
Hul11Tll11Tl -- twenty-four years? Is it possible? And there will be a 

twenty-fifth'. Maybe we are making a long life record for a Reading 

Conference. 

4:30 

Patricia M. Fergus 
University of Minnesota 
Minneapolis, Minnesota 

For 

Five hours 

Thirty minutes 

Twenty-two seconds 

Prodded brains, 

Squeezed hearts, 

Twisted wills. 

Now 

Silence floods 

The tiny cubicle; 

Knotted nerves untied 

Slip away, 

Thoughts burdening, 

Spirits burgeoning. 
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PUT YOURSELF INTO THE POEM 

Jeannine Bohlmeyer 
Bethel College 
St. Paul, Minnesota 

That poetry is prose complicated by a lot of fancy decoration tacked 

on is a notion many students firmly hold. A college freshman course in 

literary forms beginning with a formalist critical approach convinces some 

students that a poem is as much form as content and that figurative language 

is not merely padding but has a basic unity and organization integral to and 

essential to the poem. But still some students remain skeptics, some loudly 

and overtly, some quietly playing along with the expected analyses but secretly 

doubtful. 

Adding the sociological approach to criticism sends some scurrying for 

background materials, believing that anything remotely connected to the author 

or the topic is legitimate filler for a theme. The concept that background 

is relevant only as it illumines the form and content of the poem is as 

difficult to present convincingly as the concept that form is meaningful in 

the first place. 

In the attempt to provide students with some tools for making their 

critical judgments instead of relying on borrowed critical opinion or 

resorting to the long-lamed assertion, "I know what I like," one kind of 

exercise has proved especially useful. Students read "An Elementary School 

Classroom in a Slum" by Stephen Spender. Class discussion -- using formalist 

and sociological criticism -- took note of the social conditions in England at 
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the time Spender wrote, took into account Spender's political views and the 

actions they led to, and traced major metaphors and their linking to other 

metaphors. In the first stanza, Spender makes vivid the plight of slum 

children by comparisons to ruined nature and undesirable animals. He sets 

up a pattern of alienation from the joy and beauty of nature and from the 

excitement of world and books. The heredity of the children is not life 

but death. 

Far far from gusty waves, these children's faces 
Like rootless weeds the torn hair round their paleness. 
The tall girl with her weighed-down head. The paper
seeming boy with rat's eyes. The stunted unlucky heir 
Of twisted bones, reciting a father's gnarled disease, 
His lesson from his desk. At back of the dim class 
One unnoted, mild and young: his eyes live in a dream 
Of squirrels' game, fn tree room, other than this. 

Analysis of Spender's poem followed a fairly standard pattern of class

room discussion and provided the basis for the next assignment, the one 

which made the point about unity of metaphor both with itself and social 

background. Students were asked to think about what would happen if the 

poem became "A College Classroom in a Suburb." They spent half an hour in 

groups of four discussing the differences the changed title would make and 

paraphrasing the poem to illustrate the changes. Most groups did not finish 

a complete paraphrase, but they did set up dominant metaphors growing out of 

suburban rather than slum settings. 

Most groups emphasized affluence and materialist, packaged culture. 

Far, far from gutsy waves, these fiction faces 
Like shining silk the herbal-scented hair round their "Cover Girl" 

faces . 
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The tall gi~l with weighed down eyelashes. The slender 
young man Wl!h bifocal eyes. The stunted unlucky heir 
Of_packaged 1deas, reciting his favorite T.V. commercial. 
Am1dst the blind classroom, 
One young man, with dreaming eyes 
Watches a playful squirrel romp. 

F~r, far from gutsy waves, these fiction faces 
L1ke neon bulbs the pampered hair around their shallowness 
A tall girl with.a smeared on smile, a slender 
Y~ung man with b1focal eyes, a T.V. retard 
W1th a thirteen channel mind and channel unreality 
Is playing_all the time. At back of the Bright class, 
Ignored, w1th touseled hair, and quiet face and quick eyes 
That cried for dirty city streets and admir;d a hazel brush flower. 

Other groups, also emphasizing privilege, were less cynical and more 

nostalgic for home. 

Gathered from gutsy waves, suburban streets, and middleclass homes, 
The faces of these youths 
Like polished apples enveloped by the latest hairstyles 
The ~all girl with such a studious air. 
The Jovial boy with laughing eyes. Gifted heirs 
Of a bright future, they recite with just enough nervousness 
What they have studied the night before. At the front of the class 
One who h~s come from the other side of the tracks and has 

unbel1evably made it 
Listens with clean ears. 

F~r far from the joy of the hearth, the plastic childless faces 
L1ke Madison Avenue productions 
The !all girl with the haughtily-held head. The All
Amer1can boy with dull eyes. The bored unlucky heir 0: healthy bank accounts, reciting a father's gnarled disease, 
H1s lesson from his desk. At the back of the class 
One unno!ed, sensuous and young, his eyes live in an awareness 
Of creat1on and progression other than this. 

Still another group, apparently tireder than the others, chose weari

ness for their unified metaphor. 
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Far, far from reality these students' faces 
Like wind beaten saplings and groomed hair round their sleeplessness 
The tall girl with her weighed down head. The dictionary 
laden boy with lion's eyes. 

Groups consistently preserved Spender's contrast of the "One unnoted," 

finding someone to contrast with the prevailing mold of the group. 

While none of the paraphrases resulted in a poem, the exercise did 

indicate that basic concepts of unified figurative language and relationship 

of diction to background made at least enough sense to be usable. The 

socializing effect of group cooperation on a project and the realization of 

privileged personal backgrounds are harder to assess. The exercise, carried 

out by college freshmen, might be modified for most age groups, perhaps with 

teacher-guided discussion for an elementary group, considering the word 

changes necessary to give a poem a different setting. At any level, it 

should increase insight into the nature of language and into the particular 

precision of the words in a poem. 
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1977 BOOKS FOR CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS 

Richard Beach 
University of Minnesota 
Minneapolis 

Norine Odland 
University of Minnesota 
Minneapolis 

We want to thank Louisa Smith, doctoral candidate in children's 
literature, for her reviews of adolescent novels. Readers who would like 
an annotated list of a large number of 1977 titles, New Books for Young 
Readers, should send their names and addresses to NorineoaTana.Department 
of Curriculum and Instruction, 136 Burton Hall, University of Minnesota 
Minneapolis, Minnesota 55455. • 

Books for Chi 1 dren 

Anno, Mitsumasa. ANNO'S COUNTING BOOK. illus. by author. Crowell, 1977. 
unpaged. $5. 95 

Primary age children studied and restudied this one. Primitive, 
Grandl1a Moses type illustrations build in detail as the months pass 
and we count from one to twelve. Trees and flowers grow, clouds 
form, houses spring up, and a town grows as Anna's intriguing water
colors take us from season to season. Truly a picturebook, capturing 
the essence of counting. One of the year's best. 4-7. 

A~drews, F. Emerson. NOBODY COMES TO DINNER. illus. by Lydia Dabcovich. 
Little, 1977. 32 pp. $5.95. 

This is a must for all elementary collections. Oscar had been having 
a bad day, and ft took nobody to make it better. Cleverly written on 
two levels; even adults find themselves chuckling as nobody entertains 
them. 7-11 

Bransc1111, Robbie. THE SAVING OF P.S. illus. by Glen Rounds. Doubleday, 
1977. 127 pp. $5. 96. 

P. S. is short for Priscilla Sue who seems to have been added to the 
already large family as an afterthought. Her mother died birthing her. 
P. s. has cared for her father, Preacher Blue, for twelve years and 
reacts strongly when her father courts and marries the pretty widow 
Cora Lee. The h1111orous text and Arkansas dialect are punctuated by 
Glen Rounds' ink drawings which offer comic relief to a sad but happy 
ending tale. 10 up. • 

Bulla, Clyde Robert. THE BEAST OF LOR. illus. by Ruth Sanderson. Crowell, 
1977. 54 pp. $6.50. 

Clyde Robert Bulla recreates with the magic of his pen another era for 
us. This time he takes us back to the first Roman invasion of England, 
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