
JUST SITTIN' HERE WATCHIN' THE RIVER FLOW 

by David Healy 

"What does education often do?" asked Thoreau, "Education 

makes a straight-cut ditch of a free, meandering brook," I 

vividly recall the first time I encountered that observation in 

Thoreau's journal; instantly convicted, I began fearfully 

wondering how many brooks I had excavated over the years, Today, 

in the midst of a "basics" renaissance, Thoreau's words are 

likely to produce, not guilt, but puzzlement, Education ought 

to be straightening kids out, I hear the "reformers" arguing, 

but it's ·not, There's too much meandering going on. 

Those of us who teach in the humanities, particularly 

English, are especially suspect.when it comes to meandering, and 

as retrenchment battles heighten the pitch of interdepartmental 

competition, suspicions of our vagrancy are heightened among 

educational insiders as well as outsiders, But who among us 

has not at times envied colleagues in the "harder" disciplines, 

with their quantifiable subject matter and systematic evaluation 

methods? And who has not seen himself the object of manipula

tion and connivance at the hands of students too well versed in 

the art of working the system, or lack of a system? Or who has 

not wondered at the close of a class session, "Where is the 

point ! we started from and the point ~ we moved to?" 

Indeed, our stated distrust of the reactionary mindset 

notwithstanding, I suspect many of us would make fairly easy 

converts. After all, why not straighten a few streams? Lord 

knows they meander--winding in and out of class, texts, syllabi; 

wandering from the topic, the thesis, the point; weaving through 

the forest they cannot see for the trees they cannot hear 

crashing all about, silent noises falling on absent ears, As 

a composition teacher, I admit that writing is not an exact 

science, but it is not mindless meandering either. A good ex

planation or argument is. logical, concise, purposeful, linear, 

What's wrong with a little straightness? Get off my back, Hank, 

Still, there is an enduring and endearing aimlessness, a 

spontenaity, in my students that I stifle at my, and their, 

peril. Thoreau's Nature is orderly, purposeful, productive, But 

it is also wild, rand.om, impractical. Nature is full of the 

superfluous--so many colors, so many kinds, so much more than is 

necessary, And while in its great rhythms Nature is ploddingly 

predictable, in its multifarious immediate manifestations it is 

untamably, unalterably wild, 

Some days my students seem ploddingly predictable, and. the 

sins of other ditch-digging pedagogues are visited upon me in 

waves of apathy and sameness that subside to stagnant pools in 

a great, long trench stretching to nowhere, When, on the other 

hand, they are wild they are maddeningly random and impractical, 

The path from here to there is so plain, so straight, Why must 

they triple its length with needless convolutions? 

The brook I am sitting by is barely a brook now in late 

fall. Its babble is hushed, like that of some students who 

darken the far reaches of my classrooms. But come spring my 

present seat will be awash with sudden energy. I must wait. I 

cannot hasten the seasonal flow, So, too, the classroom voices 

I long to hear are subject to stirrings I know nothing of from 

caverns measureless to man, My silent students, like silent 

springs, will flow at the beckon of a call I cannot give. 

But when they do, when the babbling becomes cacaphonous, 

when the brook outleaps its bounds--then how to harness, tame, 

guide? For I cannot shake the conviction that guidance is my 

task, Can it be done without squelching the freedom and vitality 

of the brooks that meander through my classrooms? Can random, 

boundless energy by channeled without cutting a channel? If it 

can, I must content myself with being a water wheel, which leaves 

the contours of the brook untouched while producing utility, 

product, power. Am I such a wheel--converting raw, unfocused 

energy into productive good? If so, I must be satisfied to spin 

in place, driven by a force outside myself, used, lashed against, 

and sometimes idle--waiting for the stagnant water to move again. 
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