or their 
history because they are prevented from understanding their true 

1  García Márquez’s use of the term “Goths” alludes to the Patriarch’s 
role as the embodiment of dictatorship throughout history, going back at 
least as far as the Roman Empire. This theme can be found throughout the 
novel, but is particularly in evidence during the dream/vision sequence (pgs. 
85-6) in which the Patriarch experiences the assassination of Julius Caesar 
first hand.  
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history and are instead fed lies about the past. Because of this, 
the Patriarch is “the only one among us [the people] who knew 
the real size of our destiny …” (97) The Patriarch controls the 
destiny of the people—and thus naturally controls their ability 
to form a revolutionary movement—by preventing the people 
from having access to their past.   

In Moving the Centre: The Struggle for Cultural Freedoms, 
Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o writes of the subversive power of history. 
He says that “Change, movement, is … the eternal theme in 
history.… Therefore no society is ever static.… History is ever 
reminding The Present of any society: even you shall come to 
pass away” (96). By perpetually wearing the gold spur which 
official history records as a gift from Columbus, the Patriarch 
is attempting to create the image that history is, in fact, static. 
History tells the story of change, but, as Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o 
explains, official history does just the opposite:

Tyrants and their tyrannical systems are terrified at 
the sound of the wheels of history.… So they try to 
rewrite history, make up official history; if they can put 
cottonwool in their ears and in those of the population, 
maybe they and the people will not hear the real call of 
history, will not hear the real lessons of history. (96-97, 
emphasis in original)  

Evidence of change—of the dynamic nature of history—is a 
source of hope and a call to revolution in an authoritarian state. 
In light of this, the Patriarch’s decision to “chop down all trees 
in village squares to prevent the terrible spectacle of a Sunday 
hanged man … [prohibit] the use of public stocks, burial without 
a coffin, everything that might awaken in one’s memory the 
ignominious laws that existed before his power,” can be seen 
as an attempt to erase all evidence of change (161). Despite the 
fact that evidence of the “ignominious laws” of the past could 
potentially improve the image of the dictator’s regime, the 
Patriarch recognizes that all evidence of change is potentially 
subversive. Thus he adorns himself and the pages of the official 
history with evidence of stasis, while destroying all evidence of 
history’s dynamic nature. The people are unable to recognize 

that the potential for change always exists; they are unaware 
that history proves this fact, because the only history which they 
have been exposed to is one which has been manipulated and 
distorted by the regime, and therefore they are unaware of their 
own potential to bring about the change they so desperately need.   

In distorting the past, the regime seems to have created a real 
fear amongst the people that, without the Patriarch, the nation 
would “regress into barbarism, degradation, and bestiality” 
(Fanon 149). Following the death of the Patriarch’s perfect 
double Patricio Aragonés2, the Patriarch is described as having 
watched as one woman “embraced the perfumed corpse sobbing 
aloud that it was him, my God, what’s going to become of us 
without him …” (27). This sentiment is echoed later in the novel 
when the people say of the dictator’s rumored death that “we no 
longer wanted it to be true, we had ended up not understanding 
what would become of us without him, what would become of 
our lives after him …” (207). History has been distorted and 
destroyed to such an extent that, in the minds of the people, 
life before and after the dictator is equally unimaginable. The 
regime’s policy of historical manipulation has been so effective 
that, in the end, the people cannot even bring themselves to 
wish for the Patriarch’s death, let alone create a revolutionary 
movement to bring that death about.

Unfortunately for the people of the nation, the Patriarch’s 
death does not necessarily imply an end to the manipulation of 
history by the government. In fact, following the Patriarch’s 
supposed first death, one of the first acts of those who step in to 
lead in the absence of the Patriarch is to destroy the history of 
his existence: 

… he watched the ferocious leaders who dispersed 
the procession with clubs and knocked down the 
inconsolable fishwife … those who gutted the insides 

2  Patricio Aragonés appears primarily in the first chapter of the nov-
el. The incredible physical resemblance between the Patriarch and Patricio 
Aragonés allows the Patriarch to use Aragonés as a stand-in at public events. 
This continues until Aragonés is mistakenly assassinated in place of the Pa-
triarch (pgs. 21-30). 



46 Minnesota English Journal Distort, Disfigure, and Destroy	 47

of that paradise of opulence and misfortune thinking 
they were destroying the lair of power forever, knocking 
over the papier-mâché Doric capitals, velvet curtains 
and Babylonic columns crowned with alabaster palm 
trees … annihilating that world so that in the memory of 
future generations not the slightest memory of the cursed 
line of men of arms would remain…. (27-28, emphasis 
added)

It is not clear whether the leaders mentioned in this passage 
are acting on their own or on the orders of the heirs to the regime, 
but what is clear is that an attempt is being made to destroy the 
memory of the Patriarch’s reign. Once again history is being 
destroyed, and therefore the people are being robbed of their 
opportunity to learn from the Patriarch’s reign and draw strength 
from the proof of his mortality. 

Although the passage above describes events which take 
place after the Patriarch’s first death, there is no reason to think 
that the same series of events will not be carried out following 
his actual death at the end of the novel. After all, in many other 
respects the nation’s reaction to the Patriarch’s actual death 
is identical to their reaction to his first, and thus it is in fact 
probable that the heirs to power will destroy any memory of the 
Patriarch’s reign of infamy before continuing their exploitation 
of the people as if nothing has happened. Unless the people 
find a way to reconnect with the true history of their country, 
they will be just as powerless under the new regime as they 
were under the Patriarch. Understanding one’s history is vital 
to the formation of revolutionary movements in neocolonial 
societies, and unless the people of García Márquez’s Autumn 
immerse themselves in their history and draw strength from that 
history, they are doomed to repeat the same neocolonial pattern 
enacted under the Patriarch indefinitely. As Fanon puts it, “The 
immobility to which the colonized subject is condemned can be 
challenged only if he decides to put an end to the history of 
colonization and the history of despoliation in order to bring to 
life the history of the nation, the history of decolonization” (15).

Making the Connection Between Postcolonial 
Novels and Modern World Events

In order to facilitate a student’s ability to connect with a 
postcolonial text such as Autumn, or any of the postcolonial 
texts listed above, it is important to always relate the texts to 
modern political and cultural events throughout the world. 
Clearly such neocolonial relationships as that described in 
Autumn, as well as mythologized dictators like the Patriarch, 
still exist in the world today, and helping students to see the 
link between fiction and reality is vital. An obvious example of 
mythologized dictatorship, and one which most advanced high 
school and undergraduate college students are familiar with, is 
Kim Jong-il. In Kim Jong-il we see a dictator who, much like the 
Patriarch, has constructed a mythological, god-like image for 
himself, making it very difficult for the people of North Korea 
to form a revolutionary movement. Another modern example, 
one which is perhaps even more appropriate than Kim Jong-il, 
is Saddam Hussein. Like Kim Jong-il, Saddam Hussein has the 
advantage, in terms of connecting fiction with reality, of being 
widely known amongst undergraduate and high school students. 

And, in fact, the similarities between the reign of Saddam 
Hussein in Iraq and the Patriarch in Autumn—not to mention 
the dictators in novels such as The Feast of the Goat, The 
House of the Spirits, Of Love and Shadows, In the Time of the 
Butterflies, and The Postman, to name a few—are even more 
apparent. Like the Patriarch, Saddam Hussein enjoyed, at least 
for a time, the support and aid of the United States. And, like the 
Patriarch, Saddam Hussein’s fall from power was accompanied 
by the distortion and dismantling of the history and memory of 
his reign: the video of Hussein’s statue being pulled down, for 
example, could almost be taken directly from the conclusion 
of Autumn. Finally, like the Patriarch, Saddam Hussein’s reign 
was not ended by a people-based revolutionary movement; thus, 
years later, the possibility of a positive postcolonial future, one 
which is free from oppression and exploitation, has still not been 
secured in Iraq. 

Kim Jong-il and Saddam Hussein are merely two examples 
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of modern dictators in the mold of the Patriarch; there are many 
others throughout the world, any one of whom could potentially 
connect the fiction of the postcolonial novel with the reality of 
the postcolonial/neocolonial world. Although the names and 
countries of modern dictators may change over time, the themes 
and realities expressed in postcolonial novels such as The Autumn 
of the Patriarch remain relevant. This fact, above all others, 
reveals the importance and necessity of using postcolonial world 
literature in the undergraduate classroom.
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I am going to begin this paper with a couple of basic premises. 
First, if you teach, you are an educative merchant. Take it from 
an old used car salesman—everyone is incessantly selling 
something (we are, minimally, always selling ourselves). 
And teaching is about the fine and applied art of literary 
merchandising. It’s true—we all have material to peddle. We care 
about that material, and about the peddling. As a college teacher 
who offers lots of upper-level courses in the novel, Shakespeare, 
and Humanities topics, I rely on my sales reputation—whether 
my former customers had a “profitable, productive” experience 
with me; whether their time with me was “well-spent”; whether 
they “got something out of it.” And I’ve learned that I’d better 
be attentive to what my customers want and need or my market 
will dry up. Customers may not come to some of my courses (a 
number of them are electives) unless I advertise, promote, and 
enthusiastically persuade them to “buy in.” 

All of us know that administrators think about the teaching 
enterprise in this way, and that they’ve come to think of students 

The Merchants of Macbeth: 
Strategies for Selling Students 
Shares in the Play

Bill Dyer

as “consumers”—I run a very small interdisciplinary Humanities 
program, and it’s all about numbers to those administrators. “Are 
your Humanities courses maximizing FTE, Professor Dyer?” If 
not—particularly in these terrible economic times when under-
producing programs are being targeted and the “retrenchment” 
word is being openly bandied about—foreclosure could be 
imminent.  

But students think this way, too. They want to know what’s in 
it for them. They are skeptical investors of their time, attention, 
and effort, in many cases (not all)—unless you can convince 
them that they need what you’re selling, that what you’re selling 
is essential to who they are and want to be, and that, for very 
little money down, you can put them securely in the driver’s seat 
of the skills or books you’re selling. I’m not at all demeaning 
what I do by calling it selling. But there’s no denying it. And 
those who teach at the middle and high school levels get that 
lesson pounded into them while fulfilling the requirements of 
“No Behind Left Behind” and the testing that comes with it, 
during which they find out, rightly or wrongly, whether their 
students have bought what they tried to sell them and, if not, 
what the cost will be to their school for selling short.

Now that I’ve engaged consumerism in the teaching 
enterprise, I want to focus on three strategies for effecting a 
student buy-in of Macbeth.1 If you are a high school teacher 
with a Macbeth unit on this year’s syllabus, you’re probably 
smirking at that last sentence. “Buying Macbeth, Dyer?” you 
exclaim. “Why, my school has been distributing the same worn 
paper-back copies of the play to students for twenty-five years! 
There’s no ‘buying’ about it. To choose another text would cost 
me a lot of my own money out-of-pocket.” 

What I’m referring to, though, is the selling of a new Macbeth 
that has always been lurking within the language of that old 
paper-back and that your students can help you to release. The 
strategies of that process of collaborative emancipation?—some 

1  Evans, Baker, et al., eds., Macbeth, in The Riverside Shakespeare 
(Boston: Houghton-Mifflin, 1974). All subsequent references to the play will 
be made to this edition, designated by M.act.scene.line numbers.
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practical and intentional identification and application of what 
students already know about the complex and scary world that 
impinges upon them every day; what an “historical moment” is; 
and how our students’ confident awareness of the technology 
of hypertext can help them open up a play that has always 
been there. In the end, I’m talking about a more constructivist 
approach to the play, some reading and doing that partakes of an 
unequal admixture of historicism and reader response.

I. Travels with Arthur
Everyone has a mentor. Professor Arthur Kinney, the Thomas 

W. Copeland Professor of Literary History and Director of the 
Center for Renaissance Studies at the University of Massachusetts 
at Amherst, is mine. Period. Our relationship extends back to 
a renaissance literature course I took from Arthur in just my 
second semester of M.A./Ph.D. work at UMass-Amherst in the 
spring of 1971.  His generosity with his time and intellectual 
gifts are what most impressed me about him. 

When I click on the “Arthur” link in my brain, lots of vivid 
moments come alive. The long counseling sessions when he 
wasn’t yet my adviser. The midnight informal coaching a few 
hours before my oral qualifying exam. The allaying of my flop 
sweat at having forgotten all I’d studied in preparation for my 
oral comprehensives. His gentle scolding in the dining room 
of the Lord Jeff after my successful dissertation defense for 
not having asked him to chair my committee (he was correct). 
The use of his house and library during two summers when I 
participated in NEH seminars in Amherst.  And his advice for 
me to be confident through a year’s worth of conflicting and 
brutal three-reader reviews before my work was finally accepted 
for publication in one of the most important periodicals in 
renaissance scholarship—the journal that Arthur founded and 
still edits, English Literary Renaissance. Arthur was for me 
what he was, as a matter of course, for all his students. It’s what 
we all hope to be for ours.

But I recall a “Macbeth” moment with Arthur twenty-two 
years ago, the full importance of which didn’t occur to me until 

last year. In that spring of 1987, ten years away from Amherst, 
I was in the middle of a “Shakespeare’s Tragedies” course at 
Minnesota State University, Mankato. My students and I were 
hip-deep in King Lear when I placed a call to Arthur to ask him 
if he might have the time and interest to come to Mankato to talk 
to my students about Shakespeare. Arthur said he’d love to; it 
just so happened that he had a one-day window of opportunity. 
He had been scheduled to deliver a lecture on Macbeth to the 
History faculty at the University of Minnesota on a Thursday 
in March, and he’d stay with me and my family if I could be 
counted on to ferry him to that lecture and then to the airport the 
next day.

As it turned out, Arthur generously agreed to come, and, for 
the mere $100 that the English Department was able to pay him, 
spent an hour talking to my students about Lear, delivered a 
formal presentation on Macbeth to the English faculty and their 
students, and then hosted an informal gathering at my house 
that evening, giving students the rare chance to interact with a 
scholar of international reputation, a member of many editorial 
boards, and a writer and editor of more than thirty books.

About a week away from my own pedagogical flailings 
with Macbeth, I was grateful to be able to hear what he was 
working on. I knew well his great range as a renaissance literary 
historian,2 and I’d studied what he’d written about More, 
Erasmus, Sidney, and wonderful inventions in the pre-16th 
century English novel by Greene, Nash, Gascoigne, Lodge, and 
Deloney, but I knew little of his work with Shakespeare. There 
wasn’t sufficient time for Arthur to connect all of the primary 

2  The list of Arthur F. Kinney’s works in renaissance literature, both 
English and continental, is long and diverse. These include Humanist Poet-
ics: Thought, Rhetoric, and Fiction in Sixteenth Century England (Amherst: 
UMass Press, 1986); Continental Humanist Poetics: Studies in Erasmus, 
Castiglione, Marguerite de Navarre, Rabelais, and Cervantes (Amherst: 
UMass Press, 1989); Sidney in Retrospect: Selections for English Literary 
Renaissance (Amherst: UMass Press, 1988); Shakespeare’s Webs: Networks 
of Meaning in Renaissance Drama (New York: Routledge, 2004); Shake-
speare and Cognition: Aristotle’s Legacy and Shakespearean Drama: Web-
bing the Invisible (New York: Routledge, 2006.
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source dots to the historicist puzzle pieces he outlined for his 
audience—Mary’s controversial Scottish reign, flight, and arrest; 
the strict Presbyterian influences that shaped the mind of her son 
and successor James; the political in-fightings, kidnappings, and 
murders that isolated James, made him fearful of assassination 
throughout his life, created a paranoiac and vengeful spirit in 
him, and drove some his enthusiasms against his perceived 
enemies (the Berwick witch trials and James’ inquisitions and 
orchestrations of some of the torture; his belief that the Devil’s 
spirits co-existed with us, sought constantly to destroy Christian 
souls, and needed to be rooted out); James’ ambition to succeed 
Queen Elizabeth; the Powder Plot and the long-standing 
“Catholic Threat” against the integrity of the English state; and 
the crop failures and inflationary pressures that threatened the 
economy. 

He mostly talked about the vortex of events that surrounded 
the text of Macbeth, making several allusions to the language in 
the play to suggest what he saw were equivocal connections to 
some of these events. No time for a prima facie case. What did 
Shakespeare know and when did he know it? We would never 
possess a definite answer to that question, said Arthur. But all the 
more reason, he said, to know “the moment” that surrounded the 
construction and performance of the play if, as Arthur believed 
(about all authors, not just Shakespeare), a literary text like 
Macbeth is both shaped by and shapes the patterns of discourse 
(official and popular; public and private) that co-exist in that 
“moment.”

 I was intrigued. Could, as Arthur seemed to be suggesting, 
Shakespeare have intended a more subversive reading of his play 
to an audience that would have included King James? I’d had 
been courting a hunch that this smallest of Shakespeare’s plays 
carried a message much more complex than a simple compliment 
to James. It had to. All of those insistent “fairs and fouls.” A play 
structure so deliberately anti-climactic. A play presenting such a 
puzzle in its central character—one so demonstrably proficient, 
loyal, competent, decisive, and yet one who out-Hamlets Hamlet 
in his waverings and imaginative flights, and so seemingly aware 

that to act on the near-tangible constructions of his imagination 
will grease the slippery slope to an evil-doing doom. A man who 
clearly loves his wife, and she him. And a cast of characters, 
a natural environment, and dramatic language that reverse all 
expectations about an underlying moral order 

For a good part of the following day, my job was to chauffer 
Arthur to the University of Minnesota, where he delivered a 
much more formal and polished forty-five minute version of the 
historicist discussion he’d carried on with me and my students. 
It went well. More information this time, as I recall—this time, 
on the spurious “history” in Holinshed from which Shakespeare 
had drawn as well as deviated in significant ways (details 
defining the relationship between Macbeth and Banquo; the 
question of Duncan as a “good” but weak king, who may have 
killed that weak king, and why), as well as the early intellectual 
and disciplinary and religious influences on James, if not his 
Catholic mother, who was, more than likely involved in at least 
one murder. Good stuff. Again, only a few allusions about these 
events made to the play. Teasers. Hints. Suggestions.

II. Post-Arthurian Studies—From Arthur’s Idea 
of “The Historical Moment” to Mine

Arthur was on a plane back to Amherst early the next 
morning. Although I’d spend several weeks with him in the 
summer of 1987 while doing an NEH Summer Institute at 
UMass, I wouldn’t see him again. No opportunities. A growing 
family. And Arthur’s summers—besides his editorial work for 
ELR—were always spent in residence at Oxford to continue his 
historicist studies of European renaissance texts. But over those 
twenty intervening years, I’d read his books, taught Shakespeare 
every year, and ruminated over what to make of Macbeth. And 
the seeds that Arthur had planted in my mind about Macbeth—
that there was no authoritative text to hang one’s interpretive 
hat on, that the play seemed more like a shell of unfinished 
possibilities than a finished play (maybe, even, a play that read 
jaggedly, almost as if parts had been removed, or, rather, as if 
I were reading a skeletal text meant for the flexibility of actual 
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performance—there’s an idea—the text of which would accrete 
or shrink depending upon the audience response from the 
previous performance and the prevailing direction and intensity 
of the political winds)— were still growing. I’d come out of thirty 
years of teaching Shakespeare’s plays knowing one thing: that 
each play, particularly the tragedies, was intentionally allusive/
elusive. No direct answers. Only questions. Equivocations. Blind 
alleys. No totalizing ideological hooks to comfort the reader. 

Why was that? Because of the uncertain and fluxful world 
that Shakespeare lived in? Because of a fragile economic set 
of variables that made the practice of Shakespeare’s craft and 
professional theatrical enterprise a daily crap shoot? Because 
Shakespeare was a “closet Catholic” working within a culture in 
which practicing Jews had long ago been expelled from England 
and in which Catholics were believed to be in league with Spain, 
France, the Pope, and the Jesuits to reinstate Catholicism in 
England? Because to speak straight out about a set of issues 
within a police state in which a secret espionage unit operated 
and torture was regularly inflicted to root out political and 
religious subversives who plotted terrorist acts against the state? 
Because Shakespeare had to submit all of his work before a state 
censor before it could be publicly performed? Absolutely.

I’d talked about a lot of this stuff to but not with my students, 
mostly because it was messy and uncertain to ask them to help 
me confirm the relative importance of some of these variables. 
Besides, I’d probably fallen in love with my own voice. And it 
was simply easier and quicker; my undergraduate Shakespeare 
courses consume a mere half-semester apiece—no time, too 
much to do, so many textual places to go.

But that changed in the spring of 2009. Scott Hall, my 
collaborator in other Shakespeare teaching gambits at Irondale 
High School (and present as a student on that day in 1987 when 
Arthur had visited my Shakespeare class) suggested that we try 
to engage his 11th-grade students in Macbeth. We’d need first to 
do what we always did—re-read the play closely and repeatedly, 
to the point of near-memorization. We’d need to know where 
everything was in the play, including the emerging patterns of 

language and imagery that drove its thematics. This would be 
the best part—having a partner to regularly argue over parts of 
the play, wring out meaning and allusion through continuing 
discussion. The discovery process. Seeing and hearing things 
about a play that each of us had taught over decades for the very 
first time. 

Scott enriched our interactions with articles on consumerist 
theory he’d been reading, and he was right—the issue of 
consumerism and cultural materialism was all over Shakespeare’s 
Macbeth, right from the get-go with Shakespeare’s three vagrant 
bag ladies shopping for body parts on the periphery of a battle 
field and invoking vengeful spells against those who won’t share 
their chesnuts. Small potatoes. No real power, perhaps, but the 
power of suggestion (like Shakespeare’s poetry!). The ability to 
draw a full investment of Macbeth’s belief in their suggestions, 
supported only by coincidence and chance. Speculations on 
profit and loss reverberate through the play from first to last. 
And Scott would prepare for his and my engagement with his 
students and the play by introducing consumerist theory and 
working toward some concrete understandings of how it drove 
the action and relationships within the play.

The plan devolved into a one-day guest shot by me in front 
of two classes of Scott’s 11th-graders. Almost worse than no time 
at all, I felt, because I’d have a mere 55 minutes per each class to 
sell them. They’d read the play and talked about the witches and 
the family Macbeth; they’d not seen a filmed version of the play 
yet, for which I was grateful—I’d have a greater opportunity 
of playing on their imaginations about what they might see in 
a production staged within Shakespeare’s time. And they were 
on the verge of discussing the darkly-comic “Porter” scene of 
2.3. But it was a Friday in April; all of their thoughts were on 
the prom they’d all be attending on Saturday night. I’d have to 
be quick about it, and try to use what was upper-most in their 
minds. I’d need to get them to talk.

I’d decided to plant my flag on three related issues: (1) a 
little on Shakespeare’s theatre company, and the question of 
whether Scott’s students believed that they could be a part of 
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that company’s audience, or, even, a member of the company; 
(2) a little on their “historical moments” and what such moments 
might mean to them, with a little writing and connecting; and (3) 
a little on whether their “moments” could conceivably illuminate 
the “historical moment” of Macbeth that Shakespeare (and—I’d 
have to believe he hoped—his audience) carried within his mind.

Lots could be said again about what I’ve already written 
about Shakespeare’s theatre company. But they always need 
to be said in order to bring Shakespeare into our reality. First 
and foremost, Shakespeare was a working playwright, I told 
them. None of what we have of his would have ever happened 
if he wasn’t concerned about making a living for himself, for 
his fellow householders, and for the other actors, apprentices, 
musicians, tiring house workers, and the rest of the company’s 
supporting cast. This was a tough, competitive life he’d chosen. 
Lots of theatre companies for competition, but never any more 
than five companies operating at any one time. Others dropping 
by the wayside. There were, certainly, many theatres on the 
south bank of London by the mid 1590s—the Rose, the Curtain, 
the Swan, the Fortune, the Hope, soon the Globe—but those 
seats had to be filled, that open space before the stage in the 
yard occupied, maybe six times each week during a season that 
began in September, continued intermittently after the Christmas 
holidays until Lent (and some performances even then) and ended 
when the hot weather that carried the plague arrived. Maybe as 
many as 2500 to 3000 spaces.3 Furthermore, there were 32 to 36 
people who depended upon those occupied spaces. 

This was a business enterprise. Show business. To be crass, 
Shakespeare and the rest of his company’s householders—and 
this was certainly true of Philip Henslowe4, that tight-fisted 

3  Peter Thomson, in his Shakespeare’s Theatre (London: Routledge 
and Kegan Paul, 1985), counts 818 in the yard and about 1526 in the galleries 
of the Globe. 24.

4  Thomson makes an important point about Henslowe’s undeni-
able concerns about the “bottom line” in relation to his competitors: “…
Henslowe’s interest in theatre is irrefutable evidence of its profitability as 
commerce. He was a businessman, and not an over-scrupulous one….’there 
is little justification for drawing a contrast between Henslowe, as a mercenary 

owner of the Rose Theatre and several whore houses in the 
neighborhood) were flesh-pedlars. In it to make money. 

No art for art’s sake here; art was the uncanny by-product (not 
all of the time) of a repertory system in which a play never ran 
two days in succession over a period of four to six months during 
which that play would be produced eight to twelve times. This 
system was driven by a set of commercial realities that included 
leading actors like Burbage needing to hold in their heads, in a 
three-year period, fifty new parts while retaining an additional 
twenty old ones; one in which a company actor mastered a 
new role every week while remembering another 30-40 more.5 
Even during James I’s reign, when only two companies were 
formerly registered to operate (there were lots of unregistered 
companies),6 theatre companies were commercial enterprises in 
which a resident playwright like Shakespeare could write plays 
that would pay the playwright a small fee and the company the 
profits from performing it (there’d be “benefit nights” when all 
the receipts would be Shakespeare’s).7 But the company couldn’t 
rely on the output of a resident playwright—the Kings’ Men 
wouldn’t have. They would have had to invest in the purchase of 
other plays, the ability to reprise old plays in their repertory to 
boost their revenues—these plays would represent a company’s 
most valuable commercial assets.  

capitalist, and the Burbages; the evidence suggests that they were all capital-
ists.’” 28.

5  See Thomas, 57. “…a leading actor, Thomas Downton of the Ad-
miral’s Men for example, might have had fifty sizeable parts in new plays 
between 1594 and 1597, as well as twenty in revivals of such old favourites 
as Doctor Faustus and Tamburlaine.…it was not the custom in Elizabethan 
London to present the same play on successive afternoons.” And Kinney ex-
pands a bit on the unfolding of the repertory and the number of plays that 
actors, by necessity, had to master. Lies Like Truth: Shakespeare, Macbeth, 
and the Cultural Moment (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2001), 71. 

6  In Lies Like Truth, Kinney notes this: “By 1600 the Privy Council 
had licensed two public theatres (the Fortune and the Globe); other compa-
nies staged plays at the Rose, the Boar’s Head, and the Curtain; and boys 
companies performed at St. Paul’s and Blackfriars.” 69.

7 Thomson speculates that there was a “strong possibility that he was 
allowed all the takings on a second-day benefit performance of each of his 
new plays.” 34. 
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A final point—Shakespeare would have known that Macbeth 
would possess the very stuff to be performed at court—a piece of 
high theatre (the physical situating of James, his Danish brother-
in-law and head of state, and his wife, raised upon a high dais in 
the very center of the viewing area that surely would have spoiled 
the view of many in the audience and would have complicated 
the question of which spectacle was the central one). One thing is 
certain—if the audience carried anything of the current political 
and religious situation in their frontal lobes and if Shakespeare’s 
Macbeth carried to them even a suggestion of those things 
(there’s that word “suggestion” again—playwriting as a kind of 
fine and applied witchcraft!), the audience would have found it 
impossible not to see the performance of kingship-under-siege 
in Macbeth juxtaposed against that other monarchical presence.8 
Spectacle. Eye-candy in the form of thought that I’d quickly and 
dirtily delivered to Scott’s students not willing to suffer fools 
like me kindly. 

But what of the audience? And what of the theatre company 
members mounting the production? Would it have been possible 
to situate Scott’s students in either or both groups back in 1606? 
I asked them these questions.9 Since I’d have almost no time to 
dimensionalize their responses, I had to parlay them into some 
broad cultural brush strokes. The short answer?—no presence 
on the stage for our young women, but lots of opportunities to 
be in the Globe to see the show. And there wouldn’t have been a 
member of either of our two thirty-member classes who couldn’t 
have been there. This was, after all, the most popular form of 

8  Kinney, in Lies Like Truth, notes what would become the conven-
tional expectation for accommodating James I during Royal performances: 
“At royal performances the best seats were those offering not the best sight 
lines of the play but the best view of the King; the royal party sat on a raised 
dais and under a canopy….Royal performances thus continually realized 
James’s advice to Prince Henry in the Basilicon Doron that the prince is al-
ways one sitting on a stage for people to behold and admire. This would have 
been true at royal performances of Macbeth, too, where James would be a 
second king in the sight line toward Duncan, Macbeth, or Malcolm.” 71.

9  See my discussion of the composition of the Elizabethan audience 
and theatre company in Hall’s and Dyer’s “Stepping off a Small Cliff: Going 
Back to Ninth Grade with Romeo and Juliet” (MEJ.48.2006).

entertainment in town, the Elizabethan version of TV, except 
with live audiences and even fresher performances enlivened 
by the sounds and smells of the Thames and the Southbank 
environs. The heterogeneity of the audience—one out of every 
eight Londoners went to at least one production per year10—
was incredible, a true cross-section of London culture. And, as 
for people as young as Scott’s students, they could be there as 
young apprentices or haberdashers or goldsmiths or glovers or 
shipwrights or dyers or carpenters; maids-in-waiting attending to 
their aristocratic female charges in the upper galleries; drawers on 
holiday from a tavern or hostelry, stable boys employed at local 
inns, day laborers, touts, pick-pockets elbowing through the pit, 
prostitutes, boatmen, young soldiers, young daughters and sons 
of moneylenders, merchants, and shopkeepers—even young 
courtiers or aspiring gentlemen from wealthy families (Thomson 
24).11 The only requirement?—a penny for admission, and then 
more pennies for the pleasure of being seated prominently or 
discreetly.

The prospect of these 11th-graders being in or involved in 
the staging of Macbeth depended, I told them after fielding their 
more tentative responses, on their gender. But, that big qualifier 
not-withstanding, they could have been among the speculative 
six to nine young people who entered and grew within the 
company as apprentice actors, stage hands, costume menders, 
gatherers.12 Boys from twelve to nineteen would have been hired 

10  Thomson indicates attendance “had risen to 18,000 by 1601, and to 
21,000 by 1605.” 30.

11  Thomson provides some specific information on the nature and di-
versity of Shakespeare’s audience. And then there’s this: “It is the recognition 
of a common urge that leads Martin Holmes to the assertion that ‘practically 
every playgoer of consequence was a business man.’ The merchant would 
have been likely to bring a small (family) group…” (25). 

12  See Thomson (24) and this from Martha Fletcher Bellinger in A 
Short History of the Theatre (New York: Henry Holt and Co, 1927, in www.
theatrehistory.com/british/bellingeroo1/html): “The house itself was not un-
like a circus, with a good deal of noise and dirt. Servants, grooms, ‘prentices 
and mechanics jostled each other in the pit, while more or less gay companies 
filled the boxes. Women of respectability were few, yet sometimes they did 
attend; and if they were careful of their reputations they wore masks. On the 
stage, which ran far into the auditorium, would be seated a few of the early 

http://www.theatrehistory.com/british/bellingeroo1/html
http://www.theatrehistory.com/british/bellingeroo1/html
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in as stage boys, helpers in the tiring room, and assisters of the 
musicians, perhaps, after gaining some experience, moving 
into more important tasks in the company. Scott’s 16 year-olds 
would have been too old to play the incredibly astute little son 
of Macduff, wise beyond his years, who would be dispatched so 
violently at the end of 4.2, or even Banquo’s son Fleance who 
appears and then disappears in a flash after Banquo’s murder 
in 3.2. But, if they’d been with the company for three or four 
years of their apprenticeship, they very well could have been 
recruited to play a character like him in an earlier production. 
My point?—Shakespeare was dealing them in to the play, 
expecting to see them seated, expecting them to see themselves 
in the production, expecting them to understand what they were 
seeing and to know that Shakespeare wasn’t writing language 
or scenes that intentionally excluded them. Of course, because 
this was public theatre, spectacle was all. A visual feast of rich 
costumes and pageantry replete with musical accompaniment; 
ritualized “dumb shows” using gesture and physical movement 
that thematize the issue of “play” to drive character and theme, 
like the final encounter of Macbeth with the witches in 3.5 and 
the high theatre that his imagination and their verbal promptings 
conspire to create; violent scenes punctuated with blood leaking 
from punctured goats’ bladders.

This is theatre! This stuff is all about the creation of physical 
images of sensational proportions to move an audience already 
used to the violent pleasures of cock fights and bear-baitings. 
And that concern for spectacle and the use of play as a contem-
porary mirror continued into the reign of King James. James 
had made some determinations based on his own theatrical tem-
perament and interests. Two official theatre companies. One of 
those companies sponsored by him, the King’s Men. And the 
spectacle? Think no further than the masque-like The Tempest 
of 1611, which seems so entirely about play, special effects, 
dance, song, the creation of illusions and their machinery; the 
wild “Storm Scene” of 3.2 in Lear in which Lear invites Nature 

gallants, playing cards, smoking, waited upon by their pages; and sometimes 
eating nuts or apples and throwing things out among the crowd.”

to disintegrate into atomic chaos; the cross-continental collision 
of the pomp and fantasy of Egypt with the cold pragmatism of 
Octavius in Antony and Cleopatra; and the witches of Macbeth, 
who are, as history tells us, provided by Shakespeare with the 
machinery to fly.13 There’s no business like show business dur-
ing James’ reign.

I knew that Scott’s students knew about spectacle. Hell, I 
reminded them that they were about to contribute to the formal 
spectacle of their prom on Saturday night! The rented tuxes; the 
gowns worn but a single time; the expensive dinner out; the li-
mos; the corsages; the formal entrances and receiving line and 
grand march, perhaps, that they’d perform to their parents’ flash-
ing cameras. But I needed them to buy fully in to the importance 
of spectacle in their daily lives in order to understand why “the-
atrical spectacle” was important to Shakespeare and his audi-
ence in more ways than just in his plays.

III. “That Magic Moment” and the Second 
Coming of Arthur—Tapping into What Stu-
dents Know Now in Order to Know 1606

All but half of my fifty-five minutes with Scott’s students 
were gone now. To get them to a glimmer of an awareness of what 
an “historical moment” could be for them and for Shakespeare, I 
asked them to tell me what “hypertext” is and how it works. No 
problem. I’d hit the majority of them right where they live. They 
couldn’t wait to tell me what they knew better than I. 

And they knew. “Links,” they said confidently. “Those live 
links within the text of a document on a page on the net,” another 
kicked in. “You can read over and beyond it,” said yet another, “if 
the link doesn’t interest you.” But what if it does, I asked? “Just 

13  Kinney notes an interesting connection between Thomas Middle-
ton’s The Witch (1610) and Macbeth in terms of machinery that they most 
likely shared: “Andrew Gurr has suggested that the elaborate and expensive 
machinery built at the Blackfriars for the witches to fly in Middleton’s play 
had been so expensive that, to cut their loses, Shakespeare’s company used 
the machinery in subsequent productions of Macbeth. This would have pro-
vided considerable spectacle and, like the porter’s scene, relieved tension in 
the main plot in performance.” 283.
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click on it, open it, and it will send you to another location—
maybe to an entirely different site on the web, where you can 
read info that defines the link.” And what if you encounter other 
links within that document you’re reading, I asked? What’s the 
relation between the stuff in those links and the document you’re 
reading? “Everything and nothing,” a grinning young man in the 
back row offered. “All of those links within any given document 
let you read the document from front to back—or not,” he 
suggested. “If you follow all the links, you may never get back 
to that original document,” he said. “You can read sideways, in 
a circle, back-and-forth between the original document and the 
stuff in the links,” he added. No rules—just right. Serendipity. 
A series of panes opening, all of them connected loosely and by 
relative distance to the subject matter of the original document, 
by both intentional and random electronic impulses. A bricolage 
of opened panes representing an electronic super-highway 
through the communication of the electronic impulses of our 
brain to the electronic impulses on our laptop. Exactly, I told 
them.

I didn’t tell them this, but I’d discovered an early 19th 
century version of hypertext in Jane Austen’s Emma. Austen 
had engineered the narration of the book so brilliantly that 
she was able to tell most of the story through the limited and 
flawed perspective of Emma while peppering her narrative 
with what amounted to hypertextual “links” (little hints, clues, 
suggestions—there’s that word again) to what Emma, through 
her mistaken belief in her own intellectual superiority, was blind 
to. All of those links—Frank Churchill’s supposed irresponsible 
riding off to London for a haircut; the mysterious appearance of 
a piano for Jane; the embarrassing comments Frank shared with 
Emma about Jane’s diffidence; Emma’s misinterpretation of 
who Frank was actually confessing his affection for in their close 
conversations; what it might mean for Jane to be checking her 
mailbox when she ought to have been home nursing her cold—
all of these “links” and dozens more have been enlivened by the 
author to lead the attentive reader to Frank’s letter to Emma near 
the end of the narrative, and Knightly’s confession of the depths 

of his heretofore-hidden love for Emma. Austen’s “sub-text” of 
the novel, always available to the reader, as we find out near the 
end, with the click of a “link”. I felt fairly full of myself when, 
in an English novel course in 1999, I explained my “hypertext” 
analysis of the novel and distributed a two-page hand-out with a 
list of all of Austen’s “links” in Emma.

But this is where my mentor Arthur enters once again. 
Independently of any knowledge of the small discovery I’d 
used the metaphor of “hypertext” to make with Austen, Arthur 
published a book on Macbeth that represented a culmination 
of the work—he’d shared merely the seeds of that work with 
me and my students during his visit to Mankato in 1987— he’d 
been doing on the play and its cultural context. The name of 
the book that came out in 2001?—Lies like Truth: Shakespeare, 
Macbeth, and the Cultural Moment.14 He was still plying his 
historicist angle on the play, but with an important wrinkle. He’d 
engaged the metaphor of hypertext as a means for refining what 
constituted a “cultural moment.” What is our mind if not a vast 
“web” of associated and electronically hyperlinked connectors? 
Tiny dendrites and neurons and axionic sacs of common 
information that, like the internet, are invisible until we “click” 
on them,15 continue to expand exponentially as we speak, and can 
operate with a speed that exceeds what computers are capable of 
(certainly the one I’m currently working with!).

A thought—often unsummoned—appears on our mental web 
page. We think through that thought until a word or an association 
stimulates us to click on that link and fly instantaneously to a 
new page that will open with info that, until that instant, had 
been invisible but had always been there. We think it, and 
(unless our mental machine is old, abused, and been dropped 
to the floor a few times, like mine) it’s there. Then there’ll be 

14  I’ve cited this text by Kinney several times already. However, from 
this point, all subsequent references to it will occur simply as LLT plus page 
number.

15  Note Kinney’s fascinating technical discussion of the connection of 
the neural pathways of the brain to the complexities of hypertext in LLT.32-
37.
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a series of successively specific links, or links that cause us to 
move in a parallel direction, or links that enable us to exit that 
web page and enter other public spaces for information that 
goes way beyond our own local information, stuff that others 
have found, links we’ve stored information in that allow us to 
pick and choose, to read our world selectively.16 It’s all in our 
marvelous mental computers. Nothing is ever lost in them, in 
spite of injury or self-abuse or age that may have deactivated 
or made balky some of those links. Some have said that we’re 
now using only five percent of the potential power in our brains. 
Imagine the hypertextual possibilities. 

Remember that reprehensible public service commercial 
about the egg frying in the pan and the voice-over that intones 
“this is your mind on drugs”? Well, this is the hypertext of our 
minds responding to the resonances and textures and suggestions 
(there it is again!) of a significant cultural happening. Arthur sees 
the historical moment that Shakespeare’s Macbeth occupies as 
a long one. It encompasses James’ early days in Scotland under 
rigorous Presbyterian tutors, James’ mother Mary’s crazy and 
compromising private and political escapades (shades of Lady 
Macbeth17)—some of them most likely murderous—that end in 
her conviction and execution; Elizabeth’s death; James’ acces-
sion and month-long progress from Scotland toward London, 

16  This goes right to the point of Kinney’s work in historicism and 
cultural materials. The cultural moment is fluid, present, historical, and pro-
jecting into the future: “Whatever Macbeth meant in 1606, then, was richly 
complicated and not always easily, or perhaps ever wholly, recoverable; it 
would surely go beyond what any current production or even textbook was 
providing or any recent treatise such as that connecting the play to the Pow-
der Plot or to witchcraft. Such an understanding would need to recover the 
cultural moment which, as Howard Felperin has pointed out, is ‘laden with 
the traces of earlier and the latencies of subsequent moments,’ and it would 
have accommodated, as Clifford Geertz has warned, ‘a situation at once fluid, 
plural, uncentered, and ineradicably untidy.’” LLT.13-14.

17  Kinney uses excerpts from Buchanan’s Detection Mariae Reginae 
Scotorum to draw the parallel between James’ mother Queen Mary and Lady 
Macbeth in her active use of Bothwell to assassinate Darnley, father of the 
future James I, a pay-back for the murder of Riccio. As Buchanan notes, 
gunpowder  was used to blow up the house in which Darnley slept, an eerie 
precursor of the 1605 Powder Plot. 51-52.

during which he bought loyalties at great expense; the “Powder 
Plot”18 and Father Henry Garnet’s torture, trial, and public ex-
ecution; a devastating series of crop failures and a wicked infla-
tionary cycle;19 Spanish Armadas—not just the 1588 one, but the 
ones in 1592, 1595, 1596, and others threatened, all ultimately 
unsuccessful (LLT.63); a ridiculously spend-thrift royal court 
during a time when such extravagance could least be afforded;20 
the spectre of an unpopular king’s fiscal irresponsibility which 

18  Kinney represents an excerpt from the Calendar of State Papers, 
Venetian, 10:285, written by the Venetian ambassador in England to his own 
government, that considerably complicates a possible motive for the govern-
ment’s delay in acting on certain evidence that the plot was “on” (particularly, 
as Kinney notes, since Fawkes was discovered with only “a single small keg” 
of gunpowder: “The principal business before Parliament is the granting a 
subsidy, which the King greatly desires, but it is generally supposed that he 
will meet with serious difficulties, and that it will be refused: for many mem-
bers openly declare that as there is no war with Spain, no war in Holland, no 
army on the Scottish border—which they say cost the late Queen upwards 
of a million a year in gold—they cannot understand why the king, who has 
the revenues of Scotland, should want money. They add that the people are 
far more heavily burdened than under the late Queen, for the King stays so 
continually and so long in the country, where the peasants are obliged to 
furnish beasts and wagons for transporting the Court from place to place, and 
whenever he goes a-hunting the crops are mostly ruined. Further the Court is 
far larger than in the late Queen’s time, and the peasants are forced to supply 
provisions at low prices, which is an intolerable burden.” 122-23.

19  Kinney cites and quotes Roger B. Manning in Village Revolts: So-
cial Protest and Popular Disturbances in England, 1509-1640 on the dire 
economic situation: “…a number of crises in the years around 1606 ‘were 
characterized by a sequence of harvest failures, dearth, and food riots, as well 
as unemployment in the clothing trades; anti-enclosure riots occurred more 
frequently, and the government became more fearful of the problem of va-
grants and masterless men. An epidemic of apprentices’ riots, lasting nearly 
two decades, disturbed the peace of London, normally a well-governed city.” 
And, as Kinney states, by 1599 “the bottom fell out of the wheat market.” 
And, by 1606, “the farmer who raised an abundance of grain the year Mac-
beth was performed, then, could be in serious straits.” 130-31.

20  “Plague in London precluded immediate coronation, which was 
postponed, as things turned out, to March 15, 1604. In the meantime, on July 
17, the new King performed another surprising act: he issued a general sum-
mons offering knighthood to all persons who had 40 pounds a year in land, 
either to come and receive the honor or to compound with the King’s com-
missioners: like Shakespeare’s Duncan and Malcolm, he attempted to secure 
rule (and revenues) through awarding titles. Creative in raising money, he 
spent it lavishly.” LLT.78.
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included the creation of new titles and the buying of peerages 
(LLT.79) to build political alliances that would force the parlia-
ment to close and cultivate the seeds for a civil war that would 
cost his son his head. Depending upon how you do the math, that 
“cultural moment” could encompass numberless hypertextual 
links within the span of between 26 and 66 years. Voila!—the 
radical redefinition of how any of us look at a moment. Post-
modernists would be proud.

This is the way Arthur describes the exploding cultural mo-
ment surrounding Macbeth in 1606. And it rings true to us. 
Nothing could be more “material” than hypertext. Hit a link and 
a whole legion of informational particles appears on the screen 
related to that topic. Sometimes, it’s intellectual room service, 
and our students know that. The online reader-written and ed-
ited encyclopedia that is WIKIPEDIA, with its embedded layers 
of information that surround and dimensionalize (often without 
citations of reliable sources!) is too often exactly that.

As Arthur suggests, it’s ever so possible (no, inescapable) 
for an astute observer of his environment, a sponge of topicali-
ties drawn from his contemporary environment with an inten-
tion to fill those damned seats and harvest an overflowing cash 
box, a pursuer of his own material advantages, and a reader with 
diverse interests21 to be able to hold in his mind (just as you 
and I do) the stuff of  a  plummeting economy and housing and 
futures markets (corn and wheat in Shakespeare’s case), the par-
tisan clamorings over a bitterly-fought election after a devas-
tating few years of war and presidential incompetence (a new 
and controversial king and policies, in Shakespeare’s case), the 
widening gap between the haves and have-nots (with preferen-
tial treatment toward the former, true also in Shakespeare’s and 
James’ time), and the official repression and stigmatizing of a 
major world religion (Catholicism, in Shakespeare’s case, which 

21  Kinney and many, many others have documented Shakespeare’s 
deep interest in the law and his engagement of it, in many ways, in his plays. 
For a very solid academic discussion of this subject, see the “Shakespeare 
and the law” page of the Shakespeare Fellowship (www.shakespearefellow-
ship.org/virtualclassroom/Law.htm). 

Shakespeare and his family may still have harbored secret loyal-
ties toward) but also express them in obvious and not so obvious 
ways in his play.

IV. From Theory to Practice—What One Needs 
to Get This Show on the Road

And that, for my last fifteen minutes with Scott’s students, is 
where my quizzing them on the nature of their own “historical 
moment” became the center of our very brief interaction. I asked 
them to take five minutes to respond to this writing prompt:

I want you to tell me what you REMEMBER 
about the MOMENT of “9-11”. Your recollec-
tions, your impressions. Where were you? What did 
you see? How did you see it? What did you say and 
do? What kinds of impressions of that day have you 
brought along with you from that moment? What 
kinds of impressions of your world did you bring 
with you that day when you saw what you saw? What 
kinds of impressions after the event of “9-11” do you 
automatically connect with it?

Now, first of all, both Scott and I had been very skeptical 
about using this prompt on them. As near as my defective math 
skills could calculate, these kids would have been either eight or 
nine when the planes struck the World Trade Center. What could 
they have possibly seen or remembered at that age? Wouldn’t 
they have been sheltered from what I remember seeing? And 
how could an eight year-old’s emotional reaction to events that 
may have meant nothing at the time have approximated mine? 
Scott had said he’d feel them out on “9-11,” even show a filmed 
documentary on it to them, as an entrée to my visit. Maybe that 
was cheating—all I wanted was to hit that hyperlink in their 
individual heads labeled “9-11”, see if it was a “live link”, and, if 
it was, track some of the circuitry of it, the panes that it opened, 
and the relative sharpness and specificity of the details that 
opening the link brought up on their mental screens.

The result was really quite stunning. When it came time 
to share what they’d written—with no requirement that they 

http://www.shakespearefellowship.org/virtualclassroom/Law.htm
http://www.shakespearefellowship.org/virtualclassroom/Law.htm
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air it out to the class—their responses came quickly, sharply, 
respectfully, and thoughtfully. They remembered the monitors 
in their classrooms being on; looking at the clock and seeing 
9:30 when the second plane struck the second building; listening 
to their principal come on the intercom to offer a calming 
explanation and consolation; their feelings of desperation and 
helplessness; the silence. 

And one young woman, an immigrant from Asia whom 
Scott characterized as very bright but also reticent to speak, put 
her hand up toward me in response to my question, “anyone else 
want to share their experience?” She clearly and quietly told a 
story that absolutely riveted the attention of every person in that 
class. She’d been there. In mid-town Manhattan. She was nine 
on that morning, attending an international school not a half-
mile away from “ground zero”, when the buildings had begun 
to collapse. She remembers her and her fellow students being 
hustled out of the building, the deafening noise on the street, 
and, stealing a quick look behind her as her teachers hurried 
the children out and away from the disaster, the huge billows of 
blinding ash mushrooming from the ground and rushing up the 
street after them.

Powerful. As were some of the quick connections they made 
to their sense of what they associated with the event before it 
happened and things after it that they couldn’t think of without 
thinking of “9-11.” But, in the fever of the few moments we had 
left, I asked them to consider a few things as they continued their 
discussions about Macbeth and how it might be about them. 
First, I wanted them never to forget that what I’d asked them to 
remember was spectacle. High and carefully planned, intentional 
theatre. Street theatre. The theatre of terror, designed to elicit a 
set of specific emotional responses from a very specific cultural 
audience. Replete with props and setting of iconic dimensions. 
It worked. We’ll never forget it. The moment lives far beyond 
that act of theatre. And it extends backward before that theatre 
spectacle occurred—other acts of terror, the first World Trade 
Center bombings, the first Gulf War, Glassnost and the tearing-
down of the Berlin wall, the hostage-takings and humiliations 

in Tehran that plagued the Carter administration, and on and on. 
But I also asked them to consider some of the results of “9-

11” that bear such startling resemblance to the “moment” that 
envelops Shakespeare’s play. The event itself clearly has its 
counterpart (at least one of them) in 1605 in the “Powder Plot” 
and the small group of Catholic subversives (ring a bell?—a 
small group of Islamist fundamentalists trained by Bin Laden, 
in our case!) renting a building in Westminster right next door to 
the Houses of Parliament for the express purpose of burrowing 
through the basement to plant barrels of gunpowder and light the 
fuse that would blow up Commons and Lords and King James 
who’d be addressing them. There has been some considerable 
talk since “9-11,” that our government leaders may have been at 
fault for reading the intelligence data that an attack very much 
like what the U.S. suffered was on its way but then ignoring 
or misreading it. Something similar is true of the Powder Plot; 
one of the thirteen conspirators had written a letter that exposed 
the plot to the authorities, unbeknownst to the conspirators.22 
How long before the date of the scheduled explosion?—that’s 
unclear, and, in fact, it appears that both parliament and the 
king knew the bombing was coming but did not officially act on 
their information until the very night before, when they entered 
the cellars of the House of Lords and caught Guy Fawkes red-
handed. A very equivocal state of affairs, very much like so 
much of Shakespeare’s play. 

The spy network responsible for gathering evidence on 
the Powder Plot had become an international one by 1605; 
James, terrified at the prospect of his own assassination and an 
insurrection by the Catholics, extended that network.23

22  “But the plan went awry. Someone—it is suspected to have been 
Tresham—sent a coded warning to Lord Mounteagle, the sole Catholic mem-
ber on the Privy Council, to protect him from danger, and Mounteagle passed 
it on to Cecil, who unable to decode it, passed it on to the King. James deci-
phered it only a day before the explosion was to take place.” LLT.117.

23  “”Getting intelligence’ was a major preoccupation of Elizabethan 
government in its final fifteen years, and it became a basic principle of gov-
ernment too with James. In the book of advice to Prince Henry, the Basilicon 
Doron…James counsels his son to take care always to spy upon his own 
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Shakespeare and his company could expect that, for any 
given performance, spies could have infiltrated the audience.24 
After “9-11,” we’ve become only too aware of the invasions of 
our personal privacy by the government and the wire-tapping and 
listening measures that have been taken to collect “intel” from 
American citizens. Many of us can remember seeing images on 
the news of angry Americans shortly after “9-11” cruising the 
streets of our major cities and levying threats, or worse, against 
anyone who looked, sounded, or dressed like people from the 
Middle East. The mentality of “if they’re not with us, they’re 
against us” has continued to generate unofficial policies of 
ethnic profiling against Muslims who, still in the minds of many, 
are guilty by association. 

As difficult as it may be to believe, at the time of the writing 
of Macbeth, England was galvanized by a similar war on 
terror—this one against what was perceived to be a “Catholic 
Threat” intended, by means of Jesuit guerilla tactics, to result in 
the overthrow of the head of state and state religion. Since the 
release of the Abu Gharib photos, we have been struggling with 
the contradiction between our social values, our adherence to 
a policy of the treatment of prisoners according to the Geneva 
Convention, and our clandestine use of renditions and torture. It 
has become our dirty little national secret, still visible to us and 
others as long as the facilities at Guantanamo remain open and 
populated. 

court and to be ever watchful about what occurs there. The Cecil Papers pre-
served by the Historical Commission show that Cecil spent much of his time 
running James’s government by working with intelligence and intelligenc-
ers.” LLT.66.

24  There’s no final proof for this assertion. But Kinney assembles more 
than speculations on the subject: “…playgoers at the Globe would hear Mac-
beth instruct the hired assassins of Banquo and Fleance to waylay the two as 
if they were acquainted ‘with the perfect spy o’th’time”…The world of Mac-
beth mirrors a world of suspicion and danger in Jacobean England where men 
and women were well aware that surveillance was practiced at every level of 
their culture, and on the innocent, suspected, and guilty alike…In Pierce Pen-
nilesse (1592) Thomas Nashe likens a person in Paul’s to ‘an Intelligencer’ 
and finds agents provocateurs in Paul’s Churchyard; Shakespeare’s Hamlet 
had found such ‘sponges’ in Rosencrantz and Guildenstern…LLT.127.

James and his secret police operated in a bipolar fashion 
regarding torture as well. Although the official policy was that 
torture was forbidden,25 Elizabeth’s and James’ secret police 
used it liberally to sniff out the activities of foreign and domestic 
Catholics. James, during the 1590-91 witch trials at Berwick, 
authorized torture liberally, and, whether the victims admitted to 
any wrong-doing or not in the process of it (who wouldn’t, just 
to make it stop?), James had them executed anyway (LLT.247). 
The same was true of the confessions that were forced from the 
perpetrators of the Powder Plot—documented, repeated, horrible 
acts of torture, followed by signed confessions26 and then the 
public executions by drawing and quartering and burning before 
huge throngs of onlookers—the most brutal expressions of 
exemplary theatrical spectacle. 

 James saved the best for last—the torture of Father Henry 
Garnet who certainly knew about, but disapproved of, the 
Powder Plot, and who used what he called “the doctrine of 
equivocation” to invoke his religious beliefs to disavow, with no 
sin attached to the lie, what he knew to be true.27 Arthur provides 

25  “But torture was prohibited in England, and in the case of witchcraft 
(not demonology) the courts were often lenient…King James, like Macbeth, 
often though of witchcraft. On January 26, 1605, the Earl of Mar wrote Rob-
ert Cecil from the King’s hunting lodge at Royston, ‘We are here continually 
busied either at hunting or examining of witches, and although I like the first 
better than the last, yet I must confess both uncertain sports.’” LLT. 254.

26  “Dissimulating himself, Sir William Waad, Lieutenant of the Tower 
of London, trapped Father Garnet into confession after (it was reported) he 
had been racked at least twenty-five times; through sheer torture, Waad also 
learned from Guy Fawkes. Once they were arrested, most of the conspirators 
were subjected to torture every bit as barbaric and savage as any cruelty Mac-
beth displays: they were placed in ‘The Little Ease,’ a slit in a stone wall four 
feet by two feet by eighteen inches in which they could neither stand nor sit; 
this was followed by the rack, where their bodies were stretched with increas-
ing power by pulleys and levers until their joints might be torn from their 
sockets; and by the ‘Scavenger’s Daughter,’ rightly ‘Skeffington’s Daughter,’ 
where an iron hoop compressed its victim who was doubled up in a kneeling 
position.” LLT.120.

27  “Garnet discusses not only mental reservation but other strategies 
as well: using words true in one sense and false in another, obliqueness, am-
biguity, amphibology. Equivocation for Garnet was to be used only for the 
health of the soul or body, piety, charity, just profit, or necessity, and not to 
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some interesting evidence to support James’ understanding of the 
direction that the debriefing of Garnet was going and approved 
the painful methods used during it.28 

Shakespeare has insinuated the Garnet affair into the drunken 
ramblings of his Porter in 2.3. It’s enough to say that the near 
economic depression that the U.S. remains in the throes of, 
partly as a result of huge unbudgeted war costs and uncontrolled 
spending (resulting in spiraling unemployment), can find its 
parallel within those ten years of devastating hard economic 
times in England from 1598 through 1608.

V. Oops! It’s the play, stupid—Let’s take the 
text for a little ride

What was the point to that set of exchanges between me and 
Scott’s students, to anticipate a question from Scott’s students 
that I wouldn’t be present to receive? If I’d been able to return to 
those classes Monday morning, besides asking them how their 
prom had gone and what they did (I’m guessing they’d have 
fed me, to invoke the title of Arthur’s book, “Lies like Truth”), 
I’d have continued the conversation with them. My assignment 
over the weekend would have been to ask pods of those students 
to collect research on one of the areas of historical concern 
swirling around 1606, write up what they’d found, and be ready 
to take me to places in the play where they had discovered a 
whiff of a connection to the material they’d collected. Then 
we’d have spent some quality time with the play, its language, 
specific scenes that permitted an interaction with the research 
we’d done. Then we’d draw whatever conclusions we could 
about what we’d seen of Shakespeare’s times (the word “time” 
is everywhere in the play) and ours—what we’d seen in the play 
that could be us. 

And I did just that when I returned to Mankato’s campus and 

be employed lightly lest it dishonor God. Perez Zagorin notes that ‘Garnet 
further maintained that to protect themselves, Catholics would be justified in 
equivocating in an oath whether it was enforced or taken voluntarily….” 237.

28  “According to Giustinian (writing the court at Venice...,’His maj-
esty was present incognito,’ a spy, as it were, in his own house…” 238.

took up the teaching of the play with my juniors and seniors. I 
put one presenting group (six students) in charge of apportioning 
tasks of historicizing the play—James; the Powder Plot; the 
Scottish witch trials through the 1590s; the economic issues; the 
religious “terrorism” issue; and the co-related issues of spying 
and torture. These would be writing tasks to be performed by 
each member of each group, to be brought to class, engaged in 
the presenting group’s discussion of specific scenes in the play 
(the witches’ scenes; the 2.3 “Porter” scene; the 4.2 “massacre” 
scene at Macduff’s castle; the welter of contradictions inherent 
in 4.3 involving Macduff, Malcolm, and the problematic Ross; 
and the 5.5 soliloquy of Macbeth). We’d have a two-hour class 
period, with the direction provided by the presenting group, to 
thrash these issues out and reach some tentative conclusions. 
We’d have to take the “historicist oath,” I told them: no final 
answers could ever be known about an historical moment that 
we were not a part of. And the same thing might well be true 
about the world we live in right now.

It was that group’s job to facilitate discussion from the 
other groups and then to give their own “take” on the scenes in 
question. What transpired?—as full and as energetic a two-hour 
discussion on Macbeth as I’d seen in any of my Shakespeare 
classes in years. Why? Maybe, for openers, because, after asking 
them to write on the “9-11” prompt in class before my visit to 
Scott’s class and my meeting with the Macbeth presenting group 
for a half hour to discuss areas of concern in their presentation, 
I’d stayed out of it. Theirs was the best kind of teaching—
they’d come prepared with their own research into the historical 
context of the play and with their questions. And I was a student 
who sometimes responded to their questions or interpretations 
of scenes in the play, or remained respectfully silent. 

And their discussion ended with so much more of a complex 
cultural sandwich wrapped around the play, along with their 
concession that the play left all questions open and murky—
“fair is foul, foul is fair.” Shakespeare seemed to have designed 
all of those obviously open and jagged spaces for us to fill, 
with the information we brought, what we already knew, and 
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the ideologies and superstitions and fears that drove us. Perhaps 
Shakespeare intended as much of the audience that attended an 
April 1606 performance.

And what had we gleaned about some of the scenes we’d 
been able to focus on? The students had a great deal of fun 
with Shakespeare’s witches. The machinery that enabled them 
to take to the air and the “hell” of the trap door on the stage 
from which they may have emerged to deliver their lines not 
withstanding, they are both scary and harmless, humdrum and 
momentous. There’s every possibility to see what James saw at 
the trials in Berwick, or not. They are filled with questions, the 
answers to which are hidden from us and maybe from them. 1.3 
is a wonderful example of their power and powerlessness, their 
engaging of fate and their grasping nothing but the smallest of 
human emotions, spite. For being denied a chesnut, one witch 
promised to be that crone’s pilot-husband’s biggest nightmare:

I’ll drain him dry as hay:
Sleep shall neither night nor day
Hang upon his penthouse lid;
He shall live a man forbid:
Weary sev ’nnights’ nine times nine
Shall he dwindle, peak and pine….  (M1.3.18-23)

For all any of my students could tell, this was all spiteful 
venting—another way of wishing harm for very little damage 
done on another. We’ve all been guilty of it. And, to problematize 
the status of “the Weird Sisters” that Macbeth’s superheated and 
impressionable imagination has raised them to (they say what 
has lain unspoken in the recesses of his mind and what he wants 
to hear), the witchly companions of the one who asserts “I’ll do, 
I’ll do, and I’ll do” diminish it with a farting contest:

Second Witch: I’ll give thee a wind.
First Witch: Thou’rt kind.
Third Witch: And I another.

It may take the imagination of a Macbeth to invest as much 
reality in such “spirits” as James has in his Demonologie.

With all the terrifying goings-on in the lead-up to the murder 
of Duncan in 2.1 and 2.2 recalling so much of the murder of 

Rizzio by Darnley and his men with James’ mother Mary present 
as well as the explosion that later killed Darnley and called into 
question Mary’s involvement, 2.3 is a wonderful, if momentary, 
respite. That loud knocking that marks time at the end of 2.2 has 
awakened our Porter from a drunken slumber. He’s only just 
gotten to sleep. And he’s very slow to respond. No hospitality 
here. And a complete abrogation of his “security guard” job. 
Asleep at the switch. The deliverer of those emphatic knocks 
would have to wait until the Porter had drained his bladder. And, 
to entertain himself while his swollen prostate slowly allows his 
urine to pass, he imagines himself as what he most assuredly 
will be in just a moment: the gate-keeper of hell, evaluating the 
crimes of the “knocker” and consigning him to a level of hell 
befitting his crimes. He out-witches those farting witches in 
1.3 by similarly invoking consumerist and materialist imagery 
similar to theirs. First, it’s a “… farmer, that hanged/Himself 
on th’ expectation of plenty: come in time!/Have napkins enow 
about you, here you’ll sweat for’t” (M2.3.4-6). Next, he notes 
“…an equivocator, that could/swear in both the scales against 
either scale/who committed treason enough for God’s sake, yet 
could not equivocate to heaven” (M2.3.8-11). And, finally, before 
he is forced to conceal his privates and open the castle door, it’s 
“…English tailor come hither for stealing/out of a French hose. 
Come in, tailor, here you may roast your goose” (M2.3.13-15). 

An audience member would have had to have been 
unconscious or oblivious to his surroundings not to have picked 
up resonances of his own circumstances here. Or not! That is, 
the first and third allusions summon associations with the several 
recent crop failures, the rising price of corn, the advantage-
takings of transactors of business during these hard times that 
resulted in cheatings and dupings and housing shortages. There 
may be an intentional slant at the outrageously costly coronation 
of James, which the Kings Men were required to take a part, 
and were provided pieces of “new red livery” to wear during the 
festivities (LLT.80). But the “equivocator” allusion, to Father 
Garnet himself, associated as he had become with the application 
of the Catholic Church’s politic doctrine of equivocation, would 
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have been impossible to miss. Or not! It’s an indirect slant. And, 
to get it, one, including James, would need to be paying strict 
attention.

And, if ever there were a parody of the paralysis of Macbeth 
between imagination and the realizing of it, the still inebriated 
Porter carries it to Macduff:

Lechery, sir, it provokes, and unprovokes: it provokes 
the desire, but it takes away the performance. There-
fore much drink may be said to be an equivocator 
with lechery: it makes him, and it mars him; it sets 
him on, and it takes him off; it persuades him, and 
dis-heartens him; makes him stand to, and not stand 
to; in conclusion, equivocates him in a sleep, and, 
giving him the lie, leaves him. (M2.3.28-36)

Lies like truth again. Hard to tell the difference. Nearly 
Hamletian before the fact of Macbeth’s act, which is about to 
be revealed. The killing of a sitting (recumbent, actually) king 
in Duncan. In James’ mind (and he’d written about this in The 
Divine Right of Kings and elsewhere), there was no more heinous 
crime than that.29 A crime against God’s divine order. James had 
nearly been the victim of such a crime in 1605. And on other 
occasions. And, yet, this scene makes great dark fun at the very 
moment when such an act is underway—humor of the crudest 
form. The juxtaposition could, literally, be a show-stopper for a 
sitting king situated in the most prominent seat in the audience 
(such a suggestion sent Claudius to the exits and suspended 
the show-within-the show in Hamlet). If he was paying full 
attention. And, if he was, would he have noted that regicide 
occurs again—against Macbeth himself? And that, by the end 
of the play, with the very morally ambiguous Malcolm claiming 
the Scottish throne, there’s every reason to ask if anything has 

29  “This doubtless contributed to James’s lifelong fear of his own as-
sassination; and it may also have contributed to Macbeth, which, notes May-
nard Mack, Jr., ‘confronts the full tragedy of king killing; religious political, 
and personal dimensions combine to piece out the full meaning of regicide; 
emphasis falls evenly on the action, the actor, and the figure acted upon.’” 
LLT.110.

changed in this near-Hobbesian environment.
And, of course, that admits into the conversation 4.3—the 

scene in which Malcolm and Macduff discuss still another 
form of magic in the healing powers of Malcolm’s English host 
Edward the Confessor (another ineffectual leader who loses 
his life and kingship because of his weakness), but in between 
two confrontations that baffled my students. The first involves 
Macduff, who has left his family vulnerable by fleeing Scotland 
in hopes of coaxing Malcolm into the fight for his father’s 
throne. But Malcolm isn’t having any of it. He trusts no one, 
and calls Macduff’s sincerity into question by questioning the 
loyalty of anyone who would leave his family totally exposed 
to Macbeth’s violence. Malcolm’s rejection leaves Macduff in 
despair.

But things grow incalculably worse from this point. Malcolm 
indicates that he would make the worst of kings, and makes an 
irrefutable case for his irremediable evil, “in whom I know/All 
the particulars of vice so grafted/That, when they shall be open’d, 
black Macbeth/Will seem as pure as snow…” (M.4.3.51-53). 
When Macduff is not willing to take no for an answer, Malcolm 
regales him with escalating levels of personal depravity:

…but there’s no bottom, none,
In my voluptuousness: your wives, your daughters,
Your matrons, and your maids, could not fill up
The cestern of my lust, and my desire
All continent impediments would o’erbear
That did oppose my will…  (M.4.3.60-65)

*        *        *        *        *
With this, there grows
In my most ill-composed affection such
A stanchless avarice that, were I king,
I should cut off the nobles for their lands…
And my more-having would be as a sauce
To make me hunger more…  (M.4.3.76-80)

*        *        *        *        *
But I have none: the king-becoming graces…
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I have no relish of them, but about
In the division of each several crime,
Acting it many ways.  Nay, had I power, I should
Pour the sweet milk of concord into hell.
Uproar the universal peace, confound
All unity on earth.   (M.4.3.91-99)

Throughout Malcolm’s Satanic confession, Macduff bravely 
tries to make allowances. But Malcolm’s final claims hearken 
back to and trump Lady Macbeth’s boasts in 1.5 to her husband.

But wait! This has only been a test, a calculated performance, 
Malcolm proclaims. And what a piece of show business it has 
been. If acting calls upon a player to fully become someone he 
is not, Malcolm has missed his calling, “Unspeak[ing] mine own 
detraction; here abjure[ing]/The taints and blames I laid upon 
myself,/For strangers to my nature” (M.4.3.123-24). Stranger 
than fiction. Malcolm protests that he’s still a virgin, that he 
hasn’t told a lie before this very moment. And what a quick and 
perfect study of a liar he has been! Truth like lies.

But there’s more still. As Macduff struggles to regain his 
equilibrium, a figure appears in the distance. It takes some time 
for Malcolm and Macduff to identify him. And nothing could be 
more appropriate. It’s Ross, the most versatile “player” in the 
cast. He’s served every king, taken the measure of every person 
in the play, proved himself the ultimate relativist in serving 
Macbeth for his own purposes, most likely betraying his cousin 
and Macduff’s wife to the group of Macbeth’s murderers who 
will slaughter all and plunder the castle, and, now that Macbeth’s 
supporters are in full retreat from him, has crossed England’s 
borders to make his best deal. 

A piece of text couldn’t be more confounding than his next 
exchange. After listening to Ross’ inflated speech about the state 
of the Scottish state under Macbeth, Macduff asks for news 
about the family he has left at risk:

Macduff: How does my wife?
Ross: Why, well. 
Macduff: And all my children?
Ross: Well too.

Macduff: The tyrant has not batter’d at their peace?
Ross: No, they were well at peace when I did leave 
‘em. (M.4.3.176-79)

Unless we and King James have napped through 4.2, we 
recognize what Ross says as a bare-faced lie. And, after a fashion, 
he drops any pretense of ornate rhetoric and delivers Macduff the 
truth: “Your castle is surpris’d; your wife, and babes,/Savagely 
slaughter’d.” Trick or treat. This is too much. Or is it? Because, 
as Macduff gasps for a breath to awake from the nightmare 
that Ross has delivered to him, Malcolm has morphed from an 
innocent unschooled in the slightest evil to full-blown action 
figure. He seems to have found his man in Ross. No time for 
tears, he scolds. Buck up: “Dispute it like a man.” Forget about 
truth. It’s hard to imagine the witches out-fairing-and-fouling 
Malcolm and Ross here.

VI. Closing All Windows
So, then…there you have it. Obviously, what I’ve shared, 

in way too much detail, is just the beginning of what’s involved 
in Macbeth. The idea of “the moment”, as I’ve learned from 
Arthur, and as I’ve discovered independently, is that Shakespeare 
is communicating to his audience in a kind of hypertext. The 
“moment” of the mind extends much further than the dimensions 
of our experience of a significant event, no matter how 
cataclysmic or seemingly independent from all other moments 
that surround it. There is, simply, no such thing as an independent 
moment in our minds. Each of these moments is contingent, 
radically, on numberless other moments and events that swirl 
around us. That cataclysmic moment—like “9-11” or an April 
1606 performance of Macbeth—sets up a series of hyptertextual 
windows opening, backward and forward: those moments 
actually contiguous with the event of “9-ll” or the performance 
of Macbeth by the Kings’ Men, the number of hours it took for 
either event to run its course from physical beginning to end, but 
also those other discursive moments that influenced either event 
to come into being, to continue the life of its connections so far 
beyond its own physical life, and operate reflexively in shaping 
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“the moment” of which it is only a relative part. Both undeniably 
powerful spectacles. Each capable of living again and again. We 
are in those moments. They continue to live within us. And, if 
we’re careful and don’t make any unsupportable claims about 
the unequivocal truth (remember the title of Arthur’s book about 
Macbeth) that “moments” like our “9-11” can tell us, they can 
afford us a parallel aperture for accessing a bit of the “moment” 
that shaped and was shaped by Shakespeare’s Macbeth and 
enable us to see ourselves in that play. 

Indeed, my “Macbeth” moment extends back to include that 
visit of Arthur to my class so long ago—I can’t enter a teaching 
engagement with the play without carrying Arthur and his 
historicist perspective with me. A teaching moment that is cheap 
at twice the price.

Bibliography
Bellinger, Martha Fletcher. A Short History of the Theatre. New 

York: Henry Holt and Co., 1927. 207-13. Rpt. In www.the-
atrehistory.com/british/bellingeroo1/html.

Evans, G. Blakemore, et al., eds. Macbeth. In The Riverside 
Shakespeare. Boston: Houghton-Mifflin: Boston, 1974.

Hall, Scott, and William D. Dyer. “Stepping off a Short Cliff: 
Going Back to Ninth Grade with Romeo and Juliet. Minne-
sota English Journal 48 (2006): 66-93.

Kinney, Arthur K. Lies Like Truth: Shakespeare, Macbeth, and 
the Cultural Moment. Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 
2001.

“Shakespeare and the Law…”  The Shakespeare Fellowship.
(www.shakespearefellowship.org/virtualclassroom/Law.
htm).

Thomson, Peter. Shakespeare’s Theatre. London: Routledge and 
Kegan Paul, 1985.

 
 

Appendix 1

SIGNIFICANT “MOMENTS” THAT COULD 
SERVE AS ENTRY POINTS FOR US AND FOR 

OUR STUDENTS INTO THE TEXT OF MACBETH

What follows is a list of some “MOMENTS” that could be 
explored with your students, with or without some preparation on 
their (and your) part, as you see prudent and appropriate. Please 
consider them as possibilities. You probably can find moments 
that are better and more immediately accessible than some of 
these. The point, though, is that Macbeth is filled with subject 
matter related to these events and issues like the following:

1. Martin L. King’s “I’ve got a dream” speech—August 28, 
1963, Lincoln Memorial, the Freedom March to Wash-
ington—January 25, 1974, Conservative Political Action 
Conference, Washington D.C.

2. Reagan’s “Morning in America—“Prouder, Stronger, 
Better” Republican ad campaign for presidency in 1984

3. Reagan’s “We are like a shining city on a hill” farewell 
speech (an echo of John Winthrop’s ARRIVAL speech in 
the Massachusetts Bay Colony aboard ship in 1630)—
January 11, 1989

4. My Lai Massacre news story—Seymour Hersh’s story 
on March 16, 1968 (over 500 civilian elderly, women, 
and children killed)

5. The Drowning of New Orleans and Post-Katrina Chaos 
Orleans (“Heck of a job, Brownie”)—August 31, 2006

6. Bush’s “Mission Accomplished” moment aboard the 
USS Abraham Lincoln, in a flight suit, with a banner be-

http://www.theatrehistory.com/british/bellingeroo1/html
http://www.theatrehistory.com/british/bellingeroo1/html
http://www.shakespearefellowship.org/virtualclassroom/Law.htm
http://www.shakespearefellowship.org/virtualclassroom/Law.htm
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hind him made and hung by the White House—May 1, 
2003 (41 days into the invasion, with 98% of the casual-
ties of the war yet to occur)

7. Neil Armstrong’s “That’s one small step for man, one 
giant leap for mankind” moment during the Apollo 11 
mission on the moon—July 21, 1969

8. Hilary Clinton’s “It’s 3am and your children are safe 
and asleep. But there’s a phone in the White House and 
it’s ringing—there’s something happening in the world. 
Your vote will decide who answers that call” ad—Febru-
ary 29, 2008, when the phone rings in the White House 
at 3am, who do you want to answer it?” ad

9. Obama’s “Yes, we can” (si, se puede) mantra and ad 
campaign—February 2, 2008

10. Irondale High School’s PROM moment and its signifi-
cance—Saturday, April 18, 2009

11. U.S. Air pilot “Sully” Sullenberger lands a plane full of 
155 people safely on the Hudson River—January 16, 
2009

12. The Reverend Jeremiah Wright fiasco and U-Tube rant, 
incorporated into Republican attack ad—October 27, 
2009

13. The Columbine massacre moment, and its 10-year an-
niversary—April 20, 1999 and 2009

14. NSA Warrantless Wiretapping Law (and the re-visiting 
of that law recently with Representative Harman—Au-
gust 2007

15. Bush Administration Policy on Interrogation Methods 
and Torture (a series of memos released)—June 22, 2004



	 87Navigating the New Semiotic Landscape

John entered my alternative language arts class as a fif-
teen-year-old sophomore refugee from an arts high school 
where adults had expected him to jog during gym time and 
do homework at night. He just wanted to play his guitar. It 
wasn’t until his mother showed me a photo of a younger 
John that I learned that black was not his natural hair color.  

This kid was gifted, but came into my class with a mild 
Aspergers diagnosis which manifested itself in a fiercely stubborn 
streak. He really wouldn’t waste any energy on something he 
didn’t want to do. He wanted to play his guitar. He wanted to 
compose on his laptop. He wanted to design. He wanted to find 
an adult in his life he could respect because, as I learned, most 
of them were working on disillusioning him.

I didn’t have much of a chance with John. I know little to 
nothing about metal or guitar. I’m merely proficient on a laptop.  
I never took an art class. And I make plenty of human mistakes.  
Still, we nursed a productive relationship along for a year in 
which I found texts John was willing to read and projects he 

Navigating the New Semiotic 
Landscape: Why This 
Midcareer Teacher Uses Visual 
Art to Connect with Young 
Thinkers
Jennifer Budenski

was willing to think and talk about, not always to finish.  (To 
be fair, I should point out that John was willing to write—
though on topics he wanted to write about in his signature style.)  
Given his tightly circumscribed motivational landscape, I worked 
hard to construct a worthwhile learning environment for us both  
every day. In fact, regarding all forty of my alternative high 
school students in their three classes, I had to consider what I 
could possibly invent for tomorrow’s lesson that would spark 
some interest. And in John’s case, as genuinely intelligent as he 
was, did he really need to learn what I had to teach?

This frantic feeling of being at my wit’s end on a daily 
basis—not just with John but with most of my alternative 
students—led me to apply for a sabbatical. These were bright,  
funny, sometimes messed-up kids who found little relevant 
about school as it had been done to them. I realized that if I 
continue to teach in any setting, I have to find some resolution 
for this quantum disconnect between who these students are and 
what school is.

I applied for my sabbatical to explore why it seems so 
incredibly difficult to find the one button I can push to turn each 
kid on to learning in a lasting way. Why after that year of sweat 
and emotional sacrifice, of alternative readings and music tech 
projects, of phone calls home and specific praise, of hallway 
conversations and extended journal comments, of listening with 
compassion to the drama of his band and his family, did John 
still choose to drop out of school?

The Disconnect in Theory
When I started teaching, I may have bumped into my 

students at concerts, or watched the same TV shows. Now, 
frankly, we inhabit different planes of reality. They Twitter; 
I handwrite Post-It notes and stick them on my husband’s  
steering wheel. They have YouTube dates; I record Lost on my 
trusty VCR. They stream TMZ 24/7; I fall asleep watching the 
nine o’clock news. John taught me the basics of Garage Band, 
much of which I have already forgotten. Their techno-stuff just 
doesn’t fall within my current domain of functional literacy.
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Today’s school-aged generation lives in “a kaleidoscope 
world of representation, where sound image and print 
are constantly refracted by each other” (Millard 3). They 
acquire literacy from the screen rather than the page (Bearne, 
“Interview” 290); they learn to think by “seeing” information 
rather than reading it (Heath 122; Freedman). They understand 
their American identities as those of consumers more often 
than those of citizens (Kress, “English” 22). These kids have 
been characterized as postmodern producers and self-referential 
composers, and famously as “digital natives” (Prensky 1).  

Obviously, not all students grow up with the privileges of 
technology and media access, but this is the kind of environment 
that even our less advantaged students enter when they leave 
home, attend school with their peers, participate in the culture, 
and join the workforce. Yet, here they sit in 21st century language 
arts classrooms with teachers like me who typically privilege 
word text over visual, aural, kinesthetic or any other kind of 
text, in a formalist or new critical pedagogy that situates them 
intellectually in the early 20th century (Marshall 382). Their 
learning disposition and mine do not match anymore.  In school, 
I was taught to conform to convention; their functional literacy 
is about innovation (Kress, “English”).

The Disconnect in Practice
How 21st Century Kids Think

Nicholas Carr asked from the 
cover of this summer’s Atlantic 
Monthly, “Is Google Making 
Us Stoopid?”  Absent the value 
judgment inherent in Carr’s 
headline, consider how constant 
exposure to visual media 
and access to a panorama of 
communication tools is changing 
the way kids think. If we evaluate 
their thinking with outdated 
criteria, they may seem distracted 

 
Questions for Evaluating  
21st Century Thinking

• Whether linear or nonlinear, is 
there a logic for the student’s 
sequencing of ideas?

• Are ideas grounded in or  
linked to their larger context?

• Is there evidence of recursive 
thinking?

• Is there evidence of metacogni-
tion?

• Has the student connected  
with a community of thinkers?

• Is there continuity of role, pur-
pose, and product?

and disengaged, their thinking fleeting and superficial. Instead 
of viewing the new millennial generation’s thinking as deficient 
according to 20th century criteria, we ought to be exploring kids’ 
new and changing cognitive tools.

 Theorists across the disciplines of psychology, pedagogy, 
and linguistics seem to agree that the linear design of our 
curriculum and practice, our scope and sequence paradigm, may 
create an uncomfortable discontinuity for our students who are 
more random and flexible in their thinking patterns. Our students 
“grew up on the ‘twitch speed’ of video games and MTV. They 
are used to the instantaneity of hypertext, downloaded music, 
phones in their pockets, a library on their laptops, beamed 
messages and instant messaging. They’ve been networked 
most or all of their lives. They have little patience for lectures, 
step-by-step logic, and ‘tell-test instruction’.” Borrowing some 
jargon from the software industry, traditional pedagogy and 
curriculum offers “legacy” learning and technology “future” 
learning (Prensky 4).

Consider video games as a pedagogical model of how to 
effectively interface with 
young thinkers.  Kids aren’t 
just playing the game; they’re 
taking on roles, trying on 
new identities situated in 
new contexts. They are 
collaborating and using new 
tools necessary to solve 
problems within relevant 
contexts and assuming 
thinking patterns inherent in 
those roles. When kids try on 
these roles, they (like we did 
when we chose our majors in  
college)  “adopt certain ways 
with words, actions, and 
interactions, as well as 
certain values, attitudes, and 

Curriculum Design Guidelines 
Inspired by Video Game Design

•	 Is the learner immersed in the 
curricular world as a first person 
participant? Does she have an op-
portunity for a “God’s eye” view?

•	 Is the curricular sequence 
compelling?  Is it linear, 
multilinear, randomly accessible?  
Can it be manipulated?  Do 
the learner’s choices affect 
outcomes or have observable 
consequences for self and others?

•	 Is the goal of the curriculum clear 
and compelling? Are challenges 
exciting?  Do they demarcate sta-
tus and achievement?

•	 Does the curriculum offer 
imaginative spaces?  exposition? 
peers who contribute information 
and collaborate with the learner?
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beliefs” (Gee 8). It’s not just a game; it’s a way of being.
As I learned to do as a teaching major in the last century, 

I ask my students to narrow their focus, follow a process, and 
analyze information before rushing to the evaluation phase of 
thinking. John was more comfortable working independently 
in a conference room with his earbuds in and iPod on, surfing 
the Internet during breaks from his writing notebook, taking in 
details and seeing where they might lead him. Kids today prize 
speed and flexibility, are motivated by identity-driven tasks and 
the adoption of roles within these tasks. They are capable of  
simultaneously perceiving and processing multiple sensory 
stimuli. They eschew linear thinking, preferring to forge their 
own pathways, creating their own links as it were. On a bad day 
in the classroom, these preferences could look like apathy or 
insubordination, like John.

How 21st Century Kids Read
 Those of us educated in the 20th century learned to read 

by first understanding the technology and materiality of books—
the same skills practiced in Head Start classrooms across the 
country.  A book has a cover with a title, and to read we begin 
at the front of the book and turn pages. Pages have tops and 
bottoms. When we read, we move our eyes from left to right and 
top to bottom. These lessons are so deeply ingrained in me that I 
can’t tolerate reading the newspaper online. I don’t want to click 
around to find the next story, a “related” story, or the “most read” 
story of the day; everyone knows the next story is supposed to 
appear next on the page.

I watched my six year-old son teach himself to read 
so that he could navigate the games on pbskids.org.  
The functional literacy of his generation takes place on a 
screen (Bearne & Kress 89). Instead of following a storyline 
or a linear progression of facts, today’s kids create their own 
nonlinear reading pathways by clicking links. Linguists Kress 
and van Leuwenn contend in their groundbreaking Reading 
Images that “written text is meant to be read linearly, in fact, 
skipping ahead to see how it turns out seems like ‘cheating’ 

whereas nonlinear text, like images or multimodal text can be 
read selectively, partially or simultaneously, or according to  
image salience” (218). Readers in this context could also be 
called designers or even spectators (Kress, “Interpretation” 137; 
Callow 8). If we expect them to construct a linear understanding 
of a text, we should be aware that we could be asking them to 
struggle, wrestling information into an unfamiliar alignment.

My use of themes and essential questions to organize a list 
of fifty American literature titles didn’t offer enough choice 
for John. He wanted to read about religion, but all of my texts 
were too word-heavy, too linear. “I don’t read,” he reminded 
me, meaning he would never pick up a novel and finish it. So I  
unearthed a volume of 200 years of American religious verse.  
He spent 10 days flipping across centuries and cultures finding 
remarkable paired texts and stunning juxtapositions among Henry 
David Thoreau, Carl Sandburg, Louise Bogan, and Rita Dove.  

As my generation was trained to proceed through a text in a 
linear fashion, today’s kids may attend to several text features at 
once (Walsh 30). The way they read is influenced by the text’s 
medium and the nature of the text is determined by how they read 

 

Generalizations about 
Traditional Reading 

 

1. engages few senses  
2. personal engagement with 

text’s voice  
3. relies on imagination and 

internal visualization  
4. linear pathway for reader 

to follow 
5. parts to whole, sequential 

perception  
6. sequential coherence 

  

Generalizations about 
Multimodal Reading 

 

engagement with 
design/ visual 
salience 

 

  literal displays of visual, aural  

  information 

 

nonlinear pathway for 
reader to navigate 

 

multisensory 

Figure 1: Comparison of Generalizations about Traditional vs Multimodal Reading
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(Marshall 382). It’s like Louise Rosenblatt’s simple definition of 
literature as any text that is read in a literary way. If our students 
come to our classrooms fully competent in reading hypertext, 
and that is their primary mode, we shouldn’t be surprised if their 
reading of To Kill a Mockingbird seems scattered.  The future 
may bring the disconcerting possibility that there will be no one 
way of “schooled” reading anymore.  Reading already changes 
across modes and contexts: “‘Reading’ now has to be seen as a 
process in which full attention is paid to all the modes which are 
in play, to their functional load, to their respective arrangements, 
and to their disposition on the page” (Bearne and Kress 91). 

How 21st Century Kids Compose
What many of my students call “sampling,” most teachers 

would call plagiarism. But is sampling a less creative act? In 
reading about adolescents and aesthetics I came across the 
French arts practice of bricolage: “like bricolage, identity 
construction involves improvising, experimenting, and blending 
genres, patching together contrasting or even contradictory 
elements, creating and modifying meanings to suit the context 
and in response to the requirements, affordances, and meanings 
of the situation” (Beach and Swiss 44). Authoring new media 
texts with this kind of process offers a greater motivation to 
today’s students because such composition is perceived as 
flexible and complex, occurring in stages that lend themselves 
to strategies—mode switching, hyperlinking, using tools within 
an application, revising aesthetically and recursively during 
drafting and composing (O’Brien).  “Sampling” sounds more 
like intentional composition when I think of it this way. It isn’t 
cheating. It’s remixing; it’s participating in a larger cultural 
dialogue by arranging others’ voices in a meaningful way.

Given the tools we have at our classroom finger tips for 
composition—Garage Band, iMovie, Comic Life and older 
technologies like paint and canvas—it seems unreasonable that 
we limit our students’ thinking to the possibilities of Microsoft 
Word. Different modes of composition afford different ways 
of thinking and knowing. “Schooled” literacy prioritizes 

conventional writing as successful composition, but our 
students participate in a culture where anybody can be an author 
competing for an audience in an instant. Realistically, Facebook 
and its cousins are now a routine part of daily life. We should 
be helping young people learn composition strategies beyond 
shock and awe to garner attention and friends. Although we 
language arts teachers have tended to treat visual communication 
as somehow more primitive than written communication, visual 
text makes up the primary “real life” discourse of our students 
(Bearne & Kress in Walsh 26).

I think of John himself as a multimodal text, hair dyed black 
except for one natural blond forelock, can of caffeine always in 
hand—a prop—Garage Band and iTunes open on his laptop, ear 
buds in, notebook titled “Synaesthesia” at hand, long flowing 
lines of poetry and autobiographical narrative spilling down 
the pages interrupted occasionally by illustrations and designs.  
He’s composing on multiple fronts, continuously.  But which of 
his preferred modes of composition, if any, is likely to earn him 
a high school credit?  
 

 

Traditional                                        Possibilities for 
Composition Tasks                         Multimodal Composition 
 
multiparagraph literary analysis  soundtrack for literary passage 

podcast of character’s internal 
monologue 
blog discussion hosted by student in 
author’s voice 
Comic Life interpretation of aspect of 
text 
Flickr slideshow of motif or metaphor 

persuasive essay   online role-playing debate 
     satirical webpage design 

podcast episode on controversial issue 
Power Point, Apple Keynote 
presentation 

     WebQuest design 
 journal writing    Voice Thread  
     private or public blog posting 
research writing    wiki pages, wiki books 
 

Figure 2: Traditional Composition Tasks and their respective possibilities for  
multimodal composition



94 Minnesota English Journal 	 95Navigating the New Semiotic Landscape

Using Visual Art to Connect with Kids in 
Theory and Practice

In the mid 1990’s I thought I might like to become a counselor 
or social worker, so I registered for a course called Cross-cultural 
Counseling at the university to test the waters.  I learned about 
the concept of creating a “third culture” in our relationships with 
students, validating who they are, but also sharing with them 
who I am so that we could negotiate safe and respectful ways to 
communicate effectively.  

Obviously, I decided not to leave my classroom but did move 
further toward the margins in an alternative program, and the 
third culture model has helped me connect with kids. I wouldn’t 
be comfortable diving into youth culture without a lifeline to 
my own more traditional past, and the content I feel passionate 
about. In other words, I don’t mind teaching poetry by Tupac 
Shakur as long as I still get to teach Emily Dickinson. I’ll tack up 
a poster of Marilyn Manson—next to the concept definitions of 
persona and voice. John can write stylized personal narrative as 
long as he demonstrates his conventional writing skills through 
revision. Artists and critics call this third culture idea the “Third 
Space,” or the place where a viewer’s life experience meets the 
artist’s intended communication to make meaning.   

I’ve found that visual art offers a productive bridge between 
my students’ image and technology-saturated experience and 
my conventional content knowledge. To be honest, I feel I’m 
offering worthwhile cultural capital in my hook for students’ 
attention when I use slides of art works and museum field trips, 
more so than when I use music videos and websites. But a work 
of art also invites interpretation. We expect it to have “meaning” 
(and often become frustrated or judgmental when we fail to find 
it). From other media, we expect entertainment or information.  
Visual art works well as the subject of a discussion because “it 
deals with subjects that have fascinated whole cultures,” it is 
“concrete” and “stationary,” yet its “meanings are imprecise, 
ambiguous, open to interpretation, and often  
mysterious.”  Visual art objects “pull you with visual appeal but 
perplex you once engaged...and encountering them repeatedly 

New Century Learning  
Preferences Met by Visual Art

•	 Kids may be more comfortable 
with imagery than language as 
sensory input.

•	 They can instantly shift perspec-
tives and take on the roles of  
elements or figures in the art.

•	 Visual art offers simultaneous  
information; it can be taken in “all 
at once” before it’s analyzed.

•	 A work of art offers multiple, 
 flexible meanings.

•	 By nature, much visual art is often 
unconventional or plays with  
convention in a meaningful way.

•	 “Reading” visual art in class is a 
recursive, dialogic process.

does not always provide the 
same experience” (Yenawine 
317)—all of which, 
interestingly, reminds me of 
the appeal of good video 
games.

In the past four years of 
experimenting with visual art 
as text, I’ve written grants for 
art projects and documented 
student learning (Budenski). 
What I haven’t done is find a 
way to fully understand how 
visual art affects thinking. 
Perhaps, more specifically, I 
haven’t understood art enough 

to justify fully integrating it into my language arts curriculum. 
If I make time to read a Bosch painting, then I have less time to 
read The Inferno—fodder for English teacher guilt. 

During my sabbatical, I decided to attempt to catalogue 
what kind of thinking happens in the Third Space. I audiotaped 
another teacher’s students from an urban open middle school 
visiting the university’s campus museum. On their field trip—
the same field trip I’d guided my students on many times—
these younger students both explored freely and traveled to 
specified works with a guide trained to facilitate discussion, on 
this occasion within the exhibit Changing Hands:  Art Without 
Reservation Contemporary Native 
North American Art from the 
West, Northwest, and Pacific.  In 
the discussion that I recorded, 
students independently discovered 
a text pair between the poem 
“Just a Wannabe” by Dee Smith/
Saki (reverse page) and Julie 
Buffalohead’s self-portrait 
Nanabozho and Coyote’s War 
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Figure 3: Poem by Dee Smith/Saki

Just a Wannabe
by Dee Smith/Saki

Well, I’m just a wannabe
without a tribe ID
That’s what they say about me
I dream the prophecies
and ceremonies
but I was raised white, so doubt me!
I may have had some blood way back when
But Grandma ran off with Whitey
And now she talks to me --
but I’m just a wannabe --
Life goes on without me!

Cos I ain’t got no ID
No card in my wallet
Blood quantum insufficient
I ain’t got no ID
Won’t some plastic medicine man take a chance with me?
Maybe I can’t talk or dance but I can chop some wood
And I’ll pray real quiet, won’t embarrass your neighborhood
cos I ain’t got no ID
And nobody cares for me!

Well, I’m just a wannabe
But this is what I see
But I got no license to vision!
I wasn’t raised this way
So they say I gotta stay
Back in the whiteman’s mission!
The seed pod’s gotta pop
the seeds have gotta drop
and grow wherever the wind sends ‘em!
Or else there won’t be
Any more trees...
Life goes on without ‘em!

But I ain’t got no ID
No card in my wallet
No family records
I ain’t got no ID
Won’t some plastic medicine man take a chance with me?
I can run some errands and show up on the  lines
And stay out in the background when you come out looking fine
cos I ain’t got no ID
And life goes on without me!

Party.  I transcribed student comments regarding the visual art, 
the poem, and the pairing intending to identify and categorize 
patterns in their thinking.  Were they offering literal description, 
asking questions, making metaphors, shifting perspectives, 
speculating, gathering evidence?  Really, were they thinking in 
the complicated ways I expected of them when they performed 
written textual analysis in class?  Would their “reading” of visual 
art enhance their reading of word text?  Would it use the same 
skills and strategies?

What I learned shouldn’t have required such an in-depth 
investigation for a language arts teacher to discover:  when 
you lay seemingly different things side by side and search for 
similarities, you make a metaphor.  

Discussing the word text, students made literal observations 
to begin to work at meaning-making but didn’t fully arrive at it:

 
She, um, she repeats herself at, um, every first  
paragraph cuz it says “well I’m just a wanna be cuz I 
ain’t got no ID”...it kinda, it’s repeating.

When he said, “life goes on without ‘em,” when he  
said, “life goes on without ‘em,” he spelt me  
backwards and when he said “and life goes on  
with, without me, he spelt M-E and then when he said 
it the other time, he spelt E-M...so he 
spelt it backwards.

Whereas, in discussing the art text, students more 
immediately imagined a metaphorical context to make meaning:

 
She’s bein’ half native and half white cause she have 
the arrows and wolf ears and the tail.
It look like she modelling.

She’s changing into a wolf.
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She’s lonely and sad.

Maybe she’s um, she’s like stuck or something like 
that.  She’s like she can’t get away from something 
that’s happening in her life or her spirit.

Interestingly, in the word text focused discussion, it wasn’t 
until a student was able to identify the metonymy of “ID” that 
students cracked open the code of the poem:

I’m thinking that without a tribe ID that he or she is 
saying that he’s not really labeled as anything in the 
tribe.

Metaphorical thinking is deeper thinking. George Lakoff and 
Mark Johnson, authors of Metaphors We Live By, contend that 
thinking in metaphors “permit[s] an understanding of one kind 
of experience in terms of another, creating coherences by virtue 
of imposing gestalts that are structured by natural dimensions 
of experience.  New metaphors are capable of producing new 
understandings...” (235). Literacy expert Kelly Gallagher 
interprets Lakoff and Johnson’s work for the classroom teacher, 
pointing out that emphasizing metaphorical thinking allows 
students to “more readily reach deeper levels of comprehension” 
and “to generate their own metaphorical connections to the text...
sharpening their higher-level thinking skills” (125).

While my observation and audiotaping doesn’t represent a 
quantitative study with a significant pool of data, it is worthwhile 
to note that in the section of the discussion focused solely on the 
painting, roughly half of student comments could be categorized 
as metaphor-making. When they discussed the poem alone, just 
about one fifth of their comments could be called metaphor-
making. Research suggests that images lend themselves more 
readily to metaphorical understanding:  “In contrast to the verbal 
mode, in which even the most abstract concept can, in theory, 
be given a verbal label, the depiction of an abstract entity in 
the visual mode is utterly impossible without the mediation of 

metaphors” (El Rafaie 92). That is, the vehicle of the metaphor 
has to be implied in its visual context and “read” as metaphor.

When discussing the poem in light of the painting, or the 
painting in light of the poem—the text pairing—all of the student 
comments that could be definitively categorized were metaphor-
making.

Well maybe the dress is supposed to represent the 
white culture and the head dress the native culture.

Yeah, and the people are away from her, that’s what 
they’re saying.  Doesn’t have anyone around her.

He could be plastic because he’s on like a little stand.  
The plastic things like men, you know, little army 
men.

It says in the poem, um, it says “What I see” I think...
And she’s holding the camera.  Maybe the camera 
captures what she sees.

If we believe that metaphorical thinking is “deeper” than 
literal observation, then the pairing of image with word text 
not only bridges the students’ preference for images and the 
teacher’s need for words, but also facilitates deeper reading.  
In the discussion of the pair of texts, each explained the other.  
Students could “hyperlink” between features of the painting and 
lines in the poem.  The voice in the poem became a monologue 
for the figure in the painting, and her metaphorical context 
helped students to interpret the poem.

Beyond considering the construction of metaphors in the 
discussion, I also noted that, in talking about the visual art, 
students were more likely to access prior knowledge to explain 
what they saw.  One student recalled a “Simpsons” episode about 
spirituality and another the classic battles of Road Runner and 
Wile E. Coyote.  Several recalled bits of knowledge they’d learned 
about pow wows or ceremonies, and about Native Americans 
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in general. While prior knowledge surfaced during discussion 
of the poem alone, references seemed more far reaching during 
discussion of the visual art.  In fact, students read the art with 
a freely speculative attitude whereas reading the poem seemed 
to require more evidence-gathering and deliberation.  Technical 
aspects of the painting, like background color and point of view, 
became visually salient and open to speculation; that didn’t 
happen for the poem beyond simple observations of repetition.  
Ultimately, there seemed to be a distinction between reading 
purposes—figuring out what’s happening versus what it means.
 
Conclusions and Implications

The first university course of my sabbatical was Digital 
Writing.  Within two weeks of vlogging and RPGs, I began to 
feel as if I should retire from teaching.  I can’t possibly keep up 
with my students’ rapidly changing semiotic landscape.  They’re 
writing, reading, and otherwise composing in modes that are 
utterly foreign to me and that could be obsolete by the time I 
figure them out.  I worried that students would be better served 
by a younger, digitally native teacher.

Yet given my own success using visual art and the 
discussion I observed at the museum, I realize that multimodal 
isn’t necessarily synonymous with technological.  Rather than 
wallow in my fear of obsolescence, I should find places to 
include visual and aural text across my curriculum, bringing in 
visual art, music videos, relevant pop culture magazines.  Even 

low ability readers can competently 
read images (Styles 280), and I’ve 
learned what the pairing of images 
and words can do to deepen student 
thinking.  However, the way the 
image is treated is as important 
as injecting it into the lesson. If 
image or sound texts are treated as 
simple illustrations of word-based 
text in the curriculum, students will 
likely disregard them as redundant 

 
Critical Response Protocol 

for Reading Visual Art

1. What do you notice (in 
the painting/ photograph/ 
sculpture, etc.)?
2. What does it remind you 
of?
3. How does it make you 
feel?
4. What questions surface?
5. Speculate.  Answer your 
own questions.

information. (Think about how quickly your attention wanders 
when someone gives a PowerPoint presentation by simply 
reading his slides.) Treating these texts as worthy of thinking 
and interpretation (reading them in literary and critical ways) 
reinforces traditionally important literacy skills like making 
predictions, activating schema, seeking and organizing patterns, 
and questioning. Researchers have shown that these skills 
transfer across modes and media (Housen 99-100; Styles 280) 
and further conclude that “...reading engagement initially learned 
with intrinsically motivating activities in one knowledge domain 
transferred flexibly to a new knowledge domain” (Guthrie, 
Anderson, Alao, & Rinehart, cited in Styles 280).

My Digital Writing experience and other research this year 
also helped me come to terms with the fact that, while I may 
never become tech savvy enough to keep up with my students, 
I do have to work harder to understand their familiar modes of 
discourse. I can’t assign a five paragraph essay and expect that 
accepting each paragraph as a blog posting makes it an edgy 
new media project. Each new composition platform, whether it’s 
a blog, wiki, a webpage, a photograph, a mash-up, a painting, 
or whatever, is a genre of its own with conventions and user 
expectations. We can’t shoehorn what we’ve always done into 
the screen and expect students to make sense of it, the “old 
wine in new bottles syndrome” (Lankshear and Bigum cited in 
Millard 4). If a multiparagraph essay is to become an on-screen 
project, it’s going to become a hypertext document, a PowerPoint 
presentation, a wiki, or a webpage. I need to be willing to get 
comfortable in their domain.

As a habit, I’ve taught my subject areas as content or packages 
of skills.  Consider how we could teach our disciplines as a way 
of knowing and being. My students come to class thinking like 
gamers, thinking like rockers, thinking like consumers; my 
job is to help them to practice thinking like readers, writers, 
makers of meaning. Visual art has proved to be the mediator in 
my classroom to resolve this disconnect, allowing for the sort 
of recursive, flexible, unconventional and visual thinking my 
students prefer while allowing me to offer or to scaffold to what 
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I consider to be worthwhile content and skills. Limited as my 
research was to one group of students from one other school, 
I feel encouraged by the successful thinking I saw replicated 
between my classroom and the museum setting.

Yet at the end of my sabbatical, I still don’t know which 
button I could have pushed to keep John in school. Maybe if I had 
another year with him, I could find the one that would work. Or 
maybe dropping out was an inevitable ending for John’s formal 
education. In the Third Space paradigm, I have something to 
offer and John has something to give, a transaction that results 
in meaning-making. The first ten years of John’s schooling 
reinforced a disconnect between what any teacher might have 
to offer and what he would prefer to give. His success depended 
not only on a mutual willingness to connect, but the construction 
of a shared, relevant, coherent context for practicing literacy and 
discipline-specific thinking. I didn’t understand how to make 
that happen. I was guessing, and while I was often lucky, he 
deserved better.

In two weeks, I’ll return to the classroom for my fourteenth 
year of teaching, just about halfway into my teaching career, 
facing a room full of students who will seem a little less foreign, 
a little less apathetic, a little less superficial. I’m anticipating 
that their iPods and cell phones won’t be quite as annoying to 
me, but what I’ve referred to here as their semiotic landscape 
will not be less daunting. It will still change rapidly, and I will 
still feel myself aging rapidly in juxtaposition. What I have now 
is the reassurance that I have found one comfortable, mutually 
respectful common ground in visual art and the knowledge I 
would need to assess possible others. I may not know where the 
future is taking us, but I learned how to navigate the passage.
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“May I be granted the serenity to accept the pages I should not 
edit, the courage to edit the pages I should, and the wisdom to 

know the difference.” The Wiki Prayer

At the University of St. Thomas, as part of the core curricu-
lum, freshmen take the Critical Reading and Writing sequence. 
The two classes that make up the Critical Reading and Writing 
sequence are writing-intensive. Regarding the critical writing 
part of the class, the writing assignments are designed to enable 
students to:

•	 See themselves as writers who have a responsibility for 
their own development as writers.

•	 Employ a writing process that incorporates effective 
strategies for generating, developing, and organizing 
ideas.

•	 Demonstrate an understanding of the nature and 
practice of revision.

•	 Synthesize ideas and information from various sources.

Wikis in the Classroom—It’s 
the Process, not the Product

Martin L. Warren

•	 Devise an arguable thesis and organize a paper in 
support and clarification of it.

•	 Understand the role of evidence, textual and otherwise, 
in informing and articulating their own interpretations.

•	 Demonstrate an ability to recognize and respond to 
other views when arguing on behalf of a thesis.

Wanting to refurbish my freshman English classes, and with 
these course goals in mind, I asked myself what new types of 
assignments would help my students develop their skills as 
critical writers. Eventually, I decided to have students write in 
the wiki environment, since wikis are specifically designed as 
a writing space. They offer a highly collaborative avenue for 
composition and creativity where writers continually invent, 
build upon, revise, and edit a text. 

More specifically, my reason for choosing the wiki 
environment is that it provides endless opportunities for 
revision. In describing the writing process employed in UST’s 
English classes, the Department of English Faculty Handbook 
states that: “Revision … is the very heart of the writing process, 
since it entails paying attention to nearly every aspect of writing 
from the discovery of ideas and arguments to the assessment of 
the fit between the formal qualities of a piece of writing and the 
thematic emphasis the writer hopes to achieve” (Section 3.1.2). 
Persuading students as to the significance of revision in the 
writing process can be frustrating. So, what better way to engage 
students in revision and persuade them toward its significance 
than by having the students write in the wiki environment at 
the heart of which lies revision? I intend to use this assignment 
over three years so that I can assess whether working in the 
wiki environment truly does enhance students’ skills in terms of 
revision. 

Wikis emerged around 1995 and are credited to a founding 
figure, Ward Cunningham, a software engineer. Cunningham 
and his peers used wikis to create dynamic knowledge bases, 
i.e. repositories where content could be immediately viewed and 
commented on, with users possessing both author and editor 
privileges. This practice, which is referred to as “open editing,” 

http://writingwiki.org/default.aspx/WritingWiki/UnderstandingWikis.html
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is what ultimately persuaded me to use the wiki environment as 
one of my writing assignments.

So, what is a wiki? At its simplest level, a “Wiki is a website 
that allows the visitors to easily add, remove, edit and change 
available content” (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wiki). As the 
definition makes clear, wikis are collaborative websites where 
anyone can edit and publish. They are writing spaces that privilege 
revision. All that is needed to participate in a wiki is a computer, 
an Internet connection, and a web browser. The formatting rules 
in wikis are simple so no one needs to understand HTML or 
possess skills in such HTML authoring tools as Dreamweaver. 

The wiki as an online writing space means that each reader 
of the wiki is potentially a writer in the same wiki. There is 
no one author who can claim ownership of the text. In this 
collaborative space, participants have to understand and accept 
that their contribution to the wiki may be deleted or changed. Yet 
that does not mean the original contribution, deleted or changed, 
is lost. Each time the text is changed, a new version is saved. 
Thus, wikis provide a history of all the drafts.] This is what is 
invaluable regarding wikis in the English classroom. Students 
and teachers can peruse the various versions. Most especially, 
students see the writing process in action. Meanwhile, teachers 
can track the work in progress and see how much each group 
member has contributed to the assignment. Teachers may or 
may not choose to be an actively writing member of the wiki. 
For the purposes of my work, as work on the wiki progressed, I 
chose to delay my comments until class time. That way, the wiki 
remained sacrosanct for the students.

Since the foundation of a wiki is an empty webpage, the 
expectation is that a wiki will generally be published online. An 
obvious question for a teacher would be whether it is possible to 
keep a wiki closed, allowing access to teachers and students only. 
The answer is yes; gated wikis are possible. At the University of 
St. Thomas we use Blackboard which provides a wiki function 
as part of the overall system, and as part of that system the wiki 
can be closed to class members and teachers only. 

The wiki assignment I set for my students took place in 

Critical Reading and Writing II, a class in which we concentrate 
on poetry and drama. In this class, beyond the various readings 
from poetry, we studied plays ranging from the 17th to the 20th 
centuries. Our earliest text was Shakespeare’s Othello and our 
latest was Sondheim’s Sweeney Todd. At the beginning of the 
semester, the class was divided into four groups. Each group 
was assigned a specific text to research and “present” on. The 
wiki assignment, therefore, encompassed a number of goals: 
research, writing, and (online) presentation of research. 

Only after the class had worked on a couple of one-act 
plays did we begin work on the wiki assignment. The students 
toiled at the assignment over a number of weeks both inside and 
outside of class. The specific description of the assignment was 
as follows: 

This project is the primary research component of the 
semester. What I’m looking for as components of the wiki 
are the following:

(a)	 A group document to which you each contribute a 
portion. In the document you describe how you, the 
group, decided which areas/aspects/themes of the 
play should be researched. Then as individuals you 
write about how you went about your individual 
research (its goals, fruitful paths you followed, dead 
ends you met). 

(b)	 Choose a format in which you each share something 
of what you learned research-wise for the particular 
theme or topic that you chose as a member of 
the group. The simplest way would be to create 
a link on the page for each individual and her 
or his contribution. Or, you could put together a 
PowerPoint slide show in which your information is 
offered. Or, …

(c)	 Each member of the group has to post to the 
wiki an annotated bibliography of 5 items. These 
items will be peer reviewed journal articles and/or 
websites (each of my sections are taken through a 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wiki
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library research session in which the peer-reviewed 
definition of a journal is clarified for students). 

(d)	 Miscellaneous: Here, as a group, you can post 
whatever you wish that you think might add to the 
general understanding of the play. For example, are 
there movie versions of the play that you could link 
to? There might be YouTube snippets/scenes from 
movies or productions that you come across. 

Despite the fact that incoming freshmen are mostly very 
comfortable with different technologies, and are more than 
familiar with that wiki of all wikis, Wikipedia, that does not 
mean they understand the concept of a wiki or have ever been a 
contributor to a wiki. Certainly, no one in my Critical Reading 
and Writing classes had acted as a reader/author/editor in a wiki 
community before the assignment.

For me, the most pressing issue was conveying to students 
how a wiki works while allaying the fears of those who were 
computer resistant or simply feeling a natural anxiety in the face 
of something new. Happily, I found a short video on YouTube 
called “Wikis in Plain English” (http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=-dnL00TdmLY). Through the example of a group of 
people using a wiki to plan a camping trip, the video producers 
make clear that there are two functions or buttons you need to 
master in a wiki: Edit and Save. Nothing more, nothing less. It is 
as simple as that. You do not need to swallow a software manual 
to work in the medium. 

The authors of “7 things you should know about … Wikis” 
explain the Edit/Save process thus:

When you click a wiki page’s “Edit” link, 
the script sends the raw text file to your 
browser in an editable form, allowing you 
to modify the content of the page. Pressing 
the “Save” button sends the modified text 
back to the wiki server, which replaces the 
existing text file with your changed version 
for all to see. When you request a wiki page, 
the script gathers the corresponding text 

file, changes its marked-up text into HTML, 
turns user-selected words into hyperlinks, 
inserts this information into a page template, 
and sends the results to your browser. (http://
net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/ELI7004.pdf) 

The YouTube video clip worked well for the students. At 
our class website I had created an external link to the video so 
that students could remind themselves whenever needed that the 
basic concept behind wikis is Edit and Save. 

Before having the students begin the assignment, I had them 
go online to our class website to a wiki I had created specifically 
for the purposes of practicing editing and saving. I informed 
them that they could do whatever they wanted to the wiki since 
it was simply for practice. They could upload images, links to 
video clips with sound files, write whatever they wanted as long 
as they practiced the Edit/Save functions and became familiar 
with how the wiki was altered/revised. We spent one complete 
class period on this exercise allowing me to go around the room 
and answer students’ questions and also work at the keyboard 
one-on-one. I also left the trial wiki online for the duration of 
the assignment so that the students could go there and practice 
their “maneuver” before working in their own wiki. That way, I 
hoped to lessen any anxiety about the technological aspects of 
the assignment. Once students gained comfort with working in 
the wiki environment, it was time to turn to the assignment itself.

Having been assigned the play they were to research, each 
group had to decide basic questions such as who was going to 
do what? Which themes would be addressed? And so on. Once 
the reading and research was done, and the information was 
amassed, it came time for the construction of the wiki. The basic 
question, of course, was how to organize the wiki. Some wiki 
software has built-in templates or even a common template that 
the authors must follow. However, the software we use at UST 
leaves the field wide open. Therefore, it’s important to provide 
the students with some kind of template or style sheet. For the 
purposes of the project, I chose to have the students organize the 
wiki as people would organize a catalog. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-dnL00TdmLY
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-dnL00TdmLY
http://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/ELI7004.pdf
http://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/ELI7004.pdf
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Catalogs are organized with an opening “index” page which 
points the reader to the appropriate page according to subject. 
In the wiki environment, the authors can use the “catalog” 
system. On the wiki’s opening page or home page, the authors 
provide links to the various pages of the wiki rather than the 
page numbers employed in a catalog. Below is an example from 
TravelWiki of the catalog style. The source of the example is 
http://wikitravel.org/en/article/Main_]Page. 

With this catalog style in mind, groups had to decide what they 
were going to call the page. How would they structure it? Would 
there be one page miles in length? Or would they hypertext from 
one page to another? (Hypertextuality or “hotlinking” allows the 
wiki community to have a basic homepage which links to groups 
of other pages.) If they opted for a basic homepage, would they 
want all their subheadings on the homepage or in different 
places? All of this requires active participation in the decisions 
that writers make as they “plan, develop, design, write, test,” 
what it is they’re trying to say (Spinuzzi & Zachary 170).

Here follow two examples that illustrate how the groups 
chose to organize the home page of their respective wiki using 
the catalog style. Rather than insert a screenshot of the groups’ 
pages I have copied and pasted the information from the home 

page. My reason for doing so is that a screenshot would not 
include a full picture of how the page is organized. The first 
example is from a wiki created by Eddie Kocourek, Greg Morse, 
Jennifer Niccum, Thinh Pham, and Phung Phung. on Sweeney 
Todd. 

IMAGE: www.blogwaybaby.com

Welcome to the Wiki of Sweeney Todd! We have provided 
a variety of information to enhance your knowledge and 
further your interest in this gruesome play! ENJOY 

SWEENEY TODD
Cast of Characters

Various Productions

History of Play Productions

Music and Lyrics by Stephen Sondheim

Book by Hugh Wheeler

Story Line of Sweeney Todd
Musical Numbers 
Interesting Information

Fact or Fiction??

http://wikitravel.org/en/article/Main_Page
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200920ENGL112-17/_673498_1/Home?cmd=GetImage&systemId=SWEENEY_TODD%21%21__0.ppt
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200920ENGL112-17/_673498_1/Home?cmd=GetImage&systemId=Bringing+Sweeney+Todd+to+Life__0.ppt
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200920ENGL112-17/_673498_1/History_of_Play_Productions
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200920ENGL112-17/_673498_1/General_Author_Information
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200920ENGL112-17/_673498_1/Hugh_Wheeler
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200920ENGL112-17/_673498_1/Story_Line
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200920ENGL112-17/_673498_1/Musical_Numbers_2
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200920ENGL112-17/_673498_1/Interesting_Information_1
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200920ENGL112-17/_673498_1/Fact_or_Fiction
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GROUP EVALUATION & ANNOTATED  
BIBLIOGRAPHY

Group Evaluation 

Individual Evaluations
Annotated Bibliography 

The group has broken down the page into three sections: 
a copy of the text’s cover; a section on the play itself which 
contains links to pages on the story line of Sweeney Todd and 
so on; and a section which contains links to pages on which 
the group evaluates its research as group, how the individual 
members conducted their specific research, and the required 
annotated bibliography.

The second example again illustrates the catalog style. As you 
can see, the group chose to break down their work under a dif-
ferent set of categories. This wiki is the work of Tim Cameron, 
Katelyn Childs, Annie Hejny, Kelsey Shurson, Danielle Tagg.

THE PIANO LESSON  
 BY AUGUST WILSON 

IMAGE: http://www.gpschools.org/ci/images/wilson.jpg

Author
August Wilson was born in 1945 in Pittsburgh 

Pennslyvania. His influences include Ralph Ellison, Romare 
Bearden, Arna Bontemps, Richard Wright, and Langston 
Hughes, just to name a few.

Areas of Interest
Meet the Characters: The Piano Lesson.ppt

Setting and Plot Outline

Art & Music

Theatrics

The Life of August Wilson.ppt

The Great Migration, Symbolism of the Piano, and Themes. 

Highlights of United States history in the 1930’s

Photo Gallery

Bibliographies
Tim’s Annotated bibliography

Kelsey’s Annotated Bibliography

Katelyn’s Annotated Bibliography

Annie’s Annotated Bibliography

Danielle’s Annotated Bibliography

Evaluations
group evaluation.doc

http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200920ENGL112-17/_673498_1/Group_Evaluation_2
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200920ENGL112-17/_673498_1/Individual_Evaluations_1
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200920ENGL112-17/_673498_1/Annotated_Bibliography_6
http://www.gpschools.org/ci/images/wilson.jpg
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200820ENGL112-12/_504825_1/Home?cmd=GetImage&systemId=The+Paino+Lesson__0.ppt
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200820ENGL112-12/_504825_1/Home?cmd=GetImage&systemId=Setting-outline__0.doc
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200820ENGL112-12/_504825_1/Home?cmd=GetImage&systemId=Music+and+Art__0.doc
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200820ENGL112-12/_504825_1/118906920e40.b14587b17557e?cmd=GetPage
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200820ENGL112-12/_504825_1/Home?cmd=GetImage&systemId=The+Life+of+August+Wilson__0.ppt
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200820ENGL112-12/_504825_1/118a4286d5e0.a0587e237e6708?cmd=GetPage
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200820ENGL112-12/_504825_1/F792348AFCC0B3855B272D42E429DAC5?cmd=GetPage
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200820ENGL112-12/_504825_1/118ae1265f10.5817a5cc0a3904?cmd=GetPage
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200820ENGL112-12/_504825_1/Home?cmd=GetImage&systemId=annotated+bibliography__0.doc
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200820ENGL112-12/_504825_1/118a58fd6f10.a40fec44888ec?cmd=GetPage
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200820ENGL112-12/_504825_1/Home?cmd=GetImage&systemId=pianobib__4.doc
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200820ENGL112-12/_504825_1/Home?cmd=GetImage&systemId=ENG+112+anotated+bibliography__0.docx
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200820ENGL112-12/_504825_1/118adf5376a0.158d97088586bc?cmd=GetPage
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200820ENGL112-12/_504825_1/Home?cmd=GetImage&systemId=group+evaluation__0.doc
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Kelsey Shurson’s Evaluation

Katelyn Childs’ Evaluation

Annie Hejny’s Evaluation

Danielle Tagg’s Evaluation  

Tim Cameron’s Evaluation

 
Once the project was completed students had these points to 

make:
yy They liked the ease with which they could add, 

modify, or delete material from the wiki.
yy They liked the fact that they could track each oth-

er’s participation and that I could see how much 
each participant contributed to the assignment. 
That way any individual not pulling her or his 
weight would be exposed. 

yy They liked the fact that wikis are webpages that 
make linking to references very handy. 

yy They liked the fact that they could collaborate 
on a document without having to have extensive 
training or purchase a completely new piece of 
software. 

yy They liked the fact that they could modify the 
wiki with nothing more than a computer and a 
web browser.

yy They found the initial structuring of the content 
tough. However, once they realized the ease with 
which they could restructure the wiki they felt 
more confident. Yet, the ease of restructuring the 
wiki presented its own difficulties. As they said, 
“when does a group know that the structure they 
have is enough or right for the purpose of the 
project?” 

yy They had difficulties stepping out of the tradi-
tional notion of authorship.

yy They were sometimes unhappy about contri-
butions being revised or deleted. However, 
they agreed that discussing why a contribution 
should be revised or deleted could be helpful 
in letting them know how readers responded to 
their writing.

yy Despite the relative simplicity of editing and 
saving some still did not like working in such a 
technological environment.

While the collaborative research aspect of the assignment 
was essential, what was important to me was mostly in terms 
of writing. In creating and designing the wiki, students learned 
how to organize documents and resources.  They also received 
plenty of peer review and learned better how to offer peer review, 
particularly when it came to discussing why a contribution 
should be revised or deleted. Because of the way a wiki works 
students had to focus on the process of writing, especially in 
recognizing the necessity of keeping track of drafts. Also, I 
believe, the students came to understand that writing is a social 
process even though it might in some situations seem solitary. 

Thus, from my point of view the assignment was successful. 
In working in the wiki environment, students learned as a 
community of writers and readers to invent, build upon, revise, 
and edit a text. While the product was important, what they 
learned was the process.

Works Cited
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http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200820ENGL112-12/_504825_1/118a66d0cd60.5a62ab3207e1a?cmd=GetPage
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200820ENGL112-12/_504825_1/Home?cmd=GetImage&systemId=Individual+Research__0.doc
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200820ENGL112-12/_504825_1/Home?cmd=GetImage&systemId=ENGL+112+Individual+evaluation__1.docx
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200820ENGL112-12/_504825_1/118ae0dc9990.394486af3cd524?cmd=GetPage
http://blackboard.stthomas.edu/webapps/lobj-wiki-bb_bb60/wiki/200820ENGL112-12/_504825_1/Home?cmd=GetImage&systemId=Tim+Cameron+evaluation__0.doc
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Genres are not just forms. Genres are forms of life, ways of 
being. They are frames for social action. They are environments 
for learning. They are locations within which meaning is con-
structed. Genres shape the thoughts we form and the communi-
cations by which we interact. Genres are the familiar places we 
go to to create intelligible communicative action with each other 
and the guideposts we use to explore the unfamiliar.  ~ Charles 
Bazerman, The Life of Genre, the Life in the Classrooms1

Since the 1960s English/Language Arts classroom have 
stretched the traditional canon to include such forms of popular 
culture as movies, television, music lyrics, and advertising as 
well as the “lesser” genres of science fiction, horror, and young 
adult literature. In the last decade digital tools have allowed 
students to go beyond being “readers” of pop culture to being 
producers and publishers of their own works in a widening array 
of contemporary genres: spoken word poetry, street fiction, 
graphic novels, blogs, fanfic, digital gaming, Wikipedia entries, 
and mashups.

Exclusive Engagement Now 
Playing: The Genre of a Book 
Trailer

Sandy Hayes

Since 2002 when Circle of Seven Productions created the 
first book trailers for the publishing industry, this genre, which 
emulates the conventions of movie trailers, has taken off. At 
this writing, Scholastic listed 82 book trailers on its website, 
and there were over 55,600 book trailers posted on YouTube by 
publishers and by students as a contest entry, as classroom work, 
or as a self-sponsored activity. As Bazerman pointed out, genre 
is a “[location] within which meaning is constructed. . . and the 
[guidepost] we use to explore the unfamiliar.” Student work in 
the YouTube productions shows that they have internalized a 
variety of conventions of the movie trailer genre, but they may 
need guideposts to strengthen the quality of their work. We can 
encourage them to stretch by helping them analyze elements of 
high quality guiding models.

Coming Soon to a Classroom Near You
Movie trailers generally introduce characters, 

characterizations, conflict, and plot through the use of action 
or dialogue clips, text, and voice-overs. They may also give 
setting information (through the visuals or text), overviews of 
themes, and references to the studio, to awards earned, and to 
other movies. Trailers often end with some kind of hook such 
as a question or a cliffhanger to entice the audience to see the 
movie. More sophisticated trailers may be enhanced by visual 
or sound effects or music to create a mood or to punctuate an 
idea. By identifying and critiquing techniques used in examples, 
students can make explicit their background knowledge of this 
genre, using these insights to make deliberate decisions about 
content, technique, and intent as they produce their own. 

As students view mentor trailers, they should observe 
	• How were words (dialog, voice-over, text) used? What in-

formation about the story was given? Was there word play or 
clever turns of phrase?

	• What do you think the story is about? Was there enough 
information without giving away twists or the ending?

	• Was the pacing effective? Did some parts drag or seem too 
brief?
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	• What was the mood? How was the mood created? Was it 
effective?

	• If images were used, did every image have a purpose? Did 
the image fit the general tone or “feel” of the trailer?

	• How did sound effects, music, and transitions or other visual 
effects add to or detract from the production? 

	• If there were voice-overs, was it clear whether it was a narra-
tor or a character speaking?

	• Did this trailer make you want to see the movie or read the 
book?

It may be helpful to show some YouTube book trailers that 
are less effective: videos that are summaries, book talks, or kids 
just having fun. This shouldn’t be a judgment on the makers, 
but rather a discussion clarifying the purpose and expectations 
of this project and on how the example videos met a different 
purpose.

Students are now ready to plan their trailer and begin their 
script by considering:

	• Conflict, plot, characters, setting, theme. What will be 
emphasized? 

	• What will be touched on? What will engage the viewer 
without revealing surprises or the ending?

	• Will dialog be used? Voice-over? Text?
	• What visuals would be most appropriate?
	• What kind of mood is appropriate for the book? How 

will it be created?
	• Will music or sound effects be important? Why? What 

type?
	• What kinds of techniques could be used for the open-

ing? Which would be most effective? Why?
	• How will the trailer end? How will the trailer motivate 

viewers to read the book?
 

Lights, Camera, Action
Working in groups of 2-3 may help students articulate and 

defend their decisions on focus, effect, and supporting examples 
as they discuss questions like those above. 

As students create their scripts, they should include “stage 
directions” on tone of voice and sound effects. They should 
periodically read the scripts aloud so that their trailer runs between 
30 seconds and 2 minutes. If visuals are used, students should 
use a storyboard template, roughing in the visuals, whether still, 
text, or video, and writing the script for that segment next to the 
image. 

The simplest and least time-consuming trailers to produce are 
audio trailers. Depending on the tech experience of the students, 
access to multiple quiet areas for recording, and on how much 
reliable equipment is available the audio trailers with simple 
music and minimal sound effects can take as little as three class 
periods. Always, though, plan for additional independent time for 
the groups with members absent, groups that experienced some 
glitches, or groups that had a more elaborate vision. Students can 
record their script and add background music or sound effects 
with an mp3 voice recorder, an iPhone, or on a computer with 
a USB microphone and GarageBand, Audacity, or QuickTime 
Pro. Without the distraction and complication of visuals, audio 
trailers focus the emphasis on the quality of the writing. Dialog 
and narration must be used or the trailer is basically a book talk. 
The writers may need to apply their understanding of the work 
to create dialog that is true to the story, as in this example by 
Ryan, Kristen, and Ashley of “Lady or the Tiger,” a story that 
has no dialog.

Narrator: In the very olden time there once lived a king. 
. .
King (haughtily): For your crimes, you shall pay! 
Who’s to say that it’s unfair? For did you not choose 
your fate yourself?
Narrator: When a man, a commoner by birth, dared to 
love the princess. . .
Princess (urgently): Go! Go! For my father is coming.
Narrator: Will their love end happy?
Princess (pleading): But, Father, I love him.
King (scornfully): Love? You are but a child. He will 
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pay for this treachery, for none escape the judgment of 
the king’s court!
Narrator: Two doors. One. . . a beast. The other. . . a 
maiden of noble birth to which he will be married.  She 
has the choice. Shall she surrender her love to another 
woman? Or have him be killed?  Which is stronger – 
Love or Jealousy? A short story by Frank R. Stockton, 
Lady or the Tiger? 
(This audio trailer with artwork, dialog, and dramatic music can be found at www.
mcte.org/journal/mej09/trailers.html)

Voice-overs or narration can be an important feature of the 
script. The voice-over can deliver the lead-in, summarize action, 
state background information about setting, time period, theme, 
or characters, provide a bridge between segments of the trailer, 
give author or award information, or bring the trailer to a close. 
Printed text can also be used in these ways. Voice-over artists are 
such an established convention of movie trailers that audiences 
recognize many of the voices without knowing the artist. The 
Geico commercials finally let us meet Don (“In a world where. 
. .”) LaFontaine, one of the most recognized voices in the 
industry. Included in the resources below are some entertaining 
videos that give a behind-the-scenes view of voice-over artists.

Another simple option for composing book trailers if you 
are on a short time-frame is a slideshow of text with appropriate 
music or narration. Students who have finished this basic project 
early can extend their work by adding appropriate still images, 
either photographs taken by students or images found on the 
internet or scanned from print. To reduce the extra class time 
needed, they could create or search for images outside of class. 
Some options for creating slideshows or movies include iMovie, 
Movie Maker, Photoshow, PowerPoint, or iPhoto. 

Using student-produced video footage presents complications 
in creating realistic settings, costumes, characterization, and 
action. If live action is chosen, some of these problems can be 
minimized by using extreme close-ups, fade-outs, voice-overs, 
and black or unlit backgrounds. Students may also choose to 

film at suitable locations they have access to outside of school. 
For more advanced filmmakers, the Sherlock Holmes trailer 
listed below creatively uses still images of realistic backgrounds, 
records the actors in blue screen style, and inserts them into the 
setting.

Roll the Credits
Before students begin to look for images, music, and sound 

effects, they will likely need instruction in copyright and fair 
use. Extensive new material, cited below, published in 2008 by 
media literacy scholars at Temple University has taken a radically 
new approach toward this issue. This Code of Best Practices for 
Fair Use in Media Literacy Education, as well as the supporting 
material also listed below, are meant to “offer guidance, not 
guidelines” to classroom teachers, who, ultimately “are the ones 
who really have to decide what they think is fair and reasonable.” 
The commonly quoted “10% rule” and “30 second rule” are not, 
in fact, law. Instead, fair use is determined by situations where 
the user adds value to, transforms, or repurposes material for 
a use different from what was originally intended, or modifies 
existing media content, or places it in a new context. The work 
can be published digitally if it meets this transformativeness 
standard. The original works should be credited.

Another option is to search for material that is published under 
Creative Commons licenses (http://search.creativecommons.
org). The license for each work determines its acceptable use 
and the appropriate citation needed for that work.

And the Nominees Are. . . 
Technology-based projects, more than most other class 

projects, are vulnerable to Murphy’s Law: Anything that can go 
wrong will, and at the worst possible time. It is a good idea to 
establish ahead of time the essential skills you will assess. The 
basic skills of this project can be assessed from the script. In the 
worst case scenario, all else can be a process or participation 
grade. If students are creating their trailers in small groups, it is 
also a good idea to plan for individual accountability. This could 

http://becker.k12.mn.us:726/~shayes/lady/2kar.html
http://becker.k12.mn.us:726/~shayes/lady/2kar.html
http://search.creativecommons.org
http://search.creativecommons.org
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be an appraisal of what the student learned or of the group’s 
process, decision-making, and collaboration. Or it could be 
a reflection on what the student would change or add if there 
had been more time and how those changes would improve the 
trailer. Or the student might write a second script for a trailer on 
a different book.

To help students self-assess their work as well as evaluate 
the work of classmates, they might consider to what extent

	• The trailer’s opening captured the audience’s  
attention

	• The information was true to the book without giving 
away the plot

	• Enough information about the book was given to enable 
the audience members to decide if they are  
interested in reading it

	• The trailer established an appropriate mood or tone
	• The pacing of the trailer fit the story line, neither too 

rushed nor too slow
	• The transitions between the ideas were smooth.
	• The sequence of information was logical
	• The multi-media components enhanced the script
	• The trailer was original and creative 

Each year the motion picture industry presents Golden Trailer 
Awards to recognize creativity and craftsmanship in that year’s 
movie trailers. This classroom project wouldn’t be complete 
without a red carpet showcase of the projects. Categories for 
awards could be created, and trailers judged by an outside 
panel, by ratings of online viewers, or by class vote. As my 
students munch popcorn and watch the trailers of their classmates, 
we discuss what we liked about each one. These discussions 
always surprise me with the insights, often very subtle insights, 
the students show about effect and effectiveness. Students fill 
out ballots for categories such as Best Voiceover, Best Sound 
Effects/Music, Most Creative, and Best Information about the 
story/book. They also vote for the People’s Choice, the trailer 
that was their favorite. I confer certificates to rounds of applause, 

and the award-winning trailers from each class are shown to all 
classes the next day and are posted on my class website. 

In a world where students are confronted with the 
challenges of taming new and strange genres, where their  
opportunities for interaction with each other and the world  
increase, where their bold, creative spirit will astound their 
teacher, this experience could very well be a heart-warming  
affirmation of their learning, a triumphant example of the can-do 
spirit of student engagement, and the white-knuckle thrill-ride 
of the year. 

References
(All resources were retrieved from the sources below in July 2009)

Some People’s Choice short story trailers from my classroom

www.mcte.org/journal/mej09/trailers.html

Storyboarding resources

Interesting thirteen-minute video on professional movie story-
boards with examples from classic Disney movies.  http://
vodpod.com/watch/1318003-finding-lady-the-art-of-story-
boarding

Simple template in pdf:  www.mcte.org/journal/mej09/Story-
boardTemplate.pdf

Mentor texts (movie trailers)

The Greatest Game Ever Played (2005): This is one of the most 
multi-dimensional trailers I’ve found. Techniques: use of 
dialog clips for conflict/plot preview and characterization, 
voice-over as bridge, introduction of themes, information on 
studio and other works. Search for this trailer and more at 
www.apple.com/trailers (will play in large screen through 
iTunes). You may want to use trailers from current movies 
that most students have seen. Selecting mentor trailers for 
yourself will help you clarify techniques you want the stu-

http://www.mcte.org/journal/mej09/trailers.html
http://vodpod.com/watch/1318003-finding-lady-the-art-of-storyboarding
http://vodpod.com/watch/1318003-finding-lady-the-art-of-storyboarding
http://vodpod.com/watch/1318003-finding-lady-the-art-of-storyboarding
http://www.mcte.org/journal/mej09/StoryboardTemplate.pdf
http://www.mcte.org/journal/mej09/StoryboardTemplate.pdf
http://www.apple.com/trailers
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dents to notice.

Goldfinger (1964): Techniques: character introductions, plot 
clips, word play, voice-over, studio and actor information. 
Fun trailer to use for contrasting styles and technology of 
movie and movie trailer production between 1964 and today. 
www.spout.com/films/Goldfinger/13723/2134/trailers.aspx

Student-produced slideshow trailers

A Great and Terrible Beauty by Libba Bray – Techniques: excel-
lent use of text, still photos with Ken Burns effect, and dramatic 
music www.youtube.com/watch?v=ivXJSAUVwgE&NR=1

Bringing the Boy Home by N. A. Nelson – Techniques: still 
pictures, text, music. http://vids.myspace.com/index.
cfm?fuseaction=vids.individual&VideoID=31464410

Hoot by Carl Hiassen – Techniques: still pictures, text, 
music, statements of themes. www.youtube.com/
watch?v=qW2kb2baV-8

Student-produced trailers with video and advanced tech-
niques

Sherlock Holmes by Arthur Conan Doyle  – Very sophisticated. 
Techniques: short “blue screen” video clips against period 
backgrounds, effective costumes, dialog, music, sound ef-
fects. www.youtube.com/watch?v=t5d5mFMD4QE

Unwind by Neil Schusterman – Student-created video. Tech-
niques: still shots with dramatic effects, text, music.  http://
voicethread.com/#q+book+trailer.b526363.i2814696

City of Bones by Cassandra Clare – Techniques: fan-created 
artwork, special effects, text, music. http://voicethread.
com/#q+book+trailer.b452234.i2408884

Kipling’s Choice by Geert Spillebeen – Techniques: stop-action 

animation, text, still images, Ken Burns effect, music. http://
voicethread.com/#q+book+trailer.b454858.i2419619

Found by Margaret Peterson Haddix – Techniques: still pic-
tures, video, text, music, sound effects. www.youtube.com/
watch?v=swRTZpnsXgY

Book trailer contest examples

Kirkus Teen Book Video Awards (sponsored by Random House):

2008: www.kirkusreviews.com/kirkusreviews/book_video/in-
dex.jsp

2007:  Love, Stargirl – www.youtube.com/watch?v=95s8GlKY
40o&feature=related; The Secrets of the Immortal Nicholas 
Flamel: The Alchemyst – www.youtube.com/watch?v=S7Q_
DAZMHdU 

2006: The Book Thief – www.youtube.com/watch?v=95s8GlKY
40o&feature=related; A Great and Terrible Beauty – www.
youtube.com/watch?v=L93HOOy-lSc&feature=related 

Winners of Laurie Halse Anderson’s contest on the book 
Speak :h t tp : / /ha lseanderson. l ive journal .com/tag/
book+trailer+contest

Voice-over artists

Legendary Movie Voice (CBS Early Show): www.youtube.com/
watch?v=zhg0HtLMEIU

5 Guys in a Limo: Humorous video, written in voice-over cli-
chés, of Don LaFontaine and four other best-recognized 
voice-over artists on their way to an award ceremony. www.
youtube.com/watch?v=JQRtuxdfQHw

Some of the voice-overs Don LaFontaine generously 
donated for student projects: www.youtube.com/
w a t c h ? v = A 3 Y n p t 6 e Y Y M ; w w w. y o u t u b e . c o m /

http://www.spout.com/films/Goldfinger/13723/2134/trailers.aspx
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ivXJSAUVwgE&NR=1
http://vids.myspace.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=vids.individual&VideoID=31464410
http://vids.myspace.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=vids.individual&VideoID=31464410
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qW2kb2baV-8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qW2kb2baV-8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t5d5mFMD4QE
http://voicethread.com/#q+book+trailer.b526363.i2814696
http://voicethread.com/#q+book+trailer.b526363.i2814696
http://voicethread.com/#q+book+trailer.b452234.i2408884
http://voicethread.com/#q+book+trailer.b452234.i2408884
http://voicethread.com/#q+book+trailer.b454858.i2419619
http://voicethread.com/#q+book+trailer.b454858.i2419619
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=swRTZpnsXgY
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=swRTZpnsXgY
http://www.kirkusreviews.com/kirkusreviews/book_video/index.jsp
http://www.kirkusreviews.com/kirkusreviews/book_video/index.jsp
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=95s8GlKY40o&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=95s8GlKY40o&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=95s8GlKY40o&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=95s8GlKY40o&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L93HOOy-lSc&feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L93HOOy-lSc&feature=related
http://halseanderson.livejournal.com/tag/book+trailer+contest
http://halseanderson.livejournal.com/tag/book+trailer+contest
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zhg0HtLMEIU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zhg0HtLMEIU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JQRtuxdfQHw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JQRtuxdfQHw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A3Ynpt6eYYM
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A3Ynpt6eYYM
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sbkcuIxQyhw
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watch?v=sbkcuIxQyhw;www.youtube.com/watch?v=v__
fVQhDYPE

Memorial tribute to Don LaFontaine : www.ireport.com/docs/
DOC-76266

Copyright and attribution resources

Code of Best Practices in Fair Use for Online Video. http://
www.centerforsocialmedia.org/resources/publications/fair_
use_in_online_video

Videos, case studies, lesson plans, podcast on Code of Best 
Practices for Fair Use in Media Literacy Education. http://
mediaeducationlab.com/code-best-practices-fair-use-media-
literacy-education

From the blog of Doug Johnson, media specialist, Mankato 
Public Schools. http://doug-johnson.squarespace.com/blue-
skunk-blog/2008/11/12/teasers-from-best-practices-in-fair-
use.html

Creative Commons license descriptions: http://creativecom-
mons.org/about/licenses

Videos on Creative Commons that can be used with students 
http://creativecommons.org/videos

Excellent source for music licensed under Creative Commons: 
http://ccmixter.org/view/media/home

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sbkcuIxQyhw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v__fVQhDYPE
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v__fVQhDYPE
http://www.ireport.com/docs/DOC-76266
http://www.ireport.com/docs/DOC-76266
http://www.centerforsocialmedia.org/resources/publications/fair_use_in_online_video
http://www.centerforsocialmedia.org/resources/publications/fair_use_in_online_video
http://www.centerforsocialmedia.org/resources/publications/fair_use_in_online_video
http://mediaeducationlab.com/code-best-practices-fair-use-media-literacy-education
http://mediaeducationlab.com/code-best-practices-fair-use-media-literacy-education
http://mediaeducationlab.com/code-best-practices-fair-use-media-literacy-education
http://doug-johnson.squarespace.com/blue-skunk-blog/2008/11/12/teasers-from-best-practices-in-fair-use.html
http://doug-johnson.squarespace.com/blue-skunk-blog/2008/11/12/teasers-from-best-practices-in-fair-use.html
http://doug-johnson.squarespace.com/blue-skunk-blog/2008/11/12/teasers-from-best-practices-in-fair-use.html
http://creativecommons.org/about/licenses
http://creativecommons.org/about/licenses
http://creativecommons.org/videos
http://ccmixter.org/view/media/home
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Over 2,300 years ago many scholars in ancient Greece were 
skeptical of an emerging written discourse that challenged the 
conventional ways of communicating. In many ways, our current 
times are similar to ancient Greece in that linear and fixed discours-
es are changing as a result of an emerging and evolving digital 
revolution that has forced us to re-evaluate and redefine what con-
stitutes written academic discourse. This change is also challeng-
ing the way we define, create, and modify writing centers. Most 
community college writing centers currently emphasize face-to-
face, one-on-one interaction between students or between stu-
dents and faculty.  However, due to monumental changes in elec-
tronic technologies, we welcome a changing landscape in terms 
of what constitutes writing centers at the two-year college level.

The purpose of our study is to show how the four of us 
instructors at Century Community and Technical College—
Brian Lewis, Gordon Pueschner, Kim Gaffney, and Chris 
Weyandt--began to recognize this changing landscape through 

Changing the Landscape of 
Writing Centers in the Two-
Year College through Online 
Discussion Boards
Brian Lewis 
Gordon Pueschner 
Kim Gaffney 
Chris Weyandt

our work in our college’s Online Writing Center (hence OWC). 
When we first created the OWC in 2005, we did not know what 
types of discourse students would embrace and what types they 
would reject. Little did we know, however, that the students 
would most value discussion boards in their OWC interactions. 
Through this student response, we came to learn the importance 
of student community-building in an OWC environment.

Literature Review
According to Howell, Williams, and Lindsay, “The current 

higher education infrastructure cannot accommodate the growing 
college-aged population and enrollments, making more distance 
education programs necessary.” Colleges need to prepare for 
more students because “the largest high school class in U.S. 
history will occur in 2009” (Howell, Williams, and Lindsay). 
This statistic reflects a burgeoning trend in how our students will 
be learning in the future. Most research on online communities 
portrays both asynchronous communities, such as discussion 
boards, and synchronous communities, such as chat rooms, as 
vital aspects of community building in any online teaching or 
tutoring environments (Ko and Rossen 51-52; Palloff and Pratt; 
Conrad and Donaldson 20-23). This research largely shows 
both synchronous and asynchronous communities as equally 
successful means of providing a sense of “social presence” in 
online learning environments (Swan and Shih). 

Most particularly relevant to our own interests, online 
communities have proven to be particularly helpful to faculty 
and students in the community college setting. As Clinton 
Gardner asserts, OWLS can be extremely useful in creating 
a sense of community and collaboration among faculty and 
students: “Students can collaborate in a nontutorial, nonteacherly 
setting with readers who are their respondents rather than their 
instructors” (77). Finally, both types of online community 
appear to reinforce the CCCC policy on Teaching, Learning, 
and Assessing Writing in Digital Environments: “Good Practice 
Encourages Contacts Between Student and Faculty . . . Good 
Practice Develops Reciprocity and Cooperation among Students 
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. . .” (Chickering and Ehrmann).
However, our study is unique in that it suggests that discussion 

board environments might help facilitate student learning even 
more than synchronous chat rooms do. As Hiltz and Goldman 
indicate, discussion board work has the advantage of creating 
for students a “learning network” among their peers, leading to 
community building among all online writers involved. Even 
after pointing out several advantages of synchronous online 
communication for student learning, Conrad and Donaldson 
concede that “Unlike synchronous activities, asynchronous 
activities allow each voice to be heard, whether in a small or 
large group, helping learners feel that they are part of a learning 
community and increasing their motivation to interact” (22). 

Furthermore, unlike most research on the role of discussion 
boards in online learning, our study focuses on the role that 
online writing centers may play in facilitating this community-
building process. Most scholarship on online writing centers 
has examined such issues as e-mail tutoring, student-faculty 
synchronous conferences, and responding appropriately to 
student writing online (Ascuena and Kiernan, Hobson, Gardner). 
However, such scholarship either does not directly address the 
role of the discussion board in an online writing center or argues 
against its usefulness in a writing center. 

Indeed, in his introduction to Wiring the Writing Center, Eric 
Hobson cautions readers not to make too much out of emerging 
technologies such as discussion boards because they do not 
“provide a writing center with anything that can replace the 
people who work there” (xi).  Of a similar mindset, Ellen Mohr 
proclaims, “Students do not use our writing center computers 
to type their papers” and “Computers will never replace tutors” 
(152-53). Contrary to these assertions, our work in this study 
indicates that online writing center scholarship needs to re-
examine preexisting prejudices against OWCs and asynchronous 
discussion. 

Background on Our Online Writing Center
Initially, during the 2004-2005 academic year, administrators 

and English faculty at Century asked the coordinators of the 
OWC to develop research links for the Writing Center website. 
The OWC continued its development from 2005-06 with the 
introduction of online peer reviews and student-instructor 
“chats.” For the 2006-07 academic year, students could self-
register for the OWC through Desire2Learn (D2L), our course 
management software here at Century. Once this occurred, 
student use of the OWC began to triple with each semester.  

As it stands today in 2009, Century College is unusual among 
two-year and four-year institutions. Students enrolled in most 
four-credit sections of developmental writing and Composition 
I courses are required to spend one credit hour out of the four in 
the college writing center. Burgeoning enrollments at Century 
College over the past decade necessitated the development of 
additional ways for the 1,000 students in writing classes each 
semester to reach that 750 minute goal per semester. A lack of 
space in our on-site lab, combined with emerging technologies, 
made it possible to replicate the same quality of interactions in 
an online writing space. During the 2007-08 academic year, the 
OWC allowed students to earn credit toward their writing center 
goal in three ways: through the satisfactory completion of writing-
related instructional materials, faculty-student conferences, and 
asynchronous discussion boards. Currently, students may earn 
250 of the required 750 minutes credit through the OWC.

 Faculty-generated instructional materials currently take 
several forms: grammar lessons, research techniques, common 
book information, assignments, quizzes, and sample papers. The 
flexible format allows both content and assignments to expand 
over time. The OWC oversight committee regularly reviews 
both the instructional materials on offer and the possible credit 
for completing the activities.

The conferencing feature used for faculty-student conferences 
in Century’s OWC does not have screen-sharing capability 
nor does it have voice capability. Instead, it is a synchronous 
version of the asynchronous discussion used for student-to-
student interaction. Students contact the OWC coordinator with 
a request for a meeting. Once the meeting has been established, 
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students can either post their drafts and questions to a drop box 
in the OWC or email it to the instructor. At the designated date 
and time, both meet in the OWC conference room designated for 
this purpose. Not surprisingly, some of the more common topics 
of discussion in the conferences center on grammar, rhetorical 
mode, thesis, organization, MLA style and essay structure. 
Questions asked of the students tend to be open-ended, forcing 
them to analyze what is on the page and not simply do what they 
are told. In this way, they replicate the conversations we have in 
our on-the-ground writing center. The level of interaction stays 
the same, yet we are able to respond to students’ needs regarding 
flexibility of scheduling. 

Discussion boards, our third option for students, are by far the 
most popular and have grown every semester. Topics currently 
available to students are the campus’ common book, grammar 
questions, peer review, environmental consciousness, and online 
learning. There is also a weekly topic to keep students engaged 
in the discussion boards over the course of the semester. 

For the most part, faculty take a hands-off approach to the 
boards. Aside from establishing the discussion topics, faculty 
rarely intervene unless the conversation turns uncivil or a topic 
wanders too far off course. Fortunately, this happens rarely. 
The asynchronous discussions are otherwise entirely student-
led. Because of the way the software is programmed in the 
discussion area, students will see the entire conversation thread 
in a post, making it easy for them to join in the conversation 
without necessarily having to go back and read every post in 
that thread. As with the instructional materials, every effort is 
made to keep the discussion boards accessible to the maximum 
number of students regardless of prior technology experience. 
To this end, through May 2008, we have been able to get 1,090 
students and faculty self-registered for the OWC. 

Methodology
At the conclusion of both the 2006-07 and 2007-08 academic 

years, we decided to survey users of the Online Writing Center 
on its effectiveness.  We were curious about what writing center 

users liked best or least about the Online Writing Center.  One 
of the questions on the survey (in both years) read as follows: 
“Which of the following is the most interesting or helpful aspect 
of the Online Writing Center?” Another question (again, in both 
years) asked, “What would you like to see more of in the Online 
Writing Center?”

In addition to the formal surveys, we wanted to learn about 
student use of both debate forums and asynchronous online peer 
review in the discussion boards. In the “Debate” Discussion 
Forums, students were instructed as follows:

Debate: Where do you stand and why?
Share your ideas and get feedback in this forum. Please 
avoid logical fallacies when supporting your position 
and stick with facts—information that can be verified—
and inferences—conclusions about the unknown based 
on the known.

As with the “Debates,” in the “Peer Review” Discussion 
Forum, we also tried to give students some specific guidelines 
for communicating in the forum:

Students may peer review their work here electronically. 
Be sure to attach (at least part of) your essay and major 
questions you have about it . . .  If you are posting a 
piece of writing in response to a specific assignment, 
please include the assignment or a brief description of 
the assignment to better help your reviewer comment on 
the effectiveness of your work.

Results: The Year-End Surveys
  In the 2006-07 survey, most of the respondents (42.86%) 

indicated that the Discussion Boards were the most interesting 
or helpful aspect of the Online Writing Center, but only 9.52% 
of the respondents indicated that the Chat Rooms were most 
helpful to them.  In other words, the students saw the Discussion 
Boards as being almost FIVE TIMES as helpful to them as the 
Chat Room sessions. In the comment section of the survey, 
students described the Discussion Boards as “user friendly,” 
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“self explanatory,” “easy to use,” and “simple.”   The comments 
on the Chat Rooms, by contrast, were quite sparse, and focused 
instead on how the Chat was difficult to manipulate.  For 
example, one anonymous student wrote, “I would like to know 
how to get the chat sessions to work.”

The results of the 2007-08 survey indicated an increased 
popularity of the Discussion Boards. A huge majority of the 
students picked “discussion boards” as the aspect of the Online 
Writing Center that was “most helpful/interesting” to them 
(54.17%). And this time NONE of the students surveyed picked 
“conference appointments with tutors” (our new name for the 
Chat Room sessions) as “most helpful/interesting.” One student 
wrote, “I think that the discussions are great to read and to know 
that I’m not the only one with questions that I feel are ‘silly’ or 
‘stupid.’” Another remarked, “[due to the Discussion Boards] 
You can ask questions and don’t have to try to find the answer or 
even after you’ve searched. Someone will respond.”

The student respondents to both surveys also indicated that 
they were interested in more engaging technology in the Online 
Writing Center. Question four on the 2008 survey read, “Which 
of the following options would get you more interested in using 
the Online Writing Center?” The most popular response both 
years (52.4% of the students in 2006-07; 39.39% of the students 
in 2007-08) was “if it had more engaging technology.” The key 
to this response is “engaging.” We have chosen to interpret this 
to mean short, to-the-point, campus-specific, and hopefully 
slightly humorous. In other words, something that one might 
consider engaging with more than once. It is also worthy to note 
that the second most popular response to Question four in 2007-
08 was “if it had more discussion boards” (27.27%). 

Common Uses of the Online Writing Center 
Discussion Board
Debates on Current Events

Three of the most popular discussion boards were on 
political topics: The War in Iraq, Global Warming, and the 2008 
Presidential Election.  Within these online debates, students 

voluntarily engaged each other.  Interestingly enough, even 
those students who were not required to come to the Writing 
Center for credit willingly joined in the debates.  Furthermore, 
the students, did, for the most part, employ logical reasoning to 
make their points.  Our initial fear was that the students would 
make ad hominem attacks (e.g., “Hilary is a bitch!”), but by and 
large they did not engage in this sort of rhetoric, nor did they 
permit others to do so.  When they did make personal remarks, 
others within the Discussion Board discourse community would 
often point out their breaches of netiquette, enabling the initially 
rude individual to “back off” his or her words a bit. On the whole, 
we noticed that students were able to use our Online Writing 
Center--voluntarily--to express their concerns about political, 
social, and cultural issues.  

Peer Review
The results for peer review tended to be mixed.  We asked 

students to post three questions that they had about their own 
work. Furthermore, we stressed that these questions concern 
issues of content and organization rather than grammar and 
format. Unfortunately, we noticed that many students  neglected 
to post any questions along with their work.  When they did write 
questions, the questions tended to be vague, such as “Tell me 
what I should do or change?” or “Can you fix my paper for me?”  
Such questions mirror the types of queries that writing center 
tutors often receive from students who are inexperienced in 
talking about their own written work.   In an online environment, 
we learned that students can respond to visual cues, such as 
bolding text: as soon as we began to bold the line about “major 
questions” in the directions for peer review, we started to get 
students asking more questions about their own work.  

On a more positive note, we saw that students often went 
to great lengths to help each other out in online peer review. 
For instance, one student explained to another student that the 
definitions that he was using weren’t necessarily clear to a non-
technical audience: “I personally don’t know what HSV and 
CMYK stand for. I would also suspect that some people don’t 
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know what RGB means. If your audience is a higher class where 
they would know these terms you wouldn’t have to worry about 
defining these terms but if your audience is the common person 
then I would consider doing it.”  

Discussion 
Only a few students were taking advantage of faculty-

student online conferences in the OWC. As another colleague 
has pointed out, “You can lead a student to the writing center 
but you can’t make him (or her) think.” When the OWC was 
originally established, we had envisioned that this would be one 
of the more heavily trafficked areas. Use has been consistent, but 
not at the levels we had hoped. 

However, from the discussion boards we can reasonably infer 
that our students learned to grasp the socio-political nature of the 
writing process; engagement in the act of writing, after all, makes 
a writer a participant within a discourse community.  Through 
their use of the online Discussion Board, the students became 
more aware that writing is a social, participatory, collaborative 
act, through which ideas are refined, tested, revised, and 
explored. Some of the survey comments indicated that students 
enjoyed being able to interact with others and saw a value in 
using an online writing center as a place for conversational 
feedback. For example, the student peer response noted above 
helps to illustrate the student’s awareness of the social nature 
of the writing process on two different levels.  To begin with, 
the student responder asks the student using the technical terms 
to consider adjusting his prose for his non-technical audience. 
The remark about “class” also shows that the student responder 
understands the notion of linguistic register and is trying to make 
the student aware of this as well.

Asynchronous discussion boards on current events engage 
our students in discussion on issues that matter to them, in an 
interactive setting that allows them time to produce meaningful, 
more insightful writing. A lot of students who are in the regular 
ground-based classroom may be too shy to speak up or they may 
not be able to think on the spot. In the discussion board, students 

get a chance to really think about the topic in a more stress-free 
zone. 

An asynchronous discussion board also helps promote a 
sense of community. Students often engage in social functions 
online, such as Facebook and Myspace, both of which enable 
community interaction. In the discussion room, students 
recognize each other after a while and get comfortable with 
each other. As a result, they begin to ask each other questions 
and share ideas without being worried about excessive judgment 
from their peers. The discussion board also provides students 
knowledge of the world. Discussion boards keep many students 
who don’t follow news or politics up to date, and may in fact get 
them to investigate further or give them ideas to write about in 
their classes. 

Most importantly, asynchronous discussion boards enable 
students to write. They have to write out their thoughts and 
opinions. When they agree or disagree with another student, 
they have to write it out. And the more practice the students have 
with the discussion boards, the better they become at writing. 
As Muriel Harris and Michael Pemberton claim, “Certainly, 
there are advantages to this sort of interaction. To begin with, 
to use the system [discussion boards], students must do the one 
thing we work hardest to get them to do: write” (158). In the 
online environment everything the student wants to say has to be 
written out. And in this environment without the pressures of the 
classroom with people staring at them, students can take their 
time, think it through, and figure out exactly what points they 
want to emphasize. Students also value asynchronous interaction 
because they can do it anytime they want. Many Century students 
are busy working full-time (working an average of 34 hours per 
week, according to 2007 Century College statistics) and many 
have families, so they don’t have the time to get together and 
chat with friends about current events or topics that matter to 
them. The discussion boards allow students to still participate in 
a meaningful exchange of ideas on their own time. 

Asynchronous discussion boards are also useful because 
instructors can’t teach students everything in the classroom; 
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therefore, the online writing center becomes a place to reach 
students in new ways. In the classroom students might be at 
varying ability levels, and as instructors we don’t have time to 
address the needs of all of them. We can therefore guide our 
students to the Online Writing Center where they can get help 
from other instructors and students. Harris and Pemberton claim 
that “[The online writing center] becomes a resource center for 
writers, providing opportunities to learn new tools for writing 
that may not be taught in course” (158). Instead of the student 
just having their instructor as their only main resource guide, the 
online writing center provides the student with another outlet for 
them to learn.

Conclusion: Discussion Boards and Beyond
Clearly, students in our Online Writing Center value the 

discussion boards and see them as an important means of 
connecting with their peers. It is clear that they feel they learn 
more from the asynchronous responses of peers than from 
making tutoring appointments online with faculty members. 
Thus our study suggests that discussion boards in an online 
writing center may accomplish the following goals: 

(1) They may enable students to more firmly grasp the idea 
that writing is both social and political in nature; 

(2) They may help students produce more insightful student 
writing; 

(3) They may promote a sense of community akin to 
communities formed in other online spaces (such as MySpace 
and Facebook);

(4) They may give students more writing practice; and
(5) They may give students more freedom to write when 

they want.
Of course, our findings are somewhat tentative and need to be 

followed up by further research and study. We plan to continue 
to survey students on their OWC usage over the next three years 
to obtain more data on this topic. But, thus far, we feel we can 
recommend that other community colleges consider the value of 
setting up online writing centers at their schools through their 

schools’ own course management software. By doing so, we 
have found a novel way to facilitate student collaborations in 
a writing center environment, which, as Lunsford concedes, is 
often “impossible” to do in college and university writing centers 
due to their bureaucratic structures and emphasis on tutor-tutee 
relationships. 

Through discussion boards, students learn to help each other 
with their writing regardless of their level or background; this 
demonstrates that, with discussion boards in Online Writing 
Centers, Elbow’s “yogurt” model of writing (as explained in 
Everyone Can Write) may be applicable to online environments 
as well. If the online world is the world students inhabit, then it 
only makes sense for us to provide a good learning environment, 
a reliable one, in their virtual landscape. 
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I. Introduction

Writing Across the Curriculum (WAC) must serve as a ve-
hicle for students to learn to drive successfully through all types 
of terrain and weather. As students, they do not yet know all 
the possible diverse passengers and cultures they may need to 
entertain in future trips. In other words, a 21st century student’s 
skill-set has to be adaptable to all the currently unforeseen ca-
reer paths that a student may need to work in successfully and 
to communicate within effectively—this is not to replace or rule 
out having specialized knowledge and skills within a certain 
field. If a student faces rhetoric only in his English courses, he 
will be greatly disadvantaged when compared to a peer given the 
opportunities to practice discourse in other disciplines. The stu-
dent—able to learn by writing toward and with content-specific 
audiences—moves with agility to avoid accidents when entering 
different terrains, learns to adapt to different purposes, and such 
unfeigned confidence affords acceptance into other discourses.

Learning Inextricably Linked to 
Writing

Corinne Ehrfurth

II. History
Almost analogous to these two countries driving on the 

opposite side of the road from each other, the history behind 
WAC begins in two different directions: the British focus on 
language across the disciplines while the Americans emphasize 
writing. According to Nancy Martin, a retired professor at the 
University of London’s Institute of Education and former director 
of the British Schools Council Writing-across-the-Curriculum 
Project, the emphasis on language as opposed to merely writing 
started during LATE’s (London Association for the Teaching of 
English) research on how to teach all students in a “common 
school” system instead of just educating the bourgeoisie and 
upper-class children. LATE “sought a pedagogy that had its 
roots in language development [because their new clientele 
sorely lacked proper speech and understanding of conventions] 
and would also be contained within a philosophical framework 
of humane learning theory” (Martin 12). Research-based Jean 
Piaget’s text Play, Dreams and Imitation in Childhood fulfilled 
their purpose and fueled a focus on egocentric speech—where 
the “origin of writing” occurs—as “a kind of pivot for developing 
language theories” (Martin 12). Ten years later, LATE continued 
research on the connection between language and learning, and 
during a 1967 conference on “talk” Martin names “language 
across the curriculum” as the focus (since the 1950s and into 
the current future). The justification is clear as writing ties into 
language studies and education, but it is not the focal foundation 
of American WAC efforts and inception.

Whether semantics delineate speech or writing, at the 
core one finds WAC promoting the assumption that language, 
learning, and teaching (Russell 41) must serve as the base and 
structure of a meaningful education. Many leaders of WAC 
programs echo similar personal experiences that emphasize 
the vital role of using language appropriately. The sentiments 
of Thomas L. Hilgers, director of the University of Hawaii’s 
Manoa Writing Program, serve as one example: “With an MA 
in literature, I began graduate study in psychology. On my first 
seminar paper, my professor wrote, ‘Highly literary, but not a 
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review of literature.’ Later, after I had the PhD in psychology, 
my English department tenure committee notes that ‘his articles 
read well, though perhaps with overreliance on social-science 
jargon’” (Marsella, Hilgers, and McLaren 174). Those within 
academia—starting initially as far back as Socrates—notice 
how integral one’s ability to communicate is for one’s ability 
to achieve a worthwhile education that is transferable to post-
educational endeavors. 

III. Benefits and Challenges
As alluded to above, throughout its history (which Russell 

asserts began formally in mid-1970 America (29)—earlier, 
of course, as stated above for the British) WAC has faced 
numerous challenges when trying to quantify its positive effects 
on student learning and academic success. However, such 
challenges certainly have not discouraged concerned individuals 
and groups from trying . In addition, WAC effortlessly morphs 
into endeavors and programs that suit the stakeholders involved,  
a result which—although beneficial at the time for the given 
institution, course and/or student needs—creates another layer 
of complexity when one tries to determine the successfulness of 
the movement over time. 

As one could deduce from its versatile nature, WAC offers 
numerous benefits, despite the current lack of conclusive 
scientific evidence. Fostering collaborative learning practices 
between students and faculty, increasing learning for students 
engaged in meaningful writing exercises, and opening doors for 
students to enter into various discourse communities are a few of 
the best documented reasons to take WAC risks. 

At any level of education, primary goals revolve around 
the quality, depth and amount of learning achieved by students. 
Historically, WAC boasts the ability to cultivate these goals in all 
disciplines. One may cite the 1977 essay where Britton presents 
writing in the disciplines as predisciplinary theory (which means 
that teachers must understand what students need in order for 
them to find understanding (60)). Here the emphasis is on the 
quality of the learning and not the delivery of specific content 

(Britton 47). For other evidence of WACs ability to achieve 
basic educational goals, one may look at Russell’s understanding 
of how nascent WAC in the 1970s and early 1980s “evolve[d] 
a broader version of progressive pedagogy…[to] link writing 
not only to learning and student development but also to the 
intellectual interests of specialists” (39). As seen through these 
two experts’ assessments of early WAC, its versatility certainly 
works as a strength in serving diverse educational goals, but it 
may also leave itself vulnerable to heavy disapproval because of 
its lack of consistency in practice and elusive definition.

When considering WAC—just as one would with any 
educational theory or pedagogy—understanding the criticisms 
helps one to decipher where shortcomings may arise or how 
and where WAC is best used. The greatest historical contention 
runs parallel to common misconceptions of composition theory: 
WAC merely tries to promote grammatical and surface changes 
at an institutional level (McLeod; McLeod and Maimon). Since 
WAC programs transcend traditional departmental structures, 
funding and leadership are inconsistent and seem to contribute  
to logistical instability in their staying power and wide-spread 
effects—especially at an elementary or secondary level. A 
criticism related to faculty turn-over and lack of funding or 
institutional support in general is shouted loudest by Daniel 
Mahala (who has served as a professor and writing director at 
University of Missouri, Kansas City, and at Drake University), 
He asks why WAC has not done more for increasing institutional 
changes. Mahala also asserts that the movement began too much 
on the side of expressive theory and has “maintained a political 
invisibility” instead of “really interrogating prevailing attitudes 
about knowledge, language and learning” to enact serious 
institutional change (Mahala 733).

Despite warring opinions of WAC success and effectiveness, 
one could consider welcoming students into the discourse of 
academia as pure common sense. Throughout education’s history, 
numerous composition theorists (such as Freire, Bartholomae, 
Bruffee, Pratt, McCormick—to name a few) have touted the  
direct correlation between students’ familiarity with a discourse 
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community and their success at an institution, yet WAC takes 
this recognition one step further by asserting that students need 
practice with switching registers so they may aptly converse in 
disciplines where norms taught by the BA, MA or even PhD 
English-trained instructors may not prevail.  

One of the most obvious examples compares attitudes 
toward writing with passive voice: the humanities deplore such 
constructions whereas the sciences and technical writing prefer 
it. Even more difficult-to-pick-up nuances exist within discourse 
communities. For example, a student may even need to know 
when to shift writing styles for an audience within a single 
job, as happens daily for Ralph Gakenheimer, who teaches 
(at MIT), works in the urban planning/civil engineering field, 
and considers “translating ideas” the bulk of his job’s duties. 
Gakenheimer reflects on how consequential the role of deciding 
to write critically or neutrally plays in the success of his clients 
and proposals. A critical style (filled with analysis and projections 
of causes for certain decisions) suits his colleagues within the 
urban planning department, but a client proposal necessitates a 
neutral (objective, completely detached) style. The optimal style 
depends on his audience and purpose for the writing. (And when 
writing “up to 30 pages a day on client reports” (Dunlap 216), 
he must determine appropriate style efficiently.) Essentially, his 
writing either assuages serious issues and secures funding or it 
fails his business pursuits (Dunlap 216-223).

As further case in point, Gakenheimer does not hold a 
composition or English-related degree; however, he does 
possess the best background to train students for the types of 
writing they will produce if their field involves engineering. To 
truly welcome a student into the discourse community that he or 
she needs to know, disciplines outside the English Departments 
need to be onboard with WAC efforts: “The person who knows 
best how to initiate the newcomer is not the composition teacher, 
but the teacher who is already grounded in the content of the 
field and who is fluent in the disciplinary discourse—the history 
teacher, the biology teacher, the math teacher” (McLeod 174). 
Students’ exposure to WAC increases their awareness of the 

rules and heuristics in the different disciplines as well as their 
ability to express complexity of thought in their language.  
Instructors and institutions striving to create more sensitive 
and critical thinkers able to articulate judgments—on paper 
as well as verbally—foster a society that runs and progresses 
at increasingly higher levels. The world sorely needs students 
learning through meaningful writing exercises that prepare them 
for situations outside of academia.

To achieve such preparation, perhaps again it may seem 
common sense that the activities that lead to genuine learning are 
those with a blend of student-centered, real-world, challenging 
exercises that require students to not only build on and learn 
knowledge but to demonstrate and articulate said knowledge 
while practicing skills and acquiring new knowledge. An 
impractical order to expect? True, perhaps. And although no 
sources yet found on WAC word their objectives in such a loaded 
fashion, implicitly WAC does claim to do all the above. 

IV. Progress in Developing Research
Over the last two decades, institutions have increasingly not 

only recognized but have begun to adress the lack of research  
that quantifies the belief that writing in content areas yields 
improved learning. For one, the University of Minnesota’s 
Center for Interdisciplinary Studies of Writing sponsored a grant 
to help disseminate resources to a broader audience of teachers, 
practitioners and other parties interested in WAC trials, studies, 
successes, and weaknesses. The resultant literature review by 
professors Aparna Ganguli and Richard Henry also partly 
serves to incite other researchers to continue. For instance, one 
bibliographic entry shares Smith and Gopen’s 1990 study that 
proved how a piloted, writing embedded calculus course helps 
students increase their complexity of thought through expression 
by requiring revisions and discussing “writing strategies based 
on readers’ expectations of substance and structure” (Ganguli 
and Henry 8-9 ). However, this study and numerous others need 
follow up studies to weigh any additional value or necessary 
alterations. At the same time, other individuals and institutions 
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have publications and websites to serve the same purpose 
(see Anson, Schwiebert, and Williamson; Palmquist) as the 
University of Minnesota’s grant. 

Although most of the research focuses on college-level 
WAC implementations, secondary schools across the country 
have sporadically tested WAC endeavors as well. As a result of 
a 1989 Kentucky Supreme Court decision, which declared the 
public education system unconstitutional, the legislature passed 
KERA (Kentucky Education Reform Act) and involved school 
teachers “in the broadest reform ever attempted by any state in 
the nation” (Berryman and Russell 76). Kentucky’s secondary 
schools (i.e. Paul Laurence Dunbar High) stand out for taking a 
WAC perspective on reform because the state chose to require a 
writing portfolio of all its students (Berryman and Russell) as a 
way to measure NCBL-type improvements across the schools. 
As Berryman relays the schools’ struggles to implement such 
a program, the vital importance of quality staff development, 
support and buy-in from non-English departments and a shift 
from using writing as an assessment tool to a tool for learning 
become clear.

V. Staff Development and Support to Sustain 
Movement

And what educational paradigm would be complete without 
faculty support, competency and research? Imagine how chaotic 
and pointless a driving school would be with instructors who did 
not know how to operate a vehicle themselves or were clueless 
of the rules necessary for passing a driver’s examination. 

Faculty workshops and staff development prevent such chaos 
from undermining a successful (and safe) WAC community. 
Judith A. Langer, education professor at State University of 
New York, Albany, most logically realized that “if new activities 
emphasize one kind of knowledge but teachers have been trained 
to look for other types of performance as evidence of learning, 
the new approaches make little difference” (70). In other words, 
if individuals running their own classrooms are unfamiliar or 
uncomfortable with how to use WAC then, no matter what else, 

the program will not serve students as it should. Consistent with 
Langer’s imperative, Berryman and her colleagues cite dramatic 
shifts in results: writing awareness increased as twelve of the 
eighteen content-area teachers changed their assignments to focus 
on learning through writing (Berryman and Russell 81); teacher 
buy-in helped “more teachers [to begin] to work with students to 
improve the writing” rather than to rely on the English teachers 
to “fix existing content area pieces” (Berryman and Russell 80). 
With each year of the Kentucky portfolio assessments, more 
students moved to high proficiency levels (although Berryman 
and Russell’s article does not cite specific numbers or any 
statistical analysis) due in part to cross-curricular staff support, 
as the article would imply through its delineation of staff attitude 
and instructional changes. Certainly the WAC program that 
Berryman helped develop at her school, Paul Laurence Dunbar 
High, would not have been as successful if staff development 
was neglected. Many professionals, including Langer, within the 
field of teaching recognize the essential connection between staff 
competency and support of WAC efforts and student success in 
WAC programs .

Faculty involvement and staff development serve as the 
engine to drive WAC endeavors forward. WAC calls for 
instructors to shift their pedagogies to incorporate writing as a 
tool for learning; students across the curriculum benefit from 
the “writing to learn” shift. Bonnie B. Spanier, who earned a 
Harvard University doctorate in microbiology and molecular 
genetics, believes heavily in WAC contributions toward her 
students’ increased learning. She cites anecdotal evidence:

In their short reaction papers, students placed themselves 
into the critical analysis, with comments such as, “I grew 
to realize the necessity of analyzing data for oneself, 
and the importance of questioning opinions that are 
not backed up by facts”…These students are taking an 
active analytical stance, not that of passive recipients of 
knowledge. (Spanier 206)

Throughout her essay, “Encountering the Biological 
Sciences: Ideology, Language, and Learning,” Spanier also 
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argues that allowing students to reflect, connect personally to 
the science, and articulate their discoveries and questions draws 
in and keeps minority populations within scientific fields, where 
the traditional nature of scientific theory and teaching methods 
have often discouraged such students from pursuing its paths. 

Be it driving a car or navigating careers successfully, 
students must be prepared for all the unknowns and taught the 
skills to survive. The most salient feature of Writing Across 
the Curriculum is that, since its inception, it has kept student 
learning at the forefront. For no matter one’s future, one must 
be able to articulate clearly and must value learning and growth, 
which is exactly the foundation of all WAC endeavors. 
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The day’s first sunlight stretches across these rolling hills 
like a cat waking from a nap, spreading long, persistent arms 
through hovering mist. The fog lifts from dewy pasture grasses, 
and brightly colored jerseys roll on black tires, peppering the 
gray stripe of county road with reds, yellows, and blues. Bicycle 
computers reset to zero, the journey begins.

I am a “rookie” road cyclist, having just taken to the more 
serious side of biking in the past few months. In my short time with 
the Twin Cities Bicycling Club, I’ve learned from experienced 
riders some of the bicycling insider information—the value of 
a light-weight carbon frame, the prestige of an ultegra derailer, 
the risks and benefits of clip-in biking shoes, and why cyclists 
wear such crazy clothing. A four-day, 246-mile Wisconsin trip 
in July was the test for my newly formed biking skills. It was a 
journey in a literal sense, as I was focused primarily on making 
it the roughly sixty miles from point A to point B each day. But, 
as any English teacher knows, metaphors abound, especially on 
journeys. 

As I began the trip, the turn of the calendar to August loomed, 

Of Maps and Miles and  
Metaphors: Pedaling/Peddling 
Thoughts on Writing  
Instruction

Sherri Larson

and my mind was on the upcoming school year—my sixth year 
as a high school English teacher. Both the timing of the ride and 
the time spent on my bike made maps into course outlines, cue 
sheets into lesson plans, and hills into key concepts. Supported 
by thoughts from accomplished writers and teachers in Teaching 
the Neglected “R” (Newkirk & Kent), and Adolescent Literacy 
(Beers, Probst, & Rief), I hope to peddle/pedal some ideas about 
writing instruction that helped me get up the hills of Wisconsin 
and answer the recurring question of August: “What can I do to 
be a better teacher?”

Day 1: Mineral Point to New Glarus, 62 miles
6:45 a.m. Admittedly, I am filled with anxiety. I am 

surrounded by 33 bicyclists, all of whom I am quite certain are 
more skilled than I. Before we leave the hotel in Mineral Point, 
we’re told it’s seventeen miles to the first rest stop at a grocery 
store. I’ve been on enough rides this spring and summer to know 
my legs can do this, but how about my bladder? Will the grocery 
store have a bathroom? Will I need a snack? Should I prevent 
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later dehydration by making sure I finish my water by then? 
What if I get separated from the good cyclists? What if I miss a 
turn? Will I see the arrows on the road? Enough, enough. Clip 
in; pedal, pedal, pedal. 

In the first mile, our riding order is established. The tandems 
take off with every bit of the power of four legs in a rhythmic 
oneness; singles chat and settle gears into comfortable pace, 
uttering the customary “on your left” before passing slower 
riders. The group of bikes quickly separates into twos and threes. 

We had been given a map highlighting our route. I’m 
energized to see the wandering line clearly reaching a town 
famous for its cheese and beer as our evening destination. But I 
am suspicious that it must take a large hill for our mid-trip stop 
to have earned the name “Mount Horeb.” It is comforting to see 
the route in one glance—to view both point A and point B on 
one sheet of paper. I remind myself that it’s a flat map, and that 
the large incline in the middle does not mean elevation. It’s just 
a line.

Even hearing the word “map” as August nears brings my 
mind to the way we use the term at school. Our department 
is creating curriculum and course “maps” this year. In my 
planning, I often visualize the writing process as a map, and use 
the language accordingly: “Begin with the end in mind”; “Stick 
to the course”; “Know where you’re going.” I often refer to the 
“steps” of the writing process as if traveling toward an endpoint. 
That’s the map idea—the big picture. If not comforting (for some 
of them are surely long!), maps are at least helpful, showing the 
whole route in one image and giving a sense of where one is 
heading. 

 However, the map does not show the “detours” that may 
slow the process, requiring more time or trouble along the way.  
It doesn’t show the potholes, the broken glass, the ditch-lying 
watchdogs or the ubiquitous roadkill. In the writing process, 
these hazards could be anything from a student missing a week 
of class with the flu, to a computer breakdown the night before 
a draft is due, to one’s habit of misusing commas. The learning 
process could be “detoured” by a fight between two students in 

the back, the rain on the classroom window, or the excitement of 
the football game that evening. The room, and the road, is never 
free from distraction.

On the positive side, maps also don’t show the spectacular 
view at the top of the hill, the just-off-the-road Amish bakery, or 
the indigo bunting, zipping from branch to branch along a quiet 
highway. In the writing process, these surprises could be in the 
form of a sudden understanding of how a thesis statement helps 
the writing to fit together, an inspirational quote gleaned from a 
movie, or an idea for a brand new attention-grabbing opener. I’ll 
never forget one student’s vivid description of his bike accident: 
“I got a face full of mailbox.” That was a moment of inspiration 
and truth that I didn’t see on my lesson plan that day.

A map shows the big picture, but not the unexpected details. 
Using a map mentality must keep the beginning and end in 
mind. It must also allow room for discovery—for enlightenment 
and reflection. Paul Carney notes how this mindset of meta-
cognition allows one to interact with one’s own writing in a 
meaningful and helpful way. Categorizing student writing errors 
as “Oops,” “Oh!”, and “Huh?” allows students to evaluate the 
effect of small errors on the piece as a whole. It also provides 
them a starting point from which to correct the error. It’s about 
noticing and reacting to the details, and how those details are an 
integral part of the process.

Map mentality must keep in mind the central question of 
Ellin Keane’s essay, “The Essence of Understanding.” Simply, 
“What does it mean to understand?” Understanding, Keane 
states, must go beyond remembering details just long enough to 
answer test questions, yet that is often the type of understanding 
we require of students (and, in turn, require them to demonstrate 
in their own writing). How do we start changing the habits of 
young writers with this Big-Picture-But-Be-Ready-For-And-
Open-To-Anything attitude? Keep the map in mind. Appreciate 
everything it shows, and prepare for what it does not show—the 
beautiful landscape as well as the potholes.
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Day 2: New Glarus to Monroe, 61 miles

Total Distance Turn Road Leg

-- Start Chalet Landhaus, New Glarus --

0.0 Left out of park-
ing lot

SR 39 (SR 69) 0.2

0.2 Turn right (ENE) SR 39/ Kubly Road 0.1

0.3 Turn right (SE) Elmer Road 0.7

1.0 Turn left (ENE) Airport Road 1.5

2.5 Turn right (E) Argue Road (at “t”) 0.9

3.4 Turn right (SW) Tunnel Road (at “t”) 1.2

4.6 Turn right (SW) Exeter Crossing Road (at “t”) 0.2

4.8 Go straight (SSE) Marshall Bluff Road 
(do not veer right onto Exeter)

2.6

7.4 Turn right (SW) CR C (at “t”) 1.5

8.7 Turn left (S) CR C (N Main St.) 0.3

9.0 Turn right (W) Stop—Monticello 0.0

On the back of the daily maps are the cue sheets, with written
directions to the tenth mile for the whole trip. Although I like to 
have a look at the map for a general idea, the cue sheet is much 
more helpful. It reduces the trip to the smallest possible legs; 
with this checklist mentality, I feel rewarded at every turn. I love 
seeing how the short segments link so clearly and purposefully 
to the larger journey. My rookie questions still rumble in my 
head, but the cue sheet relaxes my mind and focuses my efforts. 
I’d expect the same effect for both teachers and students, if cue 
sheets were instituted as an instructional strategy. 

Using a cue sheet for writing instruction could help teachers 
frame assignments with more certainty of purpose. Cue sheets 
show how each step is critical. A cue sheet not only lists the 
turns, but tells the distance between legs and the culminating 
distance of the trip. What would that be like for a large writing 
assignment? Teachers can ease the anxiety of embarking on a 
long assignment by dividing that process into “legs” punctuated 
with rest breaks for refueling/ redirection/clarification. Of course, 
teachers already use lessons within units and mini-lessons within 
larger lessons, but modeling that process even more after the cue 

sheet is something I’m going to try in my classroom this year. 
The cue sheet mentality can be used at several points in the 

writing process. Brainstorming, researching, developing a thesis, 
searching for supporting facts, organizing, crafting, editing—to 
a new writer, each of these might feel insurmountable. A cue 
sheet could help “divide and conquer” by dividing the process 
into purposeful and necessary “legs” in the longer journey. This 
can change the perception of the writing process for students 
in the same way as the cue sheets provided me with the mental 
burst of “can do” attitude.

Too often, I find that students rush into an assignment without 
much thought about the topic. For a heavily-weighted persuasion 
paper, good topic selection is critical to success. Adding a cue 
sheet to the brainstorming process could help students narrow 
and refine their topic ideas. Students could complete a series of 
brainstorming exercises around their topics—bubble diagrams, 
outlines, computer-generated visuals, charts, etc. Being mindful 
of research strategies such as Bloom’s taxonomy, I could design 
the “legs” to require more complex thinking and reflection in 
order to build comprehension and draw out the intricacies of the 
topic. 

Later in the writing process, a cue sheet might be used for 
students to select an outline or organizational methods. Students 
could experiment with different structures to see how their 
writing would change—what effect it might have to go back and 
forth between opposing views versus frontloading all of their 
information. 

A cue sheet might be used to integrate a multi-genre approach 
to a larger research project. Or (my favorite), students could 
create several first paragraphs ala Wallace Stevens’ “Thirteen 
Ways of Looking at a Blackbird.” Cue sheets are about reducing 
the larger assignment to the smallest single task, not just for 
simplicity’s sake, but also to allow for reflection and several 
points of success and completion.

Whether map or cue sheet, the challenge is the same: 
get students to write. Fill them with a sense of purpose, a 
hopeful attitude, and confidence in their ability to complete 
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the assignment. Create what Nancie Atwell calls a “literate 
environment…a place where people read, write, and talk about 
reading and writing; where everybody can be student and 
teacher; where everybody can come inside” (130). 

In the past, I’ve too often acted as a magician, hiding the 
“tricks” of the process, only to unveil them when necessary. That 
mindset creates anxiety and frustration in students, not unlike 
the anxiety I felt on the first day of our trip. Worse, withholding 
information can fuel apathy and negativity. I’ve decided to show 
students a few more of the answers and tricks ahead of time. 
Why not show them how to string a main theme by using a quote 
at the beginning of the text and at the end? Why not demonstrate 
how sentences of the same exact construction can be so tedious 
to a reader? Why not show them two or three strategies to 
change up the SVO order? Give a list of active verbs; discuss 
effective paragraphing; require particular sentence structures; 
examine how a short sentence can be as or more powerful as a 
long one; teach them the semi-colon? There’s no reason not to 
let students in on a few “secrets.” As the short segments of the 
cue sheet make the journey accessible, knowing a few insights 
about writing as a craft can turn the big job of editing into a list 
of do-able tasks.

Day 3: Monroe to Galena, IL, 56 miles 
I’ve just learned about the elevation maps. It’s a good thing 

I didn’t know yesterday that it was the largest ascent day, at 
3393 feet; I would have been discouraged. Today it’s a 3058 
foot ascent, but with a rewarding 3478 foot descent. I’ll have 
to keep that in mind when I’m on what our leader likes to call 
“rolling hills” between Wiota and Shullsburg. They look like a 
lot of climbing.

I’ve learned a simple lesson these first days in hilly 
Wisconsin: every pedal stroke is progress. Clicking up to the 
highest gear down a long downhill stretch is an amazingly 
productive feeling, when every pedal stroke covers more 
distance in great speed with less effort. Similarly, I will move 
forward even using “granny gear” at a slower-than-walking pace 

up the steepest hills, even if I have to hum Abba songs to keep 
my legs moving. It’s impossible go backwards on a bicycle.

And so it is with writing. I like to think that every keystroke 
is progress, even if it is almost immediately deleted. Sometimes 
my fingers type unbelievably fast, clicking down a thought 
that builds for pages, constructing a complex assortment of 
sentences and ideas. And sometimes it’s slow-going, but still 
with precision and clarity. Either way, it’s always one letter at a 
time. But sometimes I wander with the cursor, hitting the delete 
key as if in a video game, a PacMan eating “dots” of drivel, a gun 
taking on a shower of space invaders, taking out as many words 
as possible. Of course, at times I feel like I can’t write, and I take 
on the attitude of Karen Brennan in her essay, “Laissez-Faire 
Writing”: “You write, it either sucks or thrills you, you can either 
work on it or not. I take a lot of naps.” The process, whether 
likened to a bike ride, a video game, or to Csikszentmihalyi’s 
“flow,” is forward moving. Even dead ends go somewhere. As a 
writer and a biker, I have to have that hope.

Back to the elevation chart. I’ve made two goals for these 
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hills: 1) don’t get off the bike to walk and 2) don’t cry. As the two 
will certainly go hand in hand, I shift down as low as possible 
for the hills. In the lowest gear, I can keep pedaling, even if I’m 
exhausted. 

I’ve often heard teachers use the term “switch gears” in the 
classroom, but they usually mean changing topic or direction. 
But what if teachers provided the “gears” for assignment 
completion as a bicyclist does for hill-climbing? The goal is 
the same (reaching the top of the hill/ completing the writing 
assignment), but teachers can allow students to choose the “gear” 
to reach the goal. This mindset frames what we’re already doing 
(differentiation and individualized instruction) into something 
more unified and focused. Gear-changing allows the individual 
to choose the technique, but it does not change the desired 
product. 

Considering gears would also help pace instruction 
appropriately, as different writing tasks certainly require 
different paces. For example, consider “gear switching” for a 
computer research process in preparation for a persuasion paper. 
Preparatory lessons and discussions, such as introducing how 
to use academic web data bases, how to judge credibility of a 
web site, how to locate and search the archives of the New York 
Times, will be key to success. Students will need instruction 
on how to find usable data within a web site, how to compare 
and contrast. They will need examples of how writers present 
contradictory information effectively, while still firmly holding 
the persuasive voice. These are all “low gear” processes, and 
students and teachers will benefit from the slow pace. 

As soon as the “all clear” is given for such a computer 
research assignment, most students will fly into high gear and 
the fast pace they seem so driven to seek on computers. Their 
efforts will be more rewarding and successful because they 
have purpose and focus, as developed by the slower-paced 
introductory material. The key is to take full advantage of the 
benefits of the given “gear.” The teacher must know when it’s 
best to utilize the low resistance, slower pace required for a 
complex task, and when it’s fruitful and necessary to challenge 

the writer by requiring some muscle.

Day 3: Galena, IL to Mineral Point, WI, 64 
miles

I am learning by observation. Today, the crazy tandem cyclists 
seemed to play cat and mouse with the rest of us, starting out 
later than others, passing us all, taking long breaks, then passing 
the whole group again. The back rider gleefully takes pictures 
of us as they pass. These first few days, it has been my goal to 
stay seated on my bike, using only gears to ease my going. It 
seemed to me that to stand up and pedal shows weakness and 
inexperience—perhaps making me look too much like a 14-year 
old baggy-pants boy on his dirt bike. But here come the tandems 
again, standing and pedaling, and certainly not looking “weak.” 
I hear one of them say, “Oh, look at this awesome hill!” as they 
begin their ascent. They’re not only good at it; they enjoy it. 
They take off with amazing speed up the steep incline. They 
sure make the hills look easy. Is there something to this standing 
thing?

Sure enough, there is. Though I may move from this strategy 
later in my biking career, I make it through Day Four by letting 
myself stand and pedal. I notice immediately that it uses 
different muscles—the burning in my legs is definitely changing 
location—and that it gives me some momentum, both physically 
and mentally. I also notice that it requires me to pedal differently, 
using my clip-in bike shoes to their full benefit. I can pull up as 
well as push down with every stroke. It’s amazing the difference 
it makes to divide the pedaling effort. I never pass the tandems, 
but I later thank them for the inspiration. Observing them has 
opened my mind to possibilities.

In an interview about writing in the changing world, author 
Jeffrey Wilhelm states, “I think there is a widespread notion that 
if you just get kids reading or get them writing a lot, they’ll 
become better readers and writers. I’ve become convinced that 
this is absolutely not the case. They’ll get better at reading 
and writing the kinds of things they already know how to read 
and write” (11). Wilhelm’s quote provides a strong link for 
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me between cycling and teaching. Observing others and using 
different strategies challenged me, both mentally and physically, 
and the adjustments improved my biking. I could have biked as 
I’d always biked, and I probably would have made it. But having 
the mind of an intentional learner allowed me to change and 
improve. The adjustments came one lesson at a time, in small 
steps, which is what Wilhelm suggests in his essay. Good writing 
instruction requires explicit instruction of sentence structure, 
grammar, paragraphing, genre, persuasive techniques, voice, 
etc. Sheer volume of writing will only cause students to write 
how they already write. Improvement comes through specific 
and focused lessons to unpack the tools of writing.

At the top of one of the final hills today, I hoist my bicycle 
over my head in victory. I made it! And I did it all by pedaling. 
That’s the best metaphor of all: Keep pedaling! My metaphoric 
musings during the ride and since have reminded me of the 
critical role I play as a teacher and leader and encourager. 

Thomas Newkirk discovered by digging into past writing 
instruction philosophy that the trick to good writing instruction 

hasn’t altered much, even with the changing times: “…the 
challenge of the twenty-first century is likely to resemble the 
challenge of the twentieth: to cut through the sheer curricular 
clutter that causes us to lose sight of the real goal of writing 
instruction—to truly engage students in purposeful acts of 
composing (2). My goal for this year—to answer the recurring 
August question—is to do what I can to bring students to success 
in the writing process. I’m going to make maps and cue sheets to 
help build the confidence and hope in my students. I’ll gear up as 
high as I must in order to keep the students interested, focused, 
and engaged; I’ll gear down low when necessary to make sure  
everyone makes it to the rest stop. I want to create an environment 
that makes students open to new strategies, so that students 
can change and improve as writers. I have an entirely new 
appreciation for the idea of “hills and valleys,” the challenges, 
rewards, and tricks of each, and I look forward to helping 
students see the strategies and possibilities of writing.
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“I may not express it but if I get into a good book my heart 
will race and I will read really fast, which is a good experi-
ence. And today my heart was pumping. Also I was wonder-
ing if in my journal we could discuss things and just talk be-
cause the post-it notes really have changed me. I know it 
sounds weird but my self-esteem is really up.” (9th grader)

The day I read the above 9th grade student’s journal 
entry I knew that the journals I had purchased with the MCTE 
classroom grant were working their magic. The post-it notes 
that this student is referring to are the feedback the students  
receive from me on their journal entries/writing. The feedback 
may be words of encouragement, general reactions and in-
sight into their writing, or questions I have which they are to 
respond to in their journals; it can progress into quite a lively 
dialogue. I choose to write on post-it notes instead of direct-
ly in their journals because journal writing is such a personal 
form of writing and then they can choose to keep my notes or 
not. I have found that students are so hungry for this feedback 

MCTE Grant...Journal Wish 
Opens Doorway to  
Self-Discovery

Alison Konkol

about themselves or what they’ve written that they become up-
set with me if I haven’t read and responded to their journals.

I teach at an alternative high school for at-risk youth, 
and we have a special program for 9th graders to help them  
experience academic success. Journals have always been a 
big component of the program, and in the past, students have 
taken a lot of ownership in their journals, despite that they 
were just cheap, flimsy tablets. The 9th grade program is an 
intense experience, and it was my dream for each student to 
have a beautiful, artsy, hardcover journal/scrapbook record of 
their year. It was my hope that this journal would communicate 
to the students that we valued them, their writing, and their 
thoughts and ideas.  It would also help to make their work more 
permanent, and it could show their growth and experiences for 
the entire school year.  

The journals did all of this and more. I purchased the 8 ½ 
by 11 inch hardbound journals at Half Price Books for $5.98 
(minus teacher discount). Each cover had a different colorful 
and creative design or picture, and the inside pages had both 
lined and unlined pages, ideal for both art and writing.

I can still remember the shocked look on the students’ 
faces and excited chatter when they first learned that they were 
each going to be able to choose a journal. One new girl said in 
disbelief, “You mean we each get to have one of the journals for 
free?”

Many students proudly carried their journals everywhere 
they went, with the required expectation that they have it in class 
every day.

The primary purpose of the journals was to increase student 
performance in reading and writing. In addition, the journals 
were intended for creative expression and reflection. To reach 
these goals, assignments in the journals focused on:

• Journaling—to develop “voice” in their writing
• Reader response logs for independent reading  

  novels and other reading assignments—help  
  students become active, engaged readers

• Daily vocab words—one new word a day which
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the students used to create a visual and a sentence 
to improve and understanding of its meaning. 
This was done every day in the first 5 minutes 
of class.

• Informal writing assignments and brainstorming  
  for polished pieces of writing—to process and  
  develop thoughts for writing

• Reflections after class activities or field trips—to  
  improve written self-expression and  
  self-realization 

• Practice and preparation for 9th grade GRAD  
  Writing test

• Artifacts, ticket stubs, and photos from activities,  
  field trips, and life—a fun way to increase  
  student ownership of their work and express  
  themselves creatively

I worried that the initial excitement and novelty of the 
journals would wane as the semester progressed. In actuality, 
the opposite occurred. The books grew fat with writing, art,  
doodles, photos, and field trip mementos. The writing became 
more depthful, insightful and authentic. Since the journals 
were the students’ personal property, there was increased 
ownership and pride in their work. The journals inspired and 
motivated them to do their best academically. When students did 
assignments in their journals they seemed to lose the attitude that 
they were just getting it done as quickly as possible for school. 
It was as if the journals became a part of who they were—an  
extension of themselves, and they, therefore, responded and  
expressed themselves much more authentically.  

As their teacher, I saw the journals providing a window into 
each of their lives. Some students who never spoke up in class 
freely expressed their thoughts and feelings in writing. Journals 
also solved the problem of “down” time in class. If a student 
finished their assignment early they had the choice of working 
in their journal or reading their independent novel.

On the first day of the 2009-10 school year, one of the 9th 
graders I had last year came running up to me smiling widely 

and shouting, “Mrs. Konkol, Mrs. Konkol!  I finished it! I  
finished it! I wrote in my journal every day this summer and 
filled my whole journal!” She was so proud of herself.

These journals provided so much positive energy during 
our school year, and, for some students, well into the summer. 
The journals were truly a gift to the lives of my students and 
me as their teacher. I would like to personally thank MCTE for 
providing teachers with these grant opportunities.
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This section represents a venue for sharing the work of our 
teaching peers. More to the point, what follows are suggestions 
for solving specific teaching problems. There is more than a 
small chance that some of these practical tips might be useful 
for those of us who teach. Should you wish more information on 
one or more of these tips, contact the author at the e-mail address 
attached to the tip.

***
Moving From the “Sage on the Stage” to the “Guide on the 
Side”: Discussion Strategies That Build Student Ownership

If you walked into my American Literature classroom on 
an average day, you would see my students sitting around a 
table, books open, notebooks open, pen in hand or nearby, and 
they would be talking to each other.  It’s possible there would 
be a bowl in the center of the table filled with questions they’d 
written, or it’s possible that you’d see them tossing a tennis ball 
from speaker to speaker.  What you probably wouldn’t see – or 
at least notice much if I am doing my job right – is me.  I’m the 
one sitting quietly within or maybe even just outside the circle, 
jotting notes.

A common complaint from teachers is that conversation in 

Idea Exchange
the classroom often bounces from student to teacher, to student 
to teacher, to student to teacher… and continues that way.  It is 
essential for students to be engaged participants and not passive 
observers in their learning.  If the teacher is talking 50% or more 
of the time, then what are the students doing?  One way to get 
students more involved is by moving the teacher out of the cen-
ter of conversation so students are talking more, thinking more, 
and listening to each other more.

Discussion is a skill and should be seen as essential to stu-
dent preparedness for the world beyond secondary school.  If we 
want engaged students in our classroom that are invested in text 
and share their ideas openly, it is our responsibility as educators 
to teach them these skills.  Below are several steps we use in my 
classroom to practice and master academic discussion.

Step One:  Preparedness.  Students can’t have a meaning-
ful discussion unless they have first read material deeply or re-
searched a topic thoroughly.  In my classroom it is common to 
see additional texts or printouts that students have brought with 
them, post-its tacked under author and character names, and 
journals hastily re-stacked on the shelf because they are used 
often at the opening or close of class.

When creating class work that will stimulate discussion, it 
is good to have a concrete assignment with an abstract product.  
Some examples from American Literature:

- write three discussion questions connected to your read-
ing.  These should be written or typed on a separate sheet 
of paper that will be checked at the beginning of class 
and handed in at the end with your notes from the discus-
sion.

- Bring in two “nuggets” of research about the author of 
our text.  Go for original; don’t tell me where he/she was 
born, or that they wrote this book.  Try to find informa-
tion that no one else will find!  Bring printouts from web-
sites or pages copied from books to verify your source 
(This may be a great way for students to practice MLA 
citation, if that is a skill you are also teaching).  
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Neither of the assignments above can be completed un-
less the student does his or her reading and research.  Also,  
because there is a product that must come to class with them, 
it is easy to quickly assess at the beginning of the hour which 
students are ready for class.

Step Two:  Questions.  The assignment “write three ques-
tions” will not produce great conversation unless students 
know how to write good questions that will get their peers  
talking.  Before assigning question-writing, it is a good idea to 
ask students:  “What makes a good discussion question?”  A  
sampling of my students’ responses include:

- it is a high interest topic
- it has more than one answer
- it is linked to the text or theme.
This is also a good time to introduce or review question 

stems (i.e. “who, what, when, where, why, and how?”) and have 
students practice writing questions that meet their standard for 
a good question.  They should find that “How” and “What” 
questions will provide deeper understanding than “Who, When, 
Where” questions.  The questions below have one answer and 
can be answered quickly without much speculation or analysis:

- Who is the main character of this novel?
- When does the turning point happen in this short story?
- Where is the setting of the scene?

These questions from the American Literature students’ 
study of The Things They Carried illustrate how quality ques-
tions can set up an engaging discussion:

- How is “truth” explored in O’Brien’s fictional account of 
his Vietnam experience?

- What mood is created by O’Brien’s use of the lists of 
items the soldiers carry?

Questions have a tendency to get stronger peer responses 
if they are linked to passages in the text, because then students 
must dig into the book and reread to develop their understand-

ing.  For example:
- Why does Rat Kiley shoot the baby water buffalo on 

page 78?  How does it relate to Curt Lemon’s death?

Also, make sure to caution students about unanswerable 
questions.  Students and teachers cannot answer questions like, 
“How does O’Brien feel about the Iraq War?”  Only an author 
can answer that; even research is speculative.

Step Three:  Behavior.  Students must know what a teacher 
is looking for when watching them discuss.  There are several 
roles that students can play in discussion.

- Leader – students who are leaders often start things off 
with supplemental material or a strong opening question 
and will change topic when there is a lull in conversa-
tion.  They do not watch the teacher for cues; instead, 
they watch their classmates to see when it may be time 
to move to another topic or question.  This may be an 
assigned role and it may rest on one person or a small 
group.

- Contributor – students who contribute come to class with 
materials, share questions and comments that build off 
of what has previously been said, and take an active role 
in sharing ideas.  All students should be contributors.  
Some specialized ways to contribute include:

o	 Supporter – students who support in discussion 
are good at using the names of their classmates 
when referring to their ideas and may ask some-
one a direct question to invite their participation.

o	 Challenger – students who challenge bring up 
opposing viewpoints to the popular opinion in 
conversation in a respectful way, often by asking 
follow-up questions that push the class to explore 
various facets of a question.

- Listener/Observer – it is a misconception to think that 
only students who talk are communicating.  When stu-
dents are not talking, it is still important to show inter-
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est and engagement in what is said.  A listener uses eye 
contact and focuses on the person speaking.  They may 
show engagement by turning to a page in the text men-
tioned by the speaker, jotting notes, or through nonverbal 
signals (like nodding).

Often people believe that discussion skills are subjective, 
but many of the behaviors are observable and can be measured.  
Another thing you would see, if you were in my classroom, are 
clipboards hanging on one wall with charts.  If you look closely, 
you’ll see each student’s name in a row with hash marks and 
notes in columns with labels like “question,” “text reference,” 
“interruption,” and “name use.”  These provide immediate feed-
back to students about their discussion behavior.

Step Four:  Reflection.  Students need to know what their 
strengths and weaknesses are in a discussion in order to improve.  
Feedback on discussion should be frequent and concrete.  Some 
ways to provide feedback include:

- Teacher observation and conference – watch students 
during discussions and take notes on their contributions.  
Informally or formally report the results of what you see 
to them.

- Peer observation and reporting –on assigned days, ar-
ticulate discussion leaders and observers, or use a model 
where some students are responsible for watching and 
charting what they see in discussion.  At the end of the 
hour, reserve the last 5-10 minutes for the observer to 
talk to the group about what they saw.

- Self-assessment–at scheduled times (quarter or semester) 
have students reflect on their strengths and weaknesses 
in discussion and set personal goals for improvement.

I find that most students want confirmation from me about 
behaviors they know they exhibit in discussion, so my feedback 
pairs nicely with their reflections.  The feedback they give each 
other is often more direct and their responses to each other are 

often punctuated with laughter and nods.
I always know that my students have successfully learned 

what I want them to know on the days there is a substitute teach-
er.  If the notes tell me which pages the students explored, the 
themes they discussed, and that all students showed some ob-
servable behavior, it was a good discussion.

If students feel accountability for their preparation, write 
compelling questions, are aware of their behavior, and observe 
and reflect on their own and others’ discussion, they will de-
velop a sense of ownership for their learning and sharing that 
moves conversation away from teacher leadership and toward 
student leadership.  Teacher knowledge becomes the guide, as it 
is still the teacher’s responsibility to set a context or tone, to pro-
vide quality primary and supplementary materials and to step in 
when students need additional guidance and support.  However, 
students become the center of conversation and take on the ac-
tive roles in discussion.

What makes a good discussion?

BEFORE
- Be prepared – read your text; come with assignments  

 done
- Questions should be complex with the ability to share  

 multiple views

DURING
- Everyone is involved and focused and invested
- Relevant issues are talked about – related to the text
- Eye contact is important so that the speaker knows you  

 are listening
- There is more going on inside your head than coming out  

 of your mouth
- Ask a question, knowing what your “talking points” are  

 so you can clarify or follow up
- Support your opinions with evidence
- Use text references, chapter names so everyone can find  
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 your source
- Don’t repeat or restate; it shuts down conversation
- One person should not dominate; equal contributions
- Respect when others are talking.  Don’t talk over or  

 interrupt
- Don’t have side conversations
- Pacing – pauses can be good for thought
- Respect other people’s ideas, even if you don’t agree
- It’s good to have differing opinion; conflict is important
- Arguments are not productive – it closes out everyone  

 except the people arguing
- The best way to challenge is with a question
- Quality, not just quantity

AFTER
- You still want to talk to someone as you are walking out  

 the door
- You have reached a deeper understanding about the topic  

 than you had when we started
- You have more questions when you leave than when you  

 entered
- You have an emotional reaction to the content or group

Note: the American Literature students generated this list 
during the first week of class.  It was brainstormed from the 
prompt, organized and printed on a laminated bookmark that 
each student carries in whatever text we are reading throughout 
the year.

Kathryn Campbell teaches at St. Paul Academy and Sum-
mit School in St. Paul, Minnesota, and has been trained in 
discussion techniques at the Exeter Humanities Institute and 
through professional development. Discussion is a graded  
component in her courses and, on the best days in class, she 
doesn’t talk much.

lit.soup@gmail.com

***

Listening CHEC Strategy: Ask, Don’t Tell
 Talking about listening is a good thing unless that’s all we 

do. We also need to take the time to model listening and to give 
students opportunities to practice listening. This creates a new 
classroom environment, one rich with opportunities for response 
and thus greater student engagement.

Good listening is an essential part of good communication, 
which means that good communication cannot occur without 
good listening.  Therefore, if  teachers infuse their classrooms 
with a culture of  active, dynamic communication—the give 
and take that creates shared meaning—teachers will know 
that listening is taking place.  Teachers should catch students 
listening, point it out, and celebrate it.

“CHEC” * breaks this process into three steps: check, 
engage, and celebrate. Accomplish the first step with yes-or-no 
questions directed at the group.  Read faces or postures for clues 
as to whom you need to try to engage, which is the next step.

Engagement occurs through mini-conversation, one student 
at a time.

“Before you start working on your poems today, I want to 
review the concept of ‘metaphor.’”

Most students lean forward and nod their heads, but one 
fellow in the back tosses his pen down on his notebook, folds 
his arms across his chest, kicks his legs out, and leans back in his 
chair. Because the body language suggests that the student still 
needs to be engaged, the teacher focuses on this student.

“Hey, John,” says the teacher to the student, “What if 
we played basketball against each other? What would 
happen?”
John unfolds his arms. “Man, I would dunk on you.”
“Slam dunk?”
“You know it.” The other kids laugh.
“Suppose I were to give you a quiz and I called it a 
‘slam dunk.’ Tell me how hard you think the quiz would 
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be.” 
“It’s a sure thing, like how sure it would be that I would 
dunk on you.”
“OK. That’s all a metaphor is, John. You say a quiz is 
a slam-dunk. It isn’t really a slam dunk, of course, but 
you know the quiz is automatic, a sure thing, like a slam 
dunk. Who remembers what we said about metaphors 
yesterday?”
Shanika raises her hand. “It’s like you call something 
something it isn’t in order to make a point about the 
thing you’re trying to talk about.”
John laughs.
“You got it, Shanika. I can always count on you. Thanks 
for the help. John, thanks for letting me pick on you a 
little bit. OK, now you all have it down, so show me 
what you can do.”

 You can engage a successful student to show the others 
what success looks like and what rewards success offers. You 
can engage struggling students to see what they know and 
assess what their next step ought to be. You can engage all 
students to let them experience success and to acknowledge 
and praise them for what they have learned.

Engagement is a dimension of higher-order thinking. 
Teachers achieve it through open-ended questioning. They ask 
questions that require active thought and specific examples 
from textual, visual, or oral presentation. In the case just 
discussed, the open-ended questions were: (in other words):

“Define ‘metaphor’.”
“Discuss the mechanics of a particular metaphor.”
“Explain how you can use prior knowledge to decode a 
metaphor.”
“Given your understanding of the term ‘slam dunk,’ 
evaluate the difficulty of a quiz that the teacher calls a 
“slam-dunk.”

“Given your understanding of the term ‘slam dunk,’ 
infer a teacher’s meaning when she calls a quiz a “slam 
dunk.”

Open-ended questioning forces thought.  If a student is 
not sure what “discuss” means, the teacher should ask another 
student to explain the word, then go back to the first student.  
“Discuss” means ‘tell about.’  Explain means  ‘show how.’”  
Use power words when you question students.  Ask them to 
identify, explain, compare, contrast, summarize, apply, infer, 
analyze, evaluate.  Have posters with these words and their 
definitions on the wall so that students can look up what is 
needed for each operation. Teach the power words explicitly 
and give students multiple opportunities to use them during 
class discussions.  

This kind of thought is operational, similar to figuring out 
the right way to solve a math problem. The state standards refer 
to this kind of thinking as “constructed response.”  When the 
student performs one of these operations, it is time to celebrate.

Celebration is a dimension of specific, authentic praise: 
“Thanks for letting me pick on you a little bit, John. It helps 
everyone to review things we’ve talked about in class.  
Shanika, your answer reminds me that I can always count on 
you.”

Always praise a student when she shows that she can do 
one of these operations. This celebration takes about a minute. 
Teachers don’t need to dance around, hand out candy, or break 
into song.  Simple, authentic praise seals the engagement, 
plugs into the student’s drive for success, and moves the class 
through a moment of shared meaning.  When teachers praise 
students authentically, they model the process and rewards of 
listening.

Checking, engaging, celebrating will help you create a 
culture of shared meaning. This culture will engage, support 
and nurture learners at all levels, from all backgrounds. As 
the culture of communication grows, you will know one thing 
for certain: the students are listening.  They are listening not 
because you told them but because you asked them.
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*Steve Slavik, now the curriculum and instruction 
leader for Integrated Language Arts in the Anoka-Hennepin 
ISD #11, once told me that a good response follows the format 
TEC: thesis, evaluation, and conclusion.  I have twisted this a 
bit to come up with CHEC: check for understanding, engage, 
and celebrate.  These three actions are similar in purpose and 
effect to those of TEC.

Peder Engebretson teaches English grades 6-9 at 
Anoka-Hennepin’s Compass  Program. He is the chair of 
MCTE’s middle school committee.

pedermikk@visi.com

***

Oops, Oh! Huh?: Categorizing Students’ Reactions to 
Errors in Their Writing

Much has been written about meta-cognition and reflection 
in the writing process. Work by Chris Anson, Kathleen Blake 
Yancey, Donald Schon, Terry Underwood and others has cut 
a wide investigative swath into the processes and benefits 
of guided reflection before, during, and after a student has 
“completed” a piece of writing. In her book, Turns of Thought: 
Teaching Composition as Reflexive Inquiry, Donna Qualley 
connects reflection with discovery. Qualley suggests that 
students experience a series of discoveries as they navigate 
through the sometimes smooth but often choppy waters of the 
writing process. Students, according to Qualley, arrive at “a kind 
of understanding whose essential truth is only realized or more 
fully grasped as it is made manifest through the individual’s 
experience and contemplation of that experience” (35). It is 
this notion of discovery and contemplation that has prompted 
me to devise a system whereby students might categorize their 
reactions to the errors in their writing.

To a limited extent, Richard Haswell has examined 
students’ various perceptions of their errors. Haswell points out 
the distinction between “those errors that stand on the edge of 

competence in an unstable posture of disjunction (`I know it is 
either conceive or concieve.’) or half-discarded fossilization 
(`I don’t know why I capitalized Fraternities. I know that’s 
wrong’)” (Haswell 168). Haswell’s work on students’ reactions 
to and use of teacher feedback reminds us that developing 
writers are just that - developing writers whose skills may ebb 
and flow between carelessness and mastery during any given 
writing occasion. Drawing parallel though distinct conclusions 
to Haswell’s work, Suzanne Kaback has explored students’ use 
or neglect of teacher feedback on their writing. Her “revision 
think sheet” systematically prompts students to analyze teacher 
feedback on their drafts and to plan and demonstrate intentional 
changes on revisions based on the feedback (Kaback 134).   

We know that students who possess varying levels of writing 
skill can and do produce essays of similar quality. Because of 
blind spots, lack of motivation, carelessness, or interference by 
life circumstances, the highly skilled writer is as apt to produce 
marginal work as the proficient writer. Mystified by these 
discrepancies between ability and performance, I have become 
increasingly curious about students’ ways of perceiving errors 
in their writing.  

In order to examine the clear or foggy lenses through which 
students view their writing, I have devised an “error reaction” 
schematic that categorizes students’ reactions to their errors. 
By using this chart to categorize their errors, students discover 
the extent to which their errors are evidence of carelessness, 
forgetfulness, or ignorance. I maintain that all errors fall into 
one of three categories: the “Oops” error, commonly referred to 
as the “dumb mistake; the “Oh!” error, reflected by the statement 
“I know how to fix that!”; or the “Huh?” error, typified by the 
frustrated utterance, “What’s wrong with that?”   Gathering this 
information on error reactions proves valuable to both me and 
my students, for it signifies either a false alarm (“Oops”) or a 
high alert (“Huh?”) that determines whether a student needs an 
occasional reminder or intense remediation. 

One or all of these three expressions likely represent 
students’ reactions to the errors in their writing. Realizing their 
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error reactions is important because each error reaction category 
signifies where their writing challenges fall on the continuum 
between carelessness and mastery. These categories also provide 
a meter by which students can gauge the time, attention, and 
deliberation they must devote to resolving the errors specific to 
their writing.  

After I return a graded essay to my students, I ask them to 
identify their errors and categorize their reaction to each error 
according to the “Oops. Oh, Huh?” schematic (see Appendix 
A). This exercise prompts students to “own” their responsibility 
(or irresponsibility) in the commission of their errors. If, for 
instance, a highly skilled writer discovers that most of his or 
her errors fall into the “Oops” category, then he or she needs to 
be more attentive when proofreading and editing. If a student’s 
reactions largely fall into the “Oh” category, then he or she 
apparently realizes the nature of the violations and must be more 
vigilant when encountering challenging but familiar writing 
terrain. If, however, the majority of a student’s reactions match 
the “Huh?” category, then he or she should seek clarification, 
and the instructor, by benefit and direction of the schematic, 
should provide appropriate and targeted instruction to address 
the “Huh?” challenges in the student’s writing.

Error reaction is but one component of a more comprehensive 
and fruitful reflection process. Kathleen Blake Yancey beckons 
us to engage students in sustained, recursive reflection, 
suggesting that, “When we reflect, we call upon the cognitive, 
the affective, the intuitive, putting these into play with each other 
to help us understand how something completed looks later….” 
(6). Though certainly limited in its meta-cognitive depth and 
breadth, categorizing error reactions can illuminate students’ 
awareness and ownership of their errors while informing 
teachers of what students know about their writing,  what they 
know but sometimes forget about their writing,  what they do not 
know about their writing, and, most importantly, what they need 
to know about their writing. 

Paul Carney teaches at Minnesota State Community and 
Technical College, Fergus Falls.  He is also the developer and 
coordinator of “Ready or Not Writing”, an online drop box 
to which high school students submit their writing to college 
English instructors for diagnostic college-readiness ratings and 
feedback.

readyornotwriting.org
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Appendix A
Error Reaction Schematic

Error  
Reaction
Category

Typical Reaction 
Statements

Error, Location,
and Frequency

“Oops”
- “Oops!”
- “I can’t believe I did that!” 
- “What a stupid mistake.”
- “Duh! I knew that!”
- “How could I have missed 
that?” 

“Oh!”

- “Oh! I see the problem now.” 
- “I understand the problem, and 
I know how to fix it.”
- “Okay, I see. This is some-
thing I need to work on, and I’m 
aware of the strategies for fix-
ing or improving it.”  

“Huh?”

- “Huh? What’s wrong with 
that?” 
- “What the #@&*?” 
- “I don’t see the problem. It 
looks fine to me.”
- “I have no clue about what’s 
wrong here.”
- “Okay, I see there’s a problem, 
but I don’t know how to fix it.”  

***

Note: The Idea Exchange is now a regular fea-
ture of The Minnesota English Journal. Most teachers are 
astonishingly busy. Sitting down to write a long paper is out of 
the question for people with five or more preps per day. Thus, we 
want our readers to “think small” for a few minutes. Jot down on an  
e-mail message (or an enclosure in an e-mail message in 

“Word”) to the MEJ editor a teaching tip, an idea about teaching 
a piece of literature that has worked for you with a particular 
audience, a writing prompt you’ve used to generate discussion, a  
strategy for developing discussion on a piece of literature, a writing  
assignment (along with the context you’ve created for it), a  
research exercise, or an effective way of dealing with the writing 
process or revision or mechanics. Label your e-mail “The Idea 
Exchange” and address it to straits@mnsu.edu.

Thanks in advance for contributing your ideas to this  
enterprise.

Bill Dyer
Co-Editor, The Minnesota English Journal
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No Time to Pee: Making the Case for Teachers 
to Empower Their Profession

Recently, at an English teachers’ conference, I asked several 
teachers if they postponed taking a bathroom break during the 
school day. “Yes” they all replied, somewhat surprised to be 
asked. That started a buzz at our table: anecdotes were shared 
illustrating some difficult minutes in the classroom, waiting for 
the bell, hoping it rang in time. Later, I posted this question on 
a blog and got dozens of responses. One person wrote that he 
knew a student teacher who wet herself. The poor young lady 
immediately left and never returned to her classroom or the pro-
fession of teaching.  On the other hand, an ex-marine teacher 
told me that he was so used to following orders in the military, it 
was his MO to hold his bladder. Apparently, his is made of steel. 

What about other professions? Do lawyers hold their pee? 
Do nurses or doctors hold their pee? Architects? Accountants?  
Certainly there are some situations where it’s not convenient to 

Letters to the Editor
use the bathroom, but, on a regular basis, teachers and soldiers 
share the uncomfortable situation of not having time to pee.

No Time to Eat
School lunch periods are typically a half hour or less. We 

scramble to the cafeteria where we sprint-eat and then spend 
the remaining moments using the facilities and straightening our 
rooms before the sounds downstairs become a roar as students 
inch closer to the door. What do other professionals do for 
lunch? Do they have more than thirteen minutes to eat? Do they 
have time to brush their teeth, maybe call a spouse or their kids, 
do some errands? Some of my non-teacher friends have time 
to go to the company gym for a work out; others go for a walk. 
Teachers barely have time for a mental break. 

No Time to Read
I teach five English classes requiring that I read and review 

fifty to one hundred pages of literature a day. I also lecture, 
administer tests and quizzes, facilitate discussions, monitor 
progress, conference with students, and record grades. Of 
course, I cannot prepare and grade in the nine hours I spend 
each day at school; I spend five to ten hours a week working at 
home. At the end of the day there is no time to read anything not 
related to my classes. That’s probably why the English “canon” 
has stayed unchanged for so long—instructors don’t have time 
to see what else is worthy, and on equal footing with what has 
become accepted, tested and judged as truly significant. There is 
simply no time to read. During summer months, I make up for 
that lost reading time, devouring a book a week or more. I’ve 
become a binge reader, grateful for the literary nutrients, but still 
wishing that I could spread them out and digest them over the 
course of the year. 
 
No Time to Talk

I’ve been to one conference this year—on teaching reading. 
It was terrific and I left invigorated, with a tool bag full of new 
techniques. Most significantly, like all good conferences, this one 
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provided teachers with a chance to connect and converse during 
breaks. We talked about books, writing, activities, and ideas. We 
talked about schools, politics, relationships, and food. We talked 
about students: the issues that face them and the opportunities 
that abound for them. We connected as professionals and as 
people, and I was amazed anew at what a smart, creative and 
interesting lot English teachers are-- a tribe I am proud to be 
part of.

Back at school, talking is reduced to “meeting-speak” or 
“teacher talk”, a few words exchanged in the hallways between 
classes where we enjoy a hi-bye camaraderie in lieu of give-and-
take conversations. This dearth of talking also affects students, 
who have developed their own evolving code of hi-fives and 
waz-ups as they scamper to and from lockers up and down the 
hallways. What does this lack of conversation result in? I don’t 
have hard proof, but an intuitive feeling that conversation, like 
all skills, needs to be practiced, that it makes the world a better 
place—leading to better diplomacy, fewer misunderstandings; 
providing us with a cultural lexicon toward problem-
solving; and pondering together rather than soldiering alone.  

No Time to Teach
High test scores on high-stakes tests result in five stars on 

the education department website—every one wants a five-star 
school.  However, high-stakes tests, almost all entirely multiple 
choice, evaluate only what is “measurable”—the rivers in Africa, 
the number of stars on a flag, the main idea in paragraph three. 
How do you measure a particularly thrilling literary insight? 
How do you measure inventiveness, or the ability to synthesize 
concepts from several disciplines? These are the kinds of critical 
thinking skills that 21st century students need to succeed in a 
world that is evolving faster than at any time in history save, 
perhaps, the industrial revolution. We should be spending our 
teaching time on helping our students develop thinking skills 
they will need and use, not data that they will memorize and 
then forget. 

The media has done a good job misinforming the public about 

what teaching is. For example, when you do see a scene from a 
school, you often see students in uniform raising their hands and 
answering a teacher’s question in a few syllables or less. This 
is applauded by the pundit as a model classroom. And it seems 
obvious: quiet kids, in uniform, in rows, teacher at the head of 
the class, all cut and dry, black and white, right or wrong. But is 
that really a good example of teaching and learning? For most 
English teachers, a good hour in the classroom might involve a 
debate: Was Macbeth duped by the witches and his wife, or was 
it his own inner ambition that caused him to turn into a psycho-
killer? Excerpts from the text are used to back up multiple points 
of view. There is passion. Students switch allegiances, insights 
fuel the debate, more questions than answers dominate. And the 
teacher, if she has a really good day, is more akin to a conductor 
orchestrating meaningful dialogue, than to a captain drilling 
kids to go through the motions.

Time to Reflect
Are other professionals in the same boat? In today’s health 

care system, doctors and nurses complain that they have fewer 
and fewer minutes to see more and more patients. They feel they 
are unable to provide top-notch care because of this. Patients are 
herded in and out so quickly that they don’t have enough time 
to ask the questions that might alleviate anxiety or help them 
manage their illnesses. Health care and education both suffer 
from this same malady of “no time”. The implications of this are 
that doctors are also squeezing their bladders in order to squeeze 
in their patients. 

However, this shouldn’t lead us to accept the rat-race pace 
as acceptable. We need to question more than ever the sanity 
of ignoring our health to perform a task, especially when it 
feels that the task is less than meaningful. How do we go about 
creating a sustainable, productive pace that allows teachers to 
eat, talk, read, and reflect? Most schools reduce these basic 
human functions to small slots of time which is dehumanizing 
for teachers and students alike. I am afraid we have become used 
to it, and this is why we adhere to it. But we are not robots. Nor 
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are our students. 
Robots do what they are told; humans ponder possibilities 

and then act. My husband is one such example. He is the 
principal of a public, inner-city school where students are poor, 
and the teachers under the gun to keep off the dreaded AYP list. 
How can he create a quality environment and still meet the state-
mandated goals? It is a struggle. He needs teachers to monitor 
the buses and the lunchroom, to be in the halls between classes, 
to take on high course loads. He simply doesn’t have the time 
or the staff to do otherwise. This year, he will try something 
different—implementing a nine-day-on, one-day-off teaching 
system in which teachers work together, teach in teams, and 
allow one day in ten for prepping and grading. One day in ten 
to revive and invigorate, to talk and to read and reflect. He will 
pilot this plan with a willing team of teachers this year. If this 
innovation works to provide a better atmosphere, maybe he will 
expand it. At least the trial group will enjoy one day in ten to use 
the facilities at their leisure. Some times it is those little things 
that make a big difference.

Time to Write
The editor of this Journal admitted to me that he gets very 

few submissions from high school teachers. They want to write, 
but they simply don’t have time, he tells me. For years I too was 
one of those teachers. As a matter of fact, though I taught several 
writing classes, I wrote very little myself: a poem here, an essay 
there. Then I stopped teaching for a few years and started writing 
every day. I wrote a book and then its sequel (unpublished). I 
wrote and had published ten or so letters about education to the 
Star Tribune. Then, I went back to teaching, and, again, I had no 
time to write. 

I had no time to write, so I wrote about it. Sometimes, it really 
is as simple as that. You want to do something, so you do it. It 
isn’t always easy, but one thing might help: talk to colleagues 
about how they are feeling. Can you be creative during the day, 
monitor each other’s classes every now and then to give a friend 
in the profession enough time to make a call to their son or 

daughter, discuss a perplexing student concern, recommend a 
book, work on a piece of writing, or simply go to the bathroom? 

Karen Morrill-Bryan

***
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He is a medievalist who, besides teaching medieval literature, 
enjoys teaching speculative fiction, introductory linguistics, and 
literary theory. He is the author of Asceticism in the Christian 
Transformation of Self in Margery Kempe, William Thorpe, and 
John Rogers, which is published by Edwin Mellen Press. An 
example of his scholarship in speculative fiction is: “Is God in 
Charge?: Mary Doria Russell’s The Sparrow, Deconstruction, 
and Theodicy,” published in the Journal of Religion and Popular 
Culture. At present, he is researching mysticism as a voice of 
rebellion within Christianity. The first part of that research will be 
published in fall 2009 in the form of an article which addresses: 
“The Quakers as Parrhesiasts: Frank Speech and Plain Speaking 
as the Fruits of Silence.”

Chris Weyandt
Chris teaches at Century College in White Bear Lake, MN. His 

primary teaching and research interests include developmental 
reading and writing, introductory literature, using technology in 
the classroom, cross cultural issues in rhetoric and writing and 
survey courses in short fiction and creative literary nonfiction. 
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His most recent workshop explores using smart phones (Iphones 
and Blackberries) and Kindles in the classroom for student 
success.
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As we did at the end of the last issue, John Banschbach and 
I want to encourage all of you who are reading the Fall 2009 
number of MEJ to consider yourselves part of our continuing 
dialogue with language, literature, reading, and composition—
dialogue that engages and shares and enriches your pedagogy 
and research. But this time, in honor of the organization’s 50th 
year of operation in serving and supporting Minnesota teachers 
of English, writing, and language arts from the middle school 
to the university, the theme for the Spring Conference that will 
convene in Duluth is “50 years of Continuity and Change.”  
And it’s difficult to imagine that all of you are not doing work 
that touches directly on that theme. To aid you in expressing 
and shaping your interests in and concerns about the materials 
you bring to the classroom, the students you bring them to, 
and your invention of strategies for engaging those students 
in those materials, we would like you to consider one of the 
topics listed below as your focus. Please understand that these 
topics are merely suggestions. Should your teaching context 
or circumstances cause you to identify a topic not on our brief 
list, we invite you to pursue it and send us the results. We 
want to read and interact with your work, whether that work 
has sprung from a teaching context in the elementary, middle, 

Call for Papers  
for MEJ ’s Next Issue

or high school, either public or private; community college; 
technical college; public university; or private college. As you 
peruse the list, do not hesitate to contact us for clarification 
on any of the topics or for advice about responding to an 
item we haven’t listed that you would like to respond to. We 
welcome the opportunity to work with you.  Please think about 
June 1, 2010 as a deadline, and think about the 2010 Spring 
MCTE Spring Conference as a venue for presenting it.

Topics:
1.  Young adult literature (multicultural, American, 
and/or British—traditionally structured or non-linear)
2.  Teaching and representing Shakespeare for high 
school and college students
3.  World literatures (Anglophone/commonwealth; 
African; Caribbean; Latin American; Chicano; Native 
American; Asian/American; East Indian)
4.  Assessment at any level (we’re not just thinking 
about rubrics that work, but the kinds of anonymous 
interventions that can be used to determine whether our 
students are learning what we intend for them to learn)
5.  Literature of the Americas (any kind of literature to 
any number of audiences, related to Canada, the U.S., 
the Caribbean, and Mexico through Tierra del Fuego)
6.  Un-banning the banned books (experiences and 
methodologies related to teaching them)
7.  Assignment packages that work (i.e., prompts and 
materials situated around the development of an im-
portant assignment tied to a particular course and an 
audience for that course; a “tool box” of materials and 
rubrics and writing assists and prompts and strategies 
that will assist members of that audience with their 
struggle to complete successfully that assignment; and 
an assessment strategy that will enable some effective 
testing of whether the goals and objectives connected to 
the assignment have been reached—this is for teachers 
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at any level)
8.  Writing across the curriculum, issues and strategies
9.  Writing-intensive courses (definitions, challenges, 
approaches)
10.  Electronic distance learning and pedagogy (deal-
ing with audience problems, delivery issues)
11.  The “capstone” experience, from portfolio to re-
search paper (problems of mentoring and assessing are 
connected here)
12.  Teaching the world: Humanities at any teaching 
level
13.  Collaborative learning: assignments and teaching 
strategies that work
14.  Technology in the English/language arts classroom
15.  The relevance of the Western Canon (expanding/
re-envisioning the canon)
16.  Standardized testing and its impact on English/lan-
guage arts curriculum
17.  The world wide web and research paper writing
18.  Poetry and its relevance
19.  English language learners: how can we best serve 
their needs in the reading and composition classroom
20.  Grammar and its place in today’s English classes
21.  Feedback on student writing and issues pertaining 
to responding
22.  Practices in the teaching of English language arts
23.  Research in and out of the classroom
24.  “Audience” related issues
25.  Teaching tips
26.  Issues of diversity (representing race and gender)

We look forward to hearing from you.
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