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The Hardest Part 
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When times look bleak in Charles Frazier's Cold Mountain, Inman wishes he could sprout wings and fly 
off, whereas his sweetheart, Ada, wants to hide under a giant boxwood bush. Inman imagines himself escap
ing to high tree limbs, while Ada would rather bury herself beneath the branches; however, bothfeel too weak 
sometimes to face a world they see rapidly slipping away. At first, they can't summon such strength because 
they are empty. Inman is so insubstantial he could float right past the clouds, and Ada might just wither into 
the ground. When hopelessness sets in, their souls become frail, the way Inman's friend, Swimmer foretold, 
and their spirits threaten to die inside their bodies. But in the end, Ada and Inman don't crumble; they 
endure. Both survive by filling their emptiness with memories,faith, and the long work at hand. The specif

ics differ, but the process remains the same. 
Inman's journey, for instance, refers in large part to actual miles covered. He has to put distance between himself and the Civil 

War, which ravaged his soul along with his body. He fears Swimmer's assertion that a man can live, an empty shell, with no spirit 
to fill him. At the hospital, in the goat woman's caravan, and with Ada in the Cherokee cabin, he worries that he has been broken 
beyond repair. Unable to see God through all the killing, unable to find Him even in himself, Inman becomes the "wart and wen" 

Teacher Reflection 
Sue Sinkler - Minnetonka High School 

Writing well about literature starts with reading well. 
Katie's essay is good because she understands Cold 
Mountain. Students who have had ongoing, lush, com
plex interactions with words in and out of the classroom 
write well. So a good essay starts with good reading and 
is assisted by good discussions that explore the novel. 
Keeping the novel and its words at the center of the En
glish class allows students to know a piece of literature 
and feel the satisfaction of such knowing. 

Katie's essay moves back and forth through the 
novel, touching on and selecting details, and then dis
cerning (or imposing) patterns and connections. As a 
reader she "sees" the design of the novel, the interplay of 
images and ideas. Katie has also been explicitly taught 
during her three years in high school the concept of de
signing her essays, or composing. She understands that 
an essay gives a particular shape to her thoughts, a shape 
that communicates clearly and gracefully. She crafts each 
sentence, each paragraph and she understands that this 
is a time-consuming process. 
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from Monroe's Emerson-inspired sermon. Heading home to 
Cold Mountain provides the only chance for him to rekindle 
"a necessary reason for [his] being" and to fend off "the long 
shadow of untimely oblivion" (77). 

Along the way, Inman finds solace in untainted memo
ries. He remembers beauty. Swimmer's "fine ball racquet of 
hickory" that "powered it user with the speed and deception 
of a bat" (21 ). The way Ada looked in church, with "two faint 
cords of muscle running under the skin on either side of her 
white neck" and "curls too fine to be worked up into the plait" 
(78). His homeland, "the big timber, the air thin and chill all 
year long, where Tulip poplars grew so big through the trunk 
they put you in the mind of locomotives set on end" (85). 
Everything reminds him of that which he lost in the ensuing 
years. He compares the scrubby pines, hardwood stumps, and 
poison ivy beds he sees to the land where he was from, a place 
where "the word river meant rocks and moss and white water 
moving fast under the spell of a great deal of collected grav
ity" instead of a "shit-brown clog to his passage" that "bore 
more likeness to molasses as it first thickens in the making 
than to water (84). Other times, he contrasts the ugliness around 
him with picturesque passages from Bartram's Travels. At 
night, he recreates Bartram's scenes and dreams of Ada. 

Inman also forces himself to make new memories. Oth
erwise, the days blend together and make him feel like a roam
ing animal. Some days, all he remembers is a white sky or a 
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crow's midflight death. One evening, he finds Orion at the east
ern horizon and takes comfort in the fact that he can name its 
brightest star Rigel. He thinks back to sitting in a ditch at 
Fredericksburg and showing the same star to a fellow soldier. 
The boy dismisses it, claiming that Rigel is only the name of a 
man attached to the star, not God's name for it. He calls it "a 
lesson that sometimes we're meant to settle for ignorance" (117), 
and points to the fighting as evidence of what comes from knowl
edge. Inman thought him a fool then, but in the months since he 
began to wonder "if the boy might have had a point about knowl
edge, or at least some varieties of it" (117). 

Inman's belief in the boy's words deepens along with the 
pain he endures, while his faith in God and in "the right order" 
(397) steadily diminishes. By the time he escapes from the Home 
Guard and kills Junior, Inman starts to fear that "the minds of all 
men share the same nature with little true variance" (234) and 
that "the crows had swelled out to blacken everything" (235). 
Later, when the goat woman tells him that God made memories 
of Pan more ephemeral than those of bliss as a sign of His care, 
Inman scoffs. He tells her that he wouldn't "want to puzzle too 
long about the why of pain nor the frame of mind somebody 
would be in to make up a thing like that to begin with" (277). 

As his journey continues, though, Inman proves her right. 
He thinks less and less about the war, and devotes more atten
tion to fond memories of Ada and hopes for a future with her in 
it. Even when dark voices insist that he is too far ruined, with 
"fear and hate riddling out [his] core like heartworms," Inman 
manages to sustain himself by "thinking forward to what great 
pleasure it would be to hold [his] grandchildren on [his] knee" 
(397). After their reunion, he and Ada fantasize about growing 
old together, "measuring time by the lifespans of a succession of 
speckled bird dogs" (434) and bringing their children to see the 
arrowhead buried in a poplar tree. 

Though Inman is shot long before those days ever come, the 
thoughts serve their purpose. They fuel him when he is empty. 
They keep his feelings for Ada strong. And when he finally 
reaches her, they allow him to speak candidly. He tells her about 
the first time he saw her as she sat in the church pew, the waste 
of years since then, and all his grief. But his anger and bitterness 
quickly fade. Instead, he kisses the back of her neck, the way he 
always wanted, and finds "redemption of some kind ... in such 
complete fulfillment of a desire so long deferred" (421). They 
share stories all night, though Inman avoids talking about the 
war and its tales of "one gang of despots launching attacks upon 
another" (432). He prefers to tell her about watching Orion rise 
each night as he walked and about the people he met when he 
stopped. When he gets to explaining what the goat woman said 

about God, Ada supposes that one has to give Him some help 
in forgetting or else the bad thoughts will return. The chance 
to hold Ada tight and to hear her voice is all the help Inman 
needs. That night, when they conceive their daughter, the cabin 
"was a place that held within its walls no pain nor even a 
memory collection of pain" ( 430). 

Thus, Inman 's death is not tragic. If he had been killed by 
the Home Guard or the Federals or the angry townspeople, so 
much the waste. If he had died feeling hollow and heartsick, 
then it would be pitiable. But that's not the way it happens. 
Rather he makes it back to Ada and leaves her with child. He 
conquers the pain and anger he feared would devour him. He 
dies so full of life he believes that "everything had been taken 
out of him for a purpose. To clear space for something better" 
(438). He is redeemed. 

And the world Inman leaves will carry on without him, as 
it did while he was away. That Ada lives and flourishes after 
his death is a testament to her growth over the preceding months. 
Before, such trauma would have sent her scurrying for the safety 
of the nearest bush or haystack, like when her father died. But 
while Inman moves physically toward contentment, Ada un
dergoes an internal change. Beginning with the arrival of Ruby, 
she slowly learns to survive on her own and to see outside of 
herself, in a way Monroe's constant care and attention never 
allowed. 

At first, she tries to put Ruby in Monroe's role, but Ruby 
refuses to dote on her, nor will she be her slave. Ruby starts 
small. Though she "did not expect Ada to do the cooking at 
breakfast, she did expect her, at a minimum, to be there to watch 
its conclusion" (103). While Ruby makes plans for winter, 
Ada daydreams. To Ada, "Ruby's monologues seemed com
posed mainly of verbs, all of them tiring. Plow, plant, hoe, cut, 
can feed, kill" (104). Like Inman, when the going gets tough, 
Ada escapes to her memories. When Ruby trades the piano for 
ham and corn grits and a half a dozen mountain sheep, Ada 
thinks back to the last time she played it, the night she sat in 
Inman's lap and told him she wanted to stay there forever. Other 
times, she shares her memories with Ruby, who never appreci
ates them as much. When Ada tells her about Blount, the an-o
gant suitor who bragged about going to war and driving back 
the North, but who later cried and admitted his fear of the fight
ing that lay ahead, Ruby "could only marvel at lives so useless 
that they required missing sleep and paddling about on a river 
for pleasure" (144). She misses the point entirely. 

But Ruby's world is equally foreign to Ada, especially in 
matters of faith. After all, Ada grew up learning from Monroe 
that God works through elaborate analogy, with "every bright 
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image in the visible world only a shadow of a divine thing" (377), 
and with everything revolving around humanity. Ruby, on the 
other hand, finds spiritual purpose in nature's every mundane 
detail, assuming "the twittering of birds to be utterance as laden 
with meaning as human talk" (175) and expressing "great re
spect for the normally reviled crow, finding much worthy of 
emulation in their outlook on life" (176). Rather than die in the 
absence of pleasing food, crows relish what presents itself. In 
that way, Ruby sees the good in crows rather than the bad, and 
models herself accordingly. 

So, too, does Ada model herself after Ruby. She begins to 
derive pleasure from hard work, and to see order and purpose in 
the cycle of nature. She wants to clear some trees around Black 
Cove to make notches for keeping track of the path of the sun. 
She imagines watching "with anticipation as the sun drew high 
to the notch and then on a specified day fell into it and then rose 
out of it and retraced its path" (330). She figures that "such a 
thing would place a person, would be a way of saying, You are 
here, in this one station now. It would be an answer to the ques
tion: Where am I?" (330). 

As this reverence grows, she stops trusting Monroe's old 
formulas. Crossing a thinly frozen creek, she knows Monroe 
"would have made a lesson of such a thing ... He would have 
said what the match of that creek's parts would be in a person's 
life, what God intended it to be the type of' (377). Further, Mon
roe would have seen the crow's "blackness, its outlaw nature, 
and its tendency to feast on carrion" as a "type of the dark forces 
that wait to overtake a man's soul" (377), whereas Ruby admired 
the same bird's "keenness of wit, lack of pridefulness, and sly
ness in a fight" ( 176). Ada doesn't completely abandon the former 
idea for the latter; rather, she accepts that both have merit, and 
that both can be true. 

This way, she can finally understand Inman's story about 
the portals of the Shining Rocks. The first time she hears it, she 
dismisses it, saying, "Well, that was certainly folkloric" (252). 
Incredulously, she asks him if he takes it for the truth. To Ada, 
that meant having seen it happen or having read a well-docu
mented account. Her definition of truth was so narrow. When 
they meet again, however, at the abandoned Cherokee village, 
of all places, Ada has broadened her view. The story speaks to 
her now because, like the Kanuga people, she has glimpsed a 
better world with Inman, but one that she cannot have. Much as 
they'd like to, Ada and Inman cannot be together so long as the 
war continues. 

They try to devise a plan, but their options are few. Inman 
could return to the war, a choice he rejects as unacceptable. Or 
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he could "stay hidden in the mountains or in Black Cove as an 
outlier and be hunted like bear, wolf, or catamount" (436), an 
equally unappealing prospect. They entertain wilder notions 
like heading out west, sailing to Spain, or waiting at the portals 
of the Shining Rocks, before deciding that Inman should "cross 
the mountains north and put himself in the hands of the Federals, 
the very bastards who had spent four years shooting at him. They 
would make him sign his name to their oath of allegiance, but 
then he could wait out the fighting and come home" (436). 

That Inman doesn't come home again isn't the point. What 
is essential is the journey and the transformation, both his and 
Ada's. At Cold Mountain's onset, Ada is crippled by helpless
ness, Inman by hardness. They are lacking in ways they deem 
important. Throughout, they struggle to come to terms with 
themselves, their pasts, their current tasks, their faith in the fu
ture. And they triumph. By the book's end, Ada becomes au
tonomous and Inman softens. Both feel finally complete. Inman 
dies, redeemed, knowing that he cannot shoot a boy who "looked 
as if his first shave lay still ahead of him" ( 442), leaving Ada to 
fulfill their vow and "go forward from there into whatever new 
world the war left behind" (437). 

Katie's Reflection: 
This essay was assigned early in November, during the 
week of the Leonid meteor shower- unfortunate tim
ing. I'd adoped a schedule of afternoon naps in order 
to leave the prime post-midnight hours open for cos
mic viewing, all of which allowed precious little time 
to write. 

That the shower rarely topped a slow trickle 
hardly mattered. I justified the outings as a sort of 
''field research" for my essay, which led to the inclu
sion of the crow motif, the images of trees and rivers, 
and the bits about the constellations. And I decided 
under the stars to keep the focus on Ada's and lnman's 
personal struggles and their growth, a theme bigger 
than the war, and as timeless as Orion. 
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Moby Dick and Jaws 
Gina Spigarelli 
Wayzata High School, grade 11 

Often writers use external influences in their 
words to provoke a reaction from their characters. In 
doing so they reveal to us the personalities of these 
characters by allowing us to comtemplate the reac
tions of each individual character to each outside in
fluence. This technique is particularly evident in the 
two novels Moby Dick by Herman Melville and Jaws 
by Peter Benchley. The similarity between these two 
lies in the external influences: the ocean and the whale 
in Moby Dick and the ocean and the shark in Jaws. 
The reactions of the two main characters to these in
fluences reveal their personalities and ultimately their 
fates in the books. 

In Moby Dick the two main characters are Ishmael 
and Ahab. Ahab is the captain of the Pequod and has lost 
his leg to the great white whale, Moby Dick. As a sailor 
Ahab views the ocean and all of its dangers as forces to be 
reckoned with and simply challenges to overcome. This 
reaction to the ocean presents us with the reality that Ahab 
is an adventurous character who is not easily intimidated 
by forces other than his own will power. Ishmael, on the 
other hand, is simply a first time sailor aboard the Pequod; 
while he does not particularly fear the water, he is a much 
more conservative and safety-conscious character who 
does not laugh in the face of danger as his captain tends to 
do. When it comes to the whale itself, Ahab wants revenge. 
So much so, in fact, that he will lose sight of everything 
else to get it. He becomes oblivious to the dangers that are 
reiterated to him by several people in the book and figures 
his personal agenda is the most important thing. It is this 
narrow-mindedness, in fact, that leads to his death in the 
end. His refusal to focus on anything else causes fatal re
sults. Ishmael, on the contrary, does indeed realize the 
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danger of Moby Dick. He views Ahab's mission on a much 
broader scale and sees the overall picture of what may 
happen. Although he is a novice at sea, it is his conserva
tive nature that is the key to saving his life. 

In the story of Jaws the two lead roles include 
Quintt, a fisherman whose specialty is sharks, and Brody, 
the chief of police in a city whose beach is being attacked 
by a Great White shark. Quintt, much like Ahab, is the 
rough and tough sailor who figures himself invincible and 
decides to hunt the shark for money. Here, once again, 
the outside influence of the shark and the way that he 
reacts to simply gain money show us that Quintt is both 
harsh and ruthless. He, like Ahab, becomes so involved 
with personal interest and revenge on the shark that he 
goes to extreme measures to make sure he is the one to 
kill it. In the story, Quintt has a very personal hatred for 
the shark as he was on the USS Indianapolis, which sank 
and whose sailors became a midnight feeding for the lo
cal sharks. After surviving this horrid experience Quintt 
vows to kill as many man-eating sharks as he possibly 
can. Chief Brody is very similar to the Ishmael character. 
He is placed in a situation unknown to him and put in 
very serious danger by his captain. Chief Brody actually 
fears the ocean, which shows us his conservative and less 
than adventurous lifestyle and personality. The fate of 
these two characters is identical to that of the characters 
in Moby Dick. Those who become so one-tracked and 
closed-minded lose their lives, while the open-minded 
characters who can adjust to situations presented to them 
mangage to overcome the odds and live. 

Overall, the idea of using external influences to 
portray internal traits and attitudes of characters is a very 
effective one. It is for this reason that Melville and 
Benchley as well as numerous other authors use this tech
nique to further the development of their characters. It is 
also this that keeps us, the readers, intrigued enough to 
read and re-read these books. 
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A Tale of Two Cities 
Mark Hanson 
Eastview High School, Eagan, grade 11 

There are many themes that present them
selves throughout the reading of Dickens' classic A 
Tale of Two Cities. Of these themes, there is one 
which presents itself as the most interesting and in
spiring of them all. This theme is that within every 
human being exists the potential for heroism, no mat
ter how feeble,faint, or weak a person may seem. It 
could be said then, that A Tale of Two Cities not only 
tells a tale of London and Paris, but it also tells the 
tale of weakness and strength, those two cities exist
ing within every human mind, and how when duty 
calls, every person has the ability to do the extraor
dinary. This theme instills a great feeling of hope 
and admiration in the reader, which can only be de
scribed as wonderful. To see ordinary people do ex
traordinary things moves the soul and creates a very 
powerful message in Dickens' tale. This amazing abil
ity is the most evident in the characters of Dr. Manette 
and Sydney Carton. 

From the beginning of the novel, Dr. Manette is 
shown to be an emotional wreck, with no ability to exist 
in the real world. Manette's long imprisonment had left 
him unable to function without the feeling of security that 
he had felt within the confines of the Bastille. This aspect 
of Manette's personality presents itself when Lucie and 
Mr. Lorry first find Dr. Manette. As the two, along with 
Mr. Defarge, enter Dr. Manette' s confines within Defarge' s 
home, a deliberate, yet necessary step of locking the door 
behind themselves is taken simply so Dr. Manette will not 
become frightened (46). Dr. Manette's unsettling need for 
this action to be taken is evidence of his unstable and weak 
mind. Dr. Manette' s struggle to keep some semblance of 
order within his chaotic life manifests itself in the nervous 
and purposeless habit of making shoes. When Lucie and 
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Lorry first meet Dr. Manette in the previously mentioned 
locale, Manette is making shoes. When Lucie is leaving on 
her honeymoon, Manette again is making shoes. And when 
all hope is seemingly lost for saving Darnay, Manette is 
making shoes (47-55, 192-198, 335). All of this behavior 
seems to suggest a person who cannot deal with any prob
lem, or tackle any task of merit. However, this assumption 
is proved incorrect when Dr. Manette must be the stron
gest for his daughter and his family. 

After the imprisonment of Charles Darnay, the sus
pected behavior of Dr. Manette would be, and this seems 
to be a given, making shoes. Manette, however, proves 
that it is in the toughest of times that people become their 
strongest. Darnay' s imprisonment had left the family feel
ing helpless, and no one knew what to do; there seemed to 
be no way to get Darnay out of prison. Dr. Manette, on the 
other hand, had become a new person. His efforts through
out the fifteen or so months of Darnay' s imprisonment had 
gotten Darnay out of prison. Dickens stated that Manette 
"took lead and direction, and required [the family] as the 
weak, to trust him as the strong" (269,284). These actions 
of heroism in saving Darnay's life show how when Dr. 
Manette was needed most, he was able to summon a power 
never possessed in himself before to accomplish the seem
ingly impossible. Although Manette did relapse after he 
was unable to save Darnay' s life a second time, he only 
relapsed when he knew he could do no more, and it was 
through his strength that the others (Mr. Lorry and Sydney 
Carton) acquired the inspiration to continue their efforts 
(335). In assessing Dr. Manette's character, then, it is seen 
that he perfectly models Dickens' prevailing theme of 
strength (specifically in the weak) in hard times. Upon read
ing this, the reader is left to ponder whether they would 
have the strength to pull through in difficult times, and 
Manette's character gives the reader a behavior to model 
as their own in difficult times. 

As Dr. Manette showed his strength in the hardest 
of times, Sydney Carton would go a level beyond Manette' s 
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and give his life simply so another person could enjoy 
theirs. Carton's weaknesses are obvious, and they create 
a person just as feeble as Dr. Manette (not necessarily in 
physical ability, but emotion ability). Carton's habit of 
getting drunk is described in the scenes shortly following 
the trial of Darnay for treason, where it is written that he 
can sometimes be seen just stumbling around in the day
time with little care for where he goes. This lack of direciton 
in life shows a lost man searching for meaning, and a man 
who has lost his ability to make something of his life. Car
ton himself knows these faults, describing himself in the 
scene where he confesses his love for Lucie as a "self-flung 
away, wasted, drunken, poor creature of misuse" (154). It 
is in this description that the reader finds out the extent to 
which Carton's life is in turmoil. Carton simply can't re
veal his inner-self to anyone except Lucie, and when he 
does confide to Lucie, he merely comes off as a desperate 
man looking for some reason to exist. Carton's need for a 
reason to exist, and the need to make something of his short 
life suggest a pathetic man, however, it is in those seem
ingly futile pursuits that Carton truly performs the heroic. 

In the time of most difficulty for the Evremonde 
family, Sydney Carton proves his ability to find the strength 
to do the incredible. As seen before, Carton had previ
ously been seen as merely a drunk without a purpose, but 
quite the contrary, Carton made more of his life than many 
could ever aspire to. As Darnay awaited his impending 
execution, Carton entered his cell. At first his purpose 
seemed vague, but it soon became obvious that he intended 
to take Darnay's spot in the execution, doing so through 
exchanging clothes. Once Darnay and Carton had ex
changed all their clothes, Carton tells Darnay to leave, 
knowing that he would soon be dead (342-346). Why 
would Carton do such a thing? After reading the previ
ous paragraph, the answer should become obvious. Car
ton wanted to do something valiant for once in his life, 
and wanted Lucie to live the happy and full life that he 
had always dreamed could be with him. This uncommon 
bravery by a man who was seemingly just a drunk, illus
trates Dickens' theme of uncommon bravery in common 
people perfectly, doing one of the most heroic things imag
inable. Carton knew that his calling was no better served 
than in enhancing another's life, and he knew that it was 
his duty to follow this calling. 

Carton's bravery was still unfinished, however, be
cause as he went to the guillotine, he subtly pulled off an-

other act of heroism. Once Carton entered a cart travel
ing to his life's final destination, the guillotine, he met a 
scared and nervous young girl in need of reassurance. 
Stepping out of character once again, Carton talks with 
the young woman and comforts her to the end, allowing 
her to hold his hand throughout (347, 366). This does 
not sound like the behavior of the previously mentioned 
character, and indeed, it is not. This is a character who 
has become something better in the face of adversity, a 
weakling who was made great because duty called on 
him to be. No other person more perfectly shows the 
written-of theme than Sydney Carton, because his valor 
is so distinct, and it came from someone so lacking in it 
earlier in life. 

In today's society, there are few things as cher
ished and respected as a noble death. In assessing 
Carton's actions, it is quite fair to say that his death was 
more than simply noble; it was heroic. In a person with 
obvious character flaws, a hero emerged whose actions 
were probably the most significant in the entire novel. 
The message that this sends to the reader is inspirational 
beyond any other message in A Tale of Two Cities. The 
message is quite plain: within even the most flawed of 
beings exists the power for nobility and heroism. Read
ers can relate to Carton's situation because they have their 
own flaws; Carton is a reflection of the audience reading 
the novel. Since Carton was able to summon superhu
man abilities to accomplish such a heroic action, there is 
no reason to think that the audience will not be able to 
do the same. Thus, coming from Sydney Carton, 
Dickens' message of heroism in the smallest of beings is 
magnified and more meaningful. Carton's actions are 
actions that almost all of society wishes could be their 
own. 

Heroism in the smallest of people is a theme that 
is infused throughout A Tale of Two Cities, and it is no 
more prevalent than in the characters of Dr. Manette and 
Sydney Carton. Through the actions of these two char
acters, the reader gains a sense that although people may 
appear to be meager, within everyone is a potential for 
greatness that rises to whatever occasion necessary. This 
theme is inspiring to all, and it gives everyone the hope 
that when the greatest challenge of their life comes, they 
will be able to meet it in the same heroic manner that 
these two characters did. 
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Minnesota State Graduation Standards: 
Arts Interpretation of Literature 

Patty Strandquist 
Eastview High School, Eagan 

Specific Statements from the Standard: 
What students should know: 

--~ 

2. Understand the elements and structure of the art form and how it is used to create meaning 
3. Know artistic intent and the historical, cultural, and social background of selected artworks 

What students should do: 
2. Describe how particular effects are produced by the artist's use of the elements of the art form 
3. Communicate an informed interpretation using the vocabulary of the art form 

Overview: In this performance package, you will do a series of tasks that will help you answer two 
questions: What is story? What is the value of story? In the tasks of this package you will demonstrat~ y_our 
ability to interpret literature, analyze literature, find connections with other works of art and non-fiction, 
and develop definitions of fiction and non-fiction. 

Product: 
A portfolio of short papers about one work of fiction. 

Task Description: 
The Paper (Portfolio) of Many Parts 
):'ou will create a portfolio of short papers for the work chosen for literary analysis. 
The papers in this portfolio will include: 

Required Tasks: . . . . 
A. Initial Response Essay: Write a brief paper explaining your general reaction to, nnpress10ns of, and questions 

about the work. 
B. Plot Diagram, Chronology, or Summary: Develope a plot diagram, brief chronology, or a brief summary of the 

work. 
C. Choose one of the following theme options: 

Option #1: Theme Exploration 
1. Write a list identifying three themes for the work. You should chose themes that illuminate or extend our 

understanding of the human condition. 
2. In a paragraph packed with specific details/ examples from the work, explore one of the themes from your 

Theme List. You might choose a theme on the basis of your own or someone else's interests. However, be sure you 
consider your ability to support the theme, using specifics from the text. 
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Option #2: Critical paper: Read a critical essay on the work. Write a short paper discussing the essays and 
demonstrating how they enrich your understanding of the work. Be sure to include specific citations from the essay as 
well as specific citations from the work of literature to support your discussion. 

Option #3: Short Analysis Paper: Write a short paper that explroes in detail at least two of the formal elements 
of fiction and that relates these elements to the work's theme. Among the elements you may consider are the uses of 
symbolism, figurative langugage, allusion, setting, characterization, dialogue, narrative structure, and repeated ele
ments. Be sure to provide sufficient detail and examples from the text to support your analysis. 

Additional Responses: 
Choose two of the following to include in your portfolio: 
A. Biographical Sketch: Research the author and write one to two paragraphs about him/her. Be sure to include 
specific details that shed light on the work or raise questions about the work. 

B. Context Sketch: Research the time period in which the work was written. Among the areas you might explore are 
politics, economics, popular culture, literature, art (performing and visual), science, religion, and technology. Write one 
or two paragraphs providing insight about the context of the work. 

C. Interview: Interview someone who has read the literary work. Include questions about his/her interpretation of 
the work. Write a brief account of the interview and include several direct quotes. 

D. Commentary: Write a commentary on the work. It must include your final response to the work and explore any 
ambiguities, inconsistencies, or questions that still remain for you. 

E. Responding with a Performance: You will develop two contrasting and plausible interpretations of a single work of 
literature. For example, "My Papa's Waltz" (Theodore Raethke) can be read as a close moment with a father who is 
gruff and lacks social skills; it can also be read as a piece that expresses uneasiness, distrust, and fear of impending 
violence, a poem where there is tension between the son's love for his father and his fear of him. Another example 
might be the character of Daisy in The Great Gatsby (Fitzgerald), who could be seen either as an innocent victim or as a 
manipulator who targets people for destruction. Having developed these contrasting and plausible interpretations, 
you will present them to the class in two oral readings of the work. If you chose a longer work, you may select appro
priate passages to read instead of reading the entire text. 

In the oral interpretation, you may establish contrast in several ways. One is by choosing contrasting passages from 
the same text. Another is to choose the same passage (or the entire text, if it is a short poem) and provide contrasting 
vocal tone (sarcasm, excitement, irony, anger, sadness), body language (facial expression, gestures, posture) and em
phasis (stress, rhythm, volume). 

F. Visual Response: Choose a passage, scene, or book division to illustrate. Consider themes, setting, character, and 
setting description as you create your illustration. Write a short piece explaining your choices and approach to the 
illustration. 

G. Other: Create a proposal for an additional response to the text. Submit this to your instructor for prior approval to 
include in the portfolio. 
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Text, Subtext, & Context 

Student Check 
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literary Analysis 

Checklist for Portfolio 

Initial Response Essay 
Essay is relevant to text. 

Required Tasks: 

Teacher Check 

Plot Diagram, Chronology, or Summary 
Plot diagram, chronology, or summary is accurate and complete. 

One of the following was completed: 
Theme Exploration 
List of three themes is clearly stated, plausible, and significant. 
Exploration of theme is supported by citations from the work. 
Exploration of theme is logical and coherent. 

Critical Paper 
Essay details the views of the critic. 
Essay underscores how the critical works enrich the understanding 

of the literary piece studied. 

Short Analysis Paper 
Statement of theme is sufficiently specific. 
Eplanation of the theme's importance is tenable (can be defended). 
Description of the element is clear and accurate. 
Each element is supported with specifics from the text. 

Choice Tasks (Two of the following were completed): 
Biographical Sketch 
Specific details about author's life are included. 
Details reflect the work or raise questions about the work. 

Context Sketch 
Research reflects the time period of the piece. 
Discussion provides insight on the issues of the period. 

Interview 
Complete list of interview questions included. 
Account of interview responses included. 
Complete summary of interview including several quotes. 

Commentary 
Complete commentary of work, including questions or inconsistencies. 

Responding with a Performance 
Two interpretations presented. 
Both interpretations are plausible. 
Presentation clarified the two interpretations. 

Visual Response 
Illustration accurately reflects the passage selected. 
Explanation clarified the choices and intention of the illustration. 

Minnesota English Journal - Spring 2001 

NCTE Contest 

NCTE Writing Achievement Awards 

JeanMarie Z. Burtness 
Minnesota Coordinator 

The National Council of Teachers of English 
(NCTE) Achievement Awards in Writing recognizes ex
cellence in two types of writing produced by high school 
juniors. Students are nominated by English teachers from 
their own high schools in the late fall of their junior year. 
Individual high schools may nominate from one to six 
students depending upon the school's enrollment. Some 
English departments use the previous year's impromptu 
topics in a "write-off" contest to assist in the nomination 
process. 

The application forms are available from NCTE 
in October; previously participating high schools are au
tomatically sent the forms. In April the nominated stu
dents have two hours to write on one of two impromptu 
nonfiction topics they also submit up to ten pages of their 
best revised and typed writing which may be a combina
tion of fictional prose, poetry, dramatic scripts, personal 
narratives, or literary analysis papers. 

These papers are evaluated and ranked by teams 
of judges in each state, usually a college writing profes
sor and a high school composition teacher. The highest 
ranking papers are sent to the National Council of Teach
ers of English for recognition. The results are announced 
in the fall of the students' senior year by NCTE. The top 
ranked writers are listed in a booklet entitled "High 
School Seniors Recommended for College Scholarships" 
which each commended student receives. The number 
of students per state is based on the number of legisla
tive districts; Minnesota may select up to 16 students if 
their combined rankings on the two types of writing meet 
the judging criteria. 

Please contact the National Council of Teachers 
of English, Achievement Awards in Writing, 1111 W. 
Kenyon Road, Urbana, Illinois 61801 or go to the NCTE 
website www.ncte.org to receive more information. 

These were the two topics for the Spring 2000 
impromptu essays: 

Topic A-Violence in the Schools 
With the continued concern about school vio
lence in America during the past years, educa
tors, parents, and students themselves are left in 
a quandary. As a result, many districts have con
sidered and taken steps toward increased school 
safety. 
Imagine that you have been invited to be a member of 
a panel of educators, students, and community lead
ers to address the problem of school safety. Each panel 
member has been asked to discuss his or her views on 
safe schools. Write a letter to the group in which you 
explain your suggestions for making schools safer. 

Topic B-Media Influence 
During the past few years, there has been grow
ing interest in the media exposure young people 
receive. Many believe that teen behavior is 
shaped by what young people see on television, 
videos, or in the movies. Some argue that teens 
model their behavior, dress, or speech after me
dia figures and movie stars. 
As a roving reporter for your community newspaper, 
write an opinion column in which you explore your 
observations on whether the media has a positive or 
negative effect on young people. 
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