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spect and which is not narrow or 
coercive. Good teaching cannot be 
coerced. Placing teachers in 
adversarial positions leads them to 
be defensive and resistant to change. 

-Support for teacher edu
cation needs to be expanded. We 
must expand the capacities of the 
state's colleges of education to edu
cate more professional teachers. 
Teaching must be seen as an attrac
tive profession for young people. 
Teacher educators must also be 
treated with respect and must be 
partners in any attempts to improve 
literacy education. 

-Research on the pro
cesses of reading and writing, on 
how children learn to read and 
write, and on how to teach reading 
and writing effectively provide an 
important base for decisions by 
teachers, teacher educators and 
policy makers. But we need to be 
cautious in the application of this 
research. We need to have a broad 
definition of research in order to use 
the rich findings of the wide range 
of research on reading and writing. 
There is no simple and direct way 
of applying research findings to cur
riculum and instruction. The find
ings of research need to be inte
grated with information from other 
sources to produce effective in
struction. 

-We need to avoid confus
ing field testing of specific materi
als with impartial research. While 
field testing instructional materials 
is important it takes place after the 
materials are developed and thus 
can have little influence on the pro
grams. 

-We need to beware of the 
"Diogenes" factor. In the case of 
many commercial programs, all of 
the research on them has been done 
by the authors or others with a 
vested interest in the programs. 

And Some Essentials to Success 

We can't become the bitter 
battleground that Texas and Cali
fornia have become. We need to 
avoid hysteria and crisis mentalities. 
Real change needs a calm atmo
sphere and takes time. 

We need to be inclusive and 
collaborative, not combative. We 
need to include parents, teachers, 
and teacher educators in any initia
tives. There needs to be an open 
forum and a free marketplace of 
ideas. There is enough blame and 
responsibility to go around. We 
need to avoid finger-pointing. 

Above all, we need to keep 
the welfare of the children in mind. 
They cannot prosper in bleak, hos
tile, and joyless classrooms with 
harried embattled teachers. 
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Writing Lives: Partnering With the 
Community 

by Mary Jane Berger, College of St. Benedict 

"This class provided a unique opportunity to reestablish my paradigms of 

the elderly. My partner and I have enriched each others lives. " 

Recently, Country Manor of of real people who have lived long 
Sartell, MN, asked the College of and fascinating lives. In fact, some 
St. Benedict and St. John's oftheresidentsandtenantshavehad 
University to identify students who 
could write the stories of people 
living in its care/retirement facility. 
Nancy Thomes (Director of 
Volunteer Services for Country 
Manor) and I formed a partnership 
to make a dream come true. We 
met at a Service Leaming retreat 
during the summer of 1999 during 
which Nancy shared her vision of a 
project where the rich lives of 
residents and tenants could be 
recorded. 

The Director of Service 
Learning at CSB/SJU, Cindy 
Pederson, loved the idea and 
pledged her support of our efforts. 
Together we pooled our resources 
and offered English 315, a special 
topics writing class in the Spring of 
2000. 

As part of this special topics 
writing class, students were given 
the opportunity to write the stories 

exceptional lives, remembering 
many of the key moments of the 
twentieth century. 

Prior to meeting any of 
these people, the students 
investigated the world of care 
centers and retirement facilities in 
mid-central Minnesota, the state of 
Minnesota, America, and other 
countries. 

Through speakers, internet 
research, reading, and discussion, 
they explored topics such as ageism, 
aging in place, growing old 
graciously, successful retirement, 
activity as a key to healthy aging, 
building inter-generational 
communities, and retirement 
agencies. 

The class began with 
sensitivity training. A local woman 
who serves as an ombudswoman for 
the elderly, suggested everyone live 
one day "feeling" at least one of the 
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limitations that the elderly live with 
constantly. Several students walked 
around all day with popcorn kernels 
in their shoes so they would 
experience aching feet. 

Others tried a variety of 
ways to simulate impaired limbs, 
while I rubbed Vaseline on rny 
eyeglasses because I wanted to gain 
a sense of growing cataracts or poor 
vision. The day following these 
experiences was revelatory and truly 
created an awe and reverence for 
rnany of the limitations we witness 
in our senior citizens. 

In the early weeks of the 
course, we read a book by a 
proponent of the Eden Alternative, 
which models retirement centers 
built to include rnany of the features 
seniors experienced during their 
earlier lives, such as garden plots 
and pet sanctuaries. 

After discussing the book, 
students wrote letters and sent thern 
to the author of the book. We were 
pleased that he answered each letter 
with a personal note. 

To get as broad a view as 
possible, we read a variety of fiction 
and non-fiction books featuring an 
elderly character. The choices 
included such titles as Simon s Night 
by Jon Hassler, Tuesdays With 
Morrie by Mitch Alborn, Having 
Our Say by the Delaney Sisters, and 
Sandra Martz's anthology When I 
am an Old Woman I Shall Wear 
Purple. 

Following a thorough 
discussion of these books, students 
sent reviews to various web sites 
such as amazon.corn or 
barnesandnoble.corn. One of the 
larger projects the students 
completed was researching a 
particular topic related to the aging 
process. We invited speakers frorn 
the area as well as searching the 
internet, and the college libraries. 
These research projects were 
presented orally during our class 
tirne. 

One goal of this exploration 
was to give students opportunities 
to understand and use secondary 
research-all of it as background, 
before they rnet the senior citizens. 
Another goal was to have their 
research provide a basis for 
interaction with senior citizens. 

When students and seniors 
rnet, they searched together for 
topics of interest frorn the seniors' 
rich backgrounds. Sorne of the 
students spent rnany more hours 
than expected with their senior 
friends or partners of Country 
Manor in order to produce a booklet 
of collected writings and edited 
articles about Country Manor, its 
citizens, and its care facility. 

The course, then, was 
designed to help students 
understand an increasingly 
important contemporary topic, 
introduce thern to writing 
biographical rnernoir, and provide 

thern with enough research 
background to rnake their writing 
publishable. 

Nancy (rny cornrnunity 
partner) possesses an innate sense 
about what spurs student writers. 
She matched the students and 
seniors with an eye toward the 
personalities she 
"read" during 
initial meetings 
with the students. 
For example, 
Amanda, a social 
work major, was 
partnered with a 
wonderful couple 
who spent over 
thirty years 
providing a horne 
for troubled girls. 
Amanda wrote 
their story of 
"Unconditional 
Love." Erik, an English major who 
loves dialogue, was partnered with 
a railroad man of 41 years who told 
stories of his rnany adventures. Erik 
relates these in his section called 
"Our Days Together." Sherie, a 
liberal studies major, wrote 
"Strangers on the Path to 
Friendship" about Mary Anne's life 
as an elementary school teacher, and 
Molly and her partner Joyce 
exchanged tales frorn their mutual 
Irish heritage in "Conversations." 

Service Leaming provided 
transportation for students lacking 
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cars, set up a "photo shoot" of the 
student/senior partners, and 
coordinated reflection opportunities 
for the students. One of the key 
features that Service Learning 
engenders is the chance to think 
about, talk about, and reflect upon 
our experiences with cornrnunity 

partners. During 
the semester and 
at the end, 
students wrote 
the following 
comments: 

"I love this 
project. I learned 
a lot and made a 
great friend who s 
eighty years my 
senior." 

"I feel like I have 
made a differ

ence in someones life. I have the 
opportunity to 'keep history alive' 
and I even made a new friend out 
of the deal. I will always remember 
this experience. " 

"This project made me feel as if I 
was bringing joy into an elderly 
persons life, while at the same time 
they were teaching me about life. " 

"I loved seeing the smile on my 
partners face. Our class book 
almost seems like a side note now. 
I think the most important thing I 
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am taking away from this class is 
my relationship with my partner. " 

Proponents of Service 
Leaming and composition classes 
contend that there are three ways 
that composition and service 
learning make good partners. One 
occurs when the class is writing for 
the community agency. Another 
occurs when the class writes with 
the community, and lastly when the 
class writes about the community 
partner. 

For this particular class, 
"Writing Lives," all three ways were 
operative at once. We were writing 
biographical memoir for the senior 
tenants in Country Manor and 
fulfilling a long-time dream of an 
employee of the agency. We were 
also writing with the community 
because the students reverently 
carried their drafts along on their 
regular visits so the partners could 
read, enjoy, and revise any errors of 
content, style, or writing. 

And, of course, we were 
writing about the citizens in the 
Manor. However, in our case, this 
last method is even more complexly 
layered. The students were worried 
that they would not be able to do 
justice to the precious details of 
someone's life, and yet they also 
knew that they had to be involved 
in the writing somehow. Therefore, 
each student wove into the 
biographical memoir the particular 

relationship shared with his/her 
partner. Now this is tricky, but 
because of the highly personal 
nature of this project, I believe the 
students succeeded especially well. 

Every section of Manor 
Memories contains the story of the 
relationship shared between the 
author and the subject, as well as 
the specific details of a life story. 
Because the student wanted to 
present their book to the community 
partners on the last day of class, we 
completed the project on the 15th 
of May and planned a tea party with 
the seniors. Each student proudly 
read a short portion from his/her 
writing and then presented the book 
to the partner. As Nancy describes 
it, "I could talk about stimulating 
the cognitive functions of the 
residents and tenants and the value 
of reminiscing for this age group, 
but the real story is about a unique 
bond that develops between 
individuals that both serve each 
other." 

We witnessed those bonds 
that day, seeing tears swimming in 
the eyes of both students and 
residents. This is truly the beauty 
and the benefit of Service Leaming, 
when academia and local 
communities serve one another in 
the process of education. Our book 
Manor Memories: A Living History 
was also shared with local libraries, 
the country historical society, and a 
regional newspaper. 

The MCTE 
Spring 2000 
Conference 

Keynote 
Address 

Writing, Teaching and 
Transf arming Home 

by Alexs Pate, University of Minnesota 

Parts of this talk have been excerpted from previously published essays in 
African American Literary Criticism 1700-2000 edited by Hazel Ervin, 

The Washington Post and Minnesota Monthly Magazine. 

I both love and hate 
speaking to groups of teachers. I 
love it because there is no more 
creative, energetic, curious, dialogic 
(if I may use such a word) and of 
course appreciative audience than 
teachers. 

On the flip side, it's quite 
problematic because as a speaker, 

it is difficult to provide new, 
innovative and dare I say it, trans
formative information to you. I feel 
like you've heard it all. 

When I traveled the state as 
a writer in the schools, I learned a 
little about how hard you work, how 
dedicated most of you are, how 
underappreciated you generally are. 


