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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. 
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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. 
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I was in awe most of the 
time. I can only say that by the end 
of my day in a typical public school 
I was drained. Exhausted. At the 
end of the week it was all I could 
do to pack my bags and drive home. 

So please understand that 
my way of connecting with you 
today is necessarily personal. And, 
in an attempt to innovate, I want to 
explore three aspects in my current 
quest which is exploring the notion 
of "home." One takes place in my 
imagination, one in the classroom 
and one in my heart. 

I am in the process of 
constructing a home for myself. It 
is the thing I most need. Indeed, 
whenever I sit down to write I 
engage the force that exists within 
me that seek to locate, to affix 
myself, organically, holistically to 
some sense of home: that place 
where I am understood, where my 
goodness is manifest, where my 
rage is assuaged. 

Literature has always been 
a significant and essential 
component in the culture of African 
Americans. From the beginning, 
even during slavery, the act of 
writing, the creation of literature, 
has been one of political necessity. 
To tell the stories of the people. To 
build identity and strength. To forge 
community and fellowship. 

But perhaps one of the most 
important qualities of this 
expression is that the act of writing 

established our humanity. In a time 
when many people in this country 
really believed that black people 
were not human beings, the writings 
of early African Americans (Lucy 
Terry and Phyliss Wheatley, for 
example) offered "proof' that we 
could think and write. That we 
could create. 

I have felt, since I began 
writing in earnest, that I was a part 
of a new breed of black writers. We 
cared about culture and community, 
but we were also trying to locate 
ourselves in this era of the new 
millennium. A context that is post
million man march. Connected to, 
perhaps created by, Jean Toomer, 
Zora Neale Hurston, Toni 
Morrison, Alice Walker, James 
Baldwin, Richard Wright, John A. 
Williams, Ishmael Reed and so many 
others and yet something different. 
Post-post. Not necessarily better, 
but different; an extension. 

African American literature, 
like all literatures, must be in 
constant motion. It is the blood of 
our culture. It must reach for 
possibilities not yet seen. It is the 
proof of our growth and our best 
hope for the future. This should be 
one of the functions of any 
literature. It must be capable of 
keeping the culture moving ... 

I am a builder of homes. Of 
people. Of moments. A novel is a 

house with many rooms. The 
architect is the poet, is the novelist. 
It is a noble profession, perhaps 
even sanctified. 

When I think of James 
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have heat. And windows so that 
the reader can see inside enough to 
know they would like to visit. And 
windows so that once inside there 
is always light. 

Baldwin, Richard Wright, John We must build sturdy walls 
Edgar Wideman, Langston Hughes, so that the roof will be secure and 
Zora Neale Hurston, ..----------. we will be dry. And 

Amiri Baraka, Charles As the builder beautiful floors to walk 
Johnson, Lucille Clifton, 
Toni Morrison, Gloria 
Naylor or Haki 
Madhubuti, I think of 
sanctified people. 

Called by the 
swirling energy of life 
itself to construct 
realities which breathe 

you must 

understand that 

every story is 

held together 

not by love and 

on. The floor should 
creak a bit. And there 
should be both natural 
and artificial light. 

A wondrous kitchen 
is almost always 

cooperation, necessary. For feasts 
but by strife and fights. The kitchen 
and conflict. is the place we find 

even after their time has .__ ______ ___. ourselves. And a place 

passed. To read Their Eyes Were for books. Even within a story other 
Watching God now, in 1999, is to books have a place. 
be enshrouded in a vision and flow Every board, every brick, 
of life long gone from the marrow every nail must be carefully, lovingly 
of my bones. And yet I somehow set. A good story must not come 
smell the sweet cane sugared air of apart. And once written it should 
Hurston's world. Or the grimy try to stand forever. Try to stand 
streets of Chester Himes' Harlem. the onslaught of mindless critics 
These writers and many many more who spend so much time earning a 
shape the dreams of those who read salary for major newspapers that 
them. they don't get a chance to write 

A good novel has a fire novels themselves and so resent 
burning in the hearth. You can anyone else who does in a way that 
always find warmth within it. is different from what they'd do. 
Consequently, for my tastes, even a But of course they don't. 
harsh satire like the one I am This is quite a force to 
currently in the midst of must have survive. But a good story will. As 
at least one fireplace (which the the builder you must understand that 
reader might never see or even every story is held together not by 
know it exists). Every story must love and cooperation, but by strife 
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and conflict. Every story is about 
trouble. No story can be successful 
without it. Every town is River City. 
And in every house, every family, 
every relationship is riddled with 
contradictions and secrets. If 
somehow these are exposed (which 
any good writer must do), they will 
result in conflict. Which means your 
story has a chance to engage us. 
Your house must be interesting 
enough to make us gasp. Laugh. 
Groan. The details, once we look 
at it carefully, might make us cry. 

You must build what you 
know is the truth. And you must 
expect your reader to know the 
truth when they read it. Anything 
else will fall, no matter how much 
conflict or love exists within it. 
And, for my tastes, it should try to 
mean something. It should try to 
be more than confection. 
Something rich, respectful of the 
traditions which have given birth to 
it. 

I am in the process of 
constructing a home for myself. It 
is the thing I most need. I explore 
this construction project through 
my fiction and through my teaching. 
Asking questions such as: What 
does it take to be a good father? 
What is love? What will it take for 
white America to fully value the 
humanity of me, an African 
American man in such a way that I 
feel it? What are the issues between 
men and women? 

I am consumed by my 
reality, my fantasy, my identity and 
the way you see me. Consumed by 
it. All of my stories are about you 
and me. Whether you are there in 
the story or not. I'm thinking about 
you. Oddly enough, I think that 
perhaps we share the same house, 
if you understand me. This is the 
way, I believe, that a writer comes 
to have significance in his or her 
community. Helping to define the 
dimensions of home. Searching for 
others who share that desire, hoping 
to contribute to a reshaping of our 
society. 

Many of you are poets and 
writers as well as teachers. You 
both construct and deconstruct. 
Instructively. Together we must 
interrogate and explore both the real 
and the imagined. To bring them 
together. And to shed light on the 
details of home. 

The theme of your 
conference speaks of transformation 
and innovation. Each of which 
indicates both a status quo and a 
goal. That is, we must define what 
we are to transform into. Where 
we are going and how we intend to 
get there. 

Defining the goal is the most 
important. But in doing so, you 
must necessarily dislodge yourself 
from the reality of the status quo. 
And this is easier said than done. 
The comfort of the status quo is its 
own sustaining force. 

But for me, the single most 
significant transformation I can 
imagine is one which leads to a 
redefinition of home in such a way 
that I feel truly a part of it. Which 
represents all members of the 
household. Where the details of that 
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In the Heart of the Beat: The Poetry 
of Rap. I've taught it off and on 
over the past five years. The last 
two I've gotten progressively more 
interested in the subject. It's 
become a minor passion of mine. 

Before I talk about the class, 
construction does not 
privilege one group over 
another. Where the 
details of the histories 
lived within that home 
are all held in respect. 
Are loved. 

though, I want to read 
The blood and an extended excerpt 
the melting ice from an essay I wrote 
cream mixed to concerning my interest 

form a most in the literary aspects of 
. . k rap: curious pm 

And, I believe 
that this can and does 
happen most often in a 
classroom. Using the 
texts and information 
you have as tools and 
your capacity to in
novate, transformation 
is indeed possible. I 
think it already happens. 

river that was It was a bright 
summer Saturday 

slowly winding morning. I was upstairs 
its way through scrubbing the bathroom 
the crevices in floor, trying to keep my 
the cement to mother from getting on 

the sea of black my case for being lazy. 
asphalt that I remember the football-

shaped brush moving in 
.__w_a_s_t_h_e_s_t_r_e_e_t.~ small circles over the 

But it is important to re
member that we, as teachers, are at 
the center of this effort. It's what 
we hope for and dream of that 
becomes the outcome of any 
transformation. It is our ability to 
innovate which will lead us there. 
So we must know ourselves well. 
And, as hard as it is, we must like it 
enough to export it. 

This semester at the 
University of Minnesota, I've 
continued teaching a class called 

square white tiles of the floor. I was 
movingfast because just after lunch 
I wanted to play stickball with my 
friends. 

Suddenly from the street I 
heard the sound of screeching tires. 
And then there were a series of loud 
crashes. !jumped up and ran down 
the steps to my front door. 

My house was second from 
the corner of Stillman and 
Thompson Streets. I hit the door, 
not breaking stride, and headed 
down Stillman. Already there was 
a crowd of people gathered where 
the car had come to rest, enmeshed 
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in a high brown wooden fence. But 
the people weren't focused on the 
car. Everyone was gathered around 
a little boy. He had been hit by the 
car. Part of his head had been 
smashed in the accident. It was 
Johnny, a kid who lived on Seybert 

Street, one block away. 
Johnny had been eating an 

ice cream cone. The blood and the 
melting ice cream mixed to form a 
most curious pink river that was 
slowly winding its way through the 
crevices in the cement to the sea of 
black asphalt that was the street. 

But Johnny did not die. 
Weeks later, I saw Johnny 

sitting on his steps with a cast on 
his head. He looked like a Spanish 

conquistador. 
Months after that, Johnny 

started coming out to play again. 
But he was different. There was an 
uncertain smile flashing. This new 
Johnny was nervous and 
unpredictable. And the scar on the 
top of his head reminded everyone 
that he was indeed different now. I 
can only remember him after the 
accident. When I hear his voice in 
my head its affected, too loud, and 

precise. 
After the accident, Johnny 

never made sense. He would string 
words together in no apparent 
order. He would use incredibly long 
and obscure words in sentences that 
came to no conclusion and seemed 

to have no meaning. 

Johnny would walk up to 
you and say something like, "Did 
you know that the plastericized 
notary of signatures is only faster 
than the supernova in perpetuity?" 
You had to decide whether to laugh 
or just act as if you knew what he 

was talking about. 
This was in North 

Philadelphia, in the density of 
blackness. In the life. We accepted 
him anyway. We loved Johnny. 
Nobody teased him. Well, actually 
we started calling him "the 

Professor. " 
There were many nights 

when we sat on the front steps in 
the ghetto shadows and listened to 
the Professor pontificate. Johnny 
tried to articulate, even when his 
head was a jumble of parts 
improperly put back together, 
because it was an essential element 

in his fight for humanity. 
And he gravitated to words, 

because words demonstrate to the 
world that you are a human being. 
Not a savage or an animal. Words 
spoken, words written, affirm and 
give voice to our dreams, our 

imaginations. 
But the Professor took it 

even further. Perhaps in an 
instinctive and unconscious effort 
to compensate for the disability 
suffered from the accident, he 
somehow deduced that the bigger 
the words, the more intelligent he 
would be perceived. In his re-
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learning process, the Professor They and the Professor have 

memorized the words straight from much in common. But there is one 

the dictionary. spectacular difference. Rap poets 

Unfortunately, the memori- make sense. Sometimes too much 

zation of words, without careful damn sense. Even when the 

thought to their meanings and an message in the poem is so foul, so 

understanding of the contextual heinously cruel that you tum the 

impact of sentence .----------. channel or skip the cut, 

structure, have the • • • most of the there is a sense to it. 

opposite effect. It made rap artists write And like the Professor of 

us all look at him and their words first my childhood, when I 

feel sad. How much as poems for listen to rap poetry, I am 

pain he must have which music is struck by the energy 
suffered. How confused they expend to do a 
he must have been in th en assembled. simple thing: speak. 

that world. He tried And they are Here's the gift: Rap 

with everything he had conscious of poetry is the emergent 

to sound intelligent. the process. African American liter-

And he almost did. You ary form of the post-

could talk with the Professor for a 
long time without realizing that you 
had no understanding of what he 
was talking about. 

I think a lot about the 
Professor now as I write about rap 
music. Rap poets are engaged in a 
desperate attempt to provide a 
contemporary humanity for black 
folks. Instead of three dollar words 
that make no sense when strung 
together like the Professor might 
use, rap poets reach past the 
conventional language, past the 
conventional treatment of subject 
matter, past the conventional 
analysis of social problems to make 
sense of our world. And to say: "I 
am. I exist. You cannot forget 
about me." 

modern age. Yes, it has it roots in 
African and African American oral 
tradition and it has slowly evolved 
from the playground to the lips of 
Charleton Heston, George Bush and 
Bill Clinton. 

Rap is strongly related to 
prison songs, work songs, the 
"dozens", the rapping radio jockeys 
of the 40s, 50s, and 60s, 
Muhammad Ali, a host of black 
male and female comedians, and the 
crazy uncle in everybody's family 
who knew everything about 
everybody and always found a way 
to demonstrate it with a long, funny 
story. 

But it also has another 
lineage. Because most of the rap 
artists write their words first as 
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poems for which music is then 
assembled. And they are conscious 
of the process. This excerpt from 
"I Know You Got Soul" by Rakim 
of the group Eric B. and Rakim 
reveals the poetic mind: 

I start to think 
and then I sink 
into the paper 
like I was ink 
when I'm writin 
I'm trapped in between 
the lines 
I escape when I finish 
the rhyme 

And like KRS-One writes in 
his piece, "Poetry," "Poetry is the 
language of imagination." Still, rap 
as a literary expression has garnered 
little attention. 

And, if I was fifteen, now, 
in 2000 and had an interest in poetry, 
what other option would I have? 
What was the last collection of 
poems written by an African 
American male poet and published 
by a major press? What living 
African American male poet can we 
point to as a role model? 

I believe that the literary 
content of rap merits special 
consideration. There are many rap 
poems, presented as song lyrics, 
which are actually well crafted 
literary works. 

Rap poetry offers the flesh, 
the blood, the ideas, the shame and 

the beauty of the inner city. The 
struggling, angry, and glorious 
world of besieged urban African 
Americans. A world that has been 
waiting for hip hop to arrive. Hip 
hop, the music and the life, is the 
messenger. It carries the poetry. 

Yeah, I know that there is a 
fair amount of hip hop which gives 
us virtually nothing except the beat 
that carries it to our ears. But you 
don't have to listen for very long 
before you discover the literary 
genius that is often evident just 
below the beat. 

Rap poets provide a range 
of details about African American 
life, with pinpoint authenticity, that 
has rarely been revealed. 
Information that is so frightening, 
so intense, that many people cannot 
bear to hear it. Rap poets do a 
dangerous thing. They chronicle a 
significant aspect of our progress 
( or lack of it) in this country since 
slavery. Collectively, they are as 
important as any novelist, 
philosopher or civil rights leader in 
acquiring an accurate picture of 
black life. 

The difference is, in a book 
of poems, the publisher might hope 
to sell 1500 copies. On record, with 
the right beats behind it, those 
poems might sell millions. Millions. 

But forget for a minute the 
money, and focus on the impact. 
Rap poets have a major influence 
on our society. Just as much of what 
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they write is influenced by the world metonymy. To discuss symbolism. 
around them, rap poets speak back To talk about the role of the poet 
and have their own impact. and whatever responsibilities are 

At any rate, what has been accrued to that art form if any. 
largely ignored is the artistic and But the difficulties first 
literary quality of the writing. The showed themselves when some of 
Words. Popular culture critics have the black students expressed 
had difficulty r---------, resentmentthatsomany 
penetrating the thick Many rap poets of the white students 
envelope of hip hop are trying to knew more about the 
culture. We read about articulate their details of rap than they 
rap song titles, the frustrations did. Indeed, 85% of all 
lifestyles of the rap with the home rap is purchased by 
artists, their politics, the whites. But the blacks 
language they use. We they have been students wanted to treat 
hear rap all around us, relegated to. these poems much one 
but hardly ever is there extended would a body of sacred texts. 
discussion about what these poets And later, I was confronted 
are writing about. The choice of by white students who didn't want 
words. The rhyme scheme." to accept the African American 

That's the best way I could literary origins ofrap. Who wanted 
think of to explain why I wanted to to direct the connections more 
teach my rap poetry class. It is toward Bob Dylan, for example. 
another way of addressing this Both of these positions 
notion of home. In my class, emanated from the comfort of the 
however, I'm about the exploration status quo. Here I thought I was 
and deconstruction of oppositional teaching a transformative class in an 
views of home. innovate way and what I was facing 

But last semester the was a demand for the stasis of a 
class-a large one that was split 
racially about half white and half 
people of color, most African 
American-proved more difficult 
than in previous years. 

My goal in this class is to 
get them to begin to apply a kind of 
literary critical analysis to the poetry 
that they regularly interact with. To 
talk about meter and assonance and 

status quo discussion about race. 
Many rap poets are trying 

to articulate their frustrations with 
the home they have been relegated 
to. Their messages go largely 
unexamined because we cannot deal 
with what they have to say, or, 
perhaps the way they have to say it. 
I wanted to penetrate that barrier. 
And I wanted us to do it together. 
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As a way of manifesting the actual 
beauty that many of my students feel 
is inherent in the hip hop movement 
(which extends well beyond rap). 

After a couple of failed 
attempts I finally got them, mostly 
by fiat, to abandon their comfort 
zones and accept the premise that 
we had to work together to define 
this new poetic expression. 

As the semester came to a 
close I could see marked change in 
the way they communicated with 
each other. In the respect they 
showed each other. And in the 
quality of work we'd done. 

Our society is changing. Is 
always changing. The literature of 
the people of this country 
documents that change. To guide 
this transformation, to be a part of 
it, I believe it is necessary, while 
holding on to the qualities and 
values that work for us, that we 
continue to expand our fields of 
interest and focus, to even expand 
our view ofliterary significance so 
it properly reflects and validates all 
ofus. 

Earlier I mentioned 
traveling around and doing writers 
in the schools. I remember one trip 
to a small town on the southwestern 
border of Minnesota. I remember 
how I made a list of things to take. 
There was a cooler with juices and 
pop, canned fish products like 

sardines, and whole small trout from 
Denmark packed in spring water, 
crackers, marinated artichoke 
hearts, and a range of crunchy 
snacks like granola bars and potato 
chips. I also took my computer, a 
boom box and an assortment of 
books. 

I wasn't sure where the hell 
Tyler was and once I found it, I was 
certain I wouldn't feel comfortable 
strolling into the town's local 
restaurant for dinner every night. 
The way I figured it, I was bringing 
enough food to last until I got back 
to the cities, or at least the first 
Hardee's on the Minneapolis side of 
Mankato. 

I drove down County Road 
14-at a measured pace that belied 
mytenseness-forwhatseemedlike 
days. I could see to the edge. The 
terrain lay unbroken still and flat. 

I could see everything until 
it dropped off. What a vision for an 
inner city boy like me. To see that 
far. Nothing much out there really. 
A farm house here. One there. But 
the unobstructed eye can make you 
giddy. 

Giddy? It was more like hell 
bent. The farther I drove, the more 
frightened I became. Twenty miles 
east of my destination about five 
wild turkeys step onto the road in 
front of me. I stopped, breathless, 
confused, enamored. I'd never seen 
wild turkeys before, at least not 
outside of a liquor store. I pulled 

-
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the car over and watched. doing a job. Also, they had asked 
Their tall stick like necks, for me. We were all pushing the 

their sleek, yet awkward bodies. edge of our experience. 
Not like what we eat on But, gradually, it occurred 
Thanksgiving. Not Butterballs. to me, as I entrenched myself in my 
From that moment on, I started to motel room, that the "writers in the 
relax. If the trip would give me that school" program that brought me 

kind of discovery, I "f th ht to there had never 
ld . . h oug you 

wou accept 1t wit . h l'k anticipated that the 
open arms. mig t 1 e a writer would ever be 

I checked into cold can of pop black. There was no 
the only motel, a small and I wrote built in support, no rules 
but well kept clump of this for you, " to which I could refer. It 
rooms along a he said, put the pressure 
horseshoe drive off the squarely on my 

already 
highway. That evening shoulders. It was almost 
as I unpacked I found a backing out of too much. 

bookintheonlydresser. the door. My first day in 
Its red cover startled me: The school was very tentative. The 
Naked Rise of Communism. Great. students were hesitant, I was 
Just what I needed. I'm staying in unsure. But the primary joy of this 
the only motel in town and instead job is helping young people break 
of a Gideon's, they're stocking open their creative potential. You 
1950's red-baiting McCarthy havetogivethemsomebasictools 
diatribe. and then stand back. 

I could have panicked, 
instead I started reading the book 
which, in light of the way the cold 
war actually ended, proves how 
short sighted people can be. 

So there I was, an African 
American on the prairie, struggling 
with isolation, and an intense fear 
that I didn't belong and somebody 
was eventually going to let me know 
that. 

Why I would go to there? 
Well, just like any other writer I 
needed to make a living. I was 

It turned out to be a very 
successful residency. We all learned 
a lot. But the final grade came near 
the end of the week, when a student, 
knocked on my motel door and 
handed me a chilled can of 
Mountain Dew and a poem. 

"I thought you might like a 
cold can of pop and I wrote this for 
you," he said, already backing out 
of the door. 

I was somewhat surprised. 
The boy had not been particularly 
friendly. Earlier in the week, in 
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school, when I had called on him to 
read a writing sample, he had 
refused with the resolution ofbeach 
glass. I thanked him and took the 
thick, rectangular, soft pink 
construction paper from him. He 
was gone before I could recover my 
composure. 

I put the soda in my cooler 
and looked at the paper. More 
compelling than the patch of white 
typing paper that was pasted in the 
center was the writing on the 
borders. 

"Thanks for staying with 
us" was written in one comer and 
in another "Good luck with the 
Navel--oops, sorry" (a reference to 
the novel Losing Absalom I was 
writing). Then to the center my eyes 
focused on the typing which was 
now hard to read in the shrinking 
light of a Minnesota dusk on the 
plains: 

FRIENDSHIPS 
A friendship is nice and very kind 
A friend will listen so you can 

unwind 
Friendship is special in a certain way 
Because it is there for you everyday 
If it weren't for friendships I don't 

know what I would do 
I would probably be here alone 

instead of with you. 

I was impressed and moved. 
The next day, when I showed the 
poem to one of his teachers, she was 
floored. This student had been the 

most verbal in opposmg my 
presence at the school because I was 
black. 

And I must admit that it was 
one of those revelatory moments 
when I started to believe in the idea 
of transformation. Because it was 
at that point that I realized in some 
bizarre incalculable way, the kid had 
made me feel a little more at home. 

This is the terrain of 
transformation. Within and without. 
We must be open to change. Must 
struggle with the sloppiness of it. 
Must innovate our way through. 
But it is absolutely where we have 
to go. 

N D" 
-Emily Dickinson 
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