
94 MINNESOTA ENGLISH JOURNAL 

our journey to senior residences or 
to the school library where we meet 
with those who are able to drive. 

As we continued to guide 
our students through the next few 
weeks, we will be even more 
acutely aware of what is transpiring 
within them. There is a confident 
air as they prepare for yet another 
meeting with their elders. This time 
they will create an alphabet book. 
Next month is National Women's 
History month, and it will be a great 
opportunity to share thoughts and 
feelings about women who are 
important in our lives. A Mother's 
Day book might be a natural follow
up, and it would be a wonderful gift. 

This project enhances 
learning in a unique and emotional 
way. It allows the opportunity for 
community building in our class
room and the surrounding county. 

The connections made between our 
fourth grades and the elders had 
opened the door to a wide variety 
of opportunities. Not only do we 
have the beginning of lasting 
relationships, but our students write 
and share their artistic talents from 
a personal perspective through 
bookmaking. Our students have 
become expert writers. Even the 
most reluctant writers have 
responded in a positive way. They 
are more willing to participate in 
writing activities. 

Future plans include editing 
a video tape of meetings and 
writing sessions and adding music. 
Students are learning the basics of 
power point, and it would be fun to 
have them put together a slide show 
or other technical presentation to 
share with the seniors at our final 

meeting in April. 
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Connecting with Students 
Labeled ''At Risk'': 

Serious Play on the Court 
and in the ClassrooITI 

BY ERIKA SCHEURER, UNIVERSITY OF Sr. THOMAS 

Dodgeball. I spent years of 
my early life playing dodgeball. 
The gym teacher would divide us 
into two groups and have one group 
form a circle around the other. Then 
the assault would begin, with the 
kids on the outside throwing the 
ball as hard as possible to hit an 
eliminate the kids on the inside. I 
hated dodgeball. Eventually, I even 
developed a kind of kamikaze 
playing style. As soon as the game 
began I'd throw my self in the path 
of the ball. I was "our"-free until 
next round. 

My aversion for dodgeball 
applied to other sports as well. I 
was usually among the last chosen 
for teams. When there were only a 
few of us left, an awkward silence 
would ensue before the team 
captains quickly divided up us 
remainders. 

As with many girls in the 
late sixties and seventies, sports
especially competitive sports-just 
weren't "my thing." They were 
never encouraged at home. Instead 
I was signed up for activities like 
ballet, tap dancing, tumbling, and 
roller skating. I wasn't much good 
at those either, but I participated in 
them-even though my tumbling 
teacher announced to the class that 
my body tone reminded him of a 
strand of cooked spaghetti. 

Which brings me to the 
second reason I never participated 
in competitive sports: they were 
usually a site of shame and outright 
humiliation. A gym teacher needed 
only to look at my tall, skinny, 
uncoordinated self to know that I 
was one of the hopeless ones: one 
who would have to be kept after 
class until she managed to serve just 
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one badminton birdie over the net; 
someone uncomfortable in her own 
body. As a result, the only feedback 
I ever got from my teachers on my 
minimal efforts at sports ( when I 
attracted attention at all) was 
negative. 

And I don't blame them. 
Since athletics don't count for a 
great deal in my world, I out in only 
enough effort to pass gym class, no 
more. I even grew to be somewhat 
proud of the fact the I wasn't a so
called "jock"; it was easy to 
dismiss what I couldn't do well and 
identify myself instead as someone 
who excelled in academics. As for 
my peers who excelled in sports
they may have lived in a parallel 
universe, for all I knew. I don't 
remember ever following a team or 
having a friend who played 
competitive sports. 

Perhaps it's only justice that 
many of the students that I now 
teach-particularly those labeled 
"unprepared" and "at risk"-do 
excel in sports. Sports are their 
"thing." In my first years of 
teaching writing, this difference 
between students and me-who 
had never really moved beyond 
kamikaze dodgeball mindset-was 
a site of division. My passion was 
words. Their passion was sports. 
The two met only when my students 
wrote about their experiences with 
sports, a topic I didn't encourage. 

Several years ago I 

experienced a major shift in self
conception, what Robert Brooke 
would call an "identity 
transformation." I don't remember 
exactly how it happened- a little 
nagging from friends, some 
assurances that this was just for the 
exercise and nothing more-but I 
took up basketball. Little did I 
know that I was part of a national 
trend of women over the age of 25 
taking up the sport for the first time 
in record numbers. Back then, all I 
knew was that, since everyone I was 
playing had participated in 
competitive sports at some point, I 
was for sure going to regret my 
decision. 

The progress of my 
basketball career had been bumpy 
at best. When I first stepped onto 
the neighborhood asphalt court, I 
felt like an alien, like I was entering 
the parallel universe my athletic 
former classmates inhabited years 
before. This definitely was not my 
turf. I absorbed-or rather half 
absorbed-the basic rules as I went 
along and made no effort to learn 
anything about basketball in a more 
formal way. My motivation at this 
early stage was simply to get 
exercise and to please my 
companions, who were always 
encouraging me and giving me the 
benefit of the doubt in fouling 
situations. Since I had no 
competitive sports experience, my 
game improved tremendously that 
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first year because we played one another. 
frequently, whether in the beating In short, I-the kamikaze 
heat of July or late October snow. dodgeball player, the human strand 

When slipping on ice while of cooked spaghetti, the person who 
dribbling became a real danger, we didn't even know what the letters 
moved our game on an indoor in NBA stood for and was proud of 
court. I bought my first pair of it-I became "a player." Not a good 
basketball shoes. We became more player-not even an adequate 
serious and included more people. player by most people's 
Gradually, my standards-but a 
attitude towards No longer was I player nonetheless. 
basketball began to the teacher who The changes in my 
change: I was playing grudgingly attitude towards 
because I actually put up with, but competitive sports 
wanted to, because I did not appreciate, affected my teaching. 
enjoyed it. I approach the importance Because my involve-
the game with ment with basketball, 
eagerness-first to of ath1etic st udents' my students saw me 
show up, last to leave. lives. differently and I saw 
I practiced. When I took a ball in them differently. No longer was I 
the face and the eye doctor benched the teacher who grudgingly put up 
me for a month, instead of breathing with, but did not appreciate, the 
a sigh of relief, as I would have importance of athletic students' 
earlier, I used the time to practice lives. In free moments before class, 
my three-point shot. In my pre- I would solicit advice from them or 
basketball life, the primary share basketball anecdotes. 
emotions I had felt towards sports Appearing in class with a splint on 
were timidness balanced by an my finger, which became a yearly 
aggressive not-caring. In my early event, transformed me in their eyes: 
playing days, my attitude was I was played hard enough-badly 
merely neutral, focused on not enough-to get hurt. One year, on 
messing up too badly and on the first day of classes one of my 
avoiding injury. Now I felt anger students showed up in the gym as I 
when I got fouled, or made a stupid was in the midst of a particularly 
mistake, euphoria when I made my rough game. There I was, drenched 
first three point shot in a game, in sweat, not dressed at all 
seriously competitive when the professionally. He joined us. We 
score was close. Often these played. (Luckily, he was on my 
feelings come within minutes of team.) To my student I wasn't all 
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books and papers. I was-to use 
the word in all of it's layers 
meaning-bad. 

More important than my 
increased popularity with students, 
my involvement with basketball 
helped me to understand more 
deeply and personally their tenuous 
position in the university. Yes, 
intellectually, I know the issues "at 
risk" population of students is 
dealing with; I've read the 
extensive research in the field (see 
Works Cited). And as a firs
generation college student, I have 
always been able to identify on a 
personal level with my students' 
sense of alienation from the 
university. But now my 
understanding goes deeper. For 
example, given my propensity for 
injury, I now know first hand what 
it means to be "at risk." When you 
are "at risk" much of your energy 
goes into avoiding hurt. You don't 
want to take many risks since the 
result-whether the injury is 
physical or mental-will cause pain 
and embarrassment. 

Playing is safe, not taking 
risks as an athlete or as a student, 
seems, on the surface, a sensible 
approach. If I do not lunge for the 
rebound too aggressively, I'm less 
likely to collide with the person 
guarding me. If, as a student, I 
carefully avoid making errors, the 
teacher will make fewer red marks. 
But we all know that playing it safe 

is a seductive siren song. Listening 
to this song results in nothing less 
than a halted journey, a full stop to 
progress. 

Progress requires risk
taking. Risk includes the possibility 
of pain. To make progress as a 
basketball player of as a student you 
have to accept pain. In basketball 
there is certainly the pain of 
injuries, and I've had my share, but 
also other forms of pain: anger, 
sheer exhaustion, fear, reaching a 
plateau in skill level, knowing that 
you're not very good at something 
and probably never will be. I've 
found out how I respond to these 
various forms of pain directly 
connects to my quality of play. For 
example, if I internalize it and focus 
on how angry I am at myself for 
being so clumsy or inept, my 
performance inevitably gets worse. 
If, on the other hand, I manage to 
tum the energy of my pain outward 
into intense play, my game gets 
better. Indeed, I'm more likely to 
experience that state which is the 
complete opposite of pain, what 
they call being "in the zone," or "in 
the groove," unable to miss. 

My focus as a teacher and 
scholar is on writing, a skill my 
students must develop in order to 
succeed in most college courses and 
beyond. As anyone who writes 
surely knows, pain is a part of the 
writing process that can tum up at 
any stage. The key question is, 
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what do you do with pain as a writes itself (like "the zone" in 
writer? Scholars such as Hildy basketball). Fleckenstein has noted 
Miller, Alice Brand, and Susan that one of the reasons "at-risk" 
McLeod are exploring the place of writers have poor motivation is that 
the emotions in writing. Instead of they rarely experience "flow" to 
ignoring them, or seeing them as a compensate for the anxiety and 
disease that needs to be cured, they frustration they more regularly feel 
suggest we view them as a natural like writers. 
part of the process that can even be Reading my basketball 

used to our I stress what many experience as a 
advantage. As Miller metaphor of writing, 
had documented in of them already then, has led me to 
her own protocol know from their consider helping my 
studies, writers exper- lives as athletes- "at risk" students to 
ience fluctuating that experiences acknowledge and tum 
emotions throughout and expertise do outward the pain they 

a single writing task. not preclude pain; experience in their 
As with writing so they may 

rather, they affect 
basketball, different eventually become 
kinds and levels of how we respond familiar with "the 
pain exist in writing: to it. groove" or "flow"-
the kind that can take you out of the feelings that make writing, at 
action for a month (or forever) and times, a joy. This acknowledgment 
the more common kinds that appear and turning outward of pain can 
atsomepointinmostwritingtasks: take a number of forms: 
anger, frustration, lack of encouraging students to "talk back" 
confidence. My basketball responses; inviting students to 
experience has made me think cover letters on essay drafts not only 
about where pain is directed in to describe their writing processes, 
writing. When I directed my anger but to describe how they felt as they 
outward instead of inward (when I worked on the draft; and sharing my 
say, "damn it all, if they don't like own responses to pain and 
what I'm saying, tough!"), my frustration as a writer. In doing the 
writing actually improves. I latter, I stress what many of them 
experience what Kristie already know from their lives as 
Fleckenstein and creativity theorists athletes-that experiences and 
call "flow": that feeling you get expertise do not preclude pain; 
when you write almost rather, they affect how we respond 
unconsciously, when the writing to it. Whereas for a beginner, 
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giving up in the face of a challenge 
is a viable option, the experienced 
writer pushes through the pain, 
comes up with alternative 
strategies, starts over from scratch. 
When I share these experiences 
with my students, I do it from the 
prospective of someone who is in a 
similar place in the world of 
basketball as they are in the world 
of academics: pain, lack of 
confidence, and frustration, for me, 
are far more frequent than "the 
zone." I, too, fight with the 
temptation to give up. 

If the risk-taking that is a 
prerequisite for progress in 
basketball and in writing involved 
only a willingness to put pain and 
frustration to constructive use, both 
processes would be rather grim, but 
not impossible. However, the 
ability to take risks does not require 
single-minded, nose-to-the
grindstone tough-mindedness 
alone; it also requires, all the same 
time, a playful attitude. As Robert 
Ochsner notes, "the playful writer 
does not write solely or primarily 
to become a better writer. His or 
her purpose for playing is like any 
adult's who enjoys games of 
chance, of risk-taking, of going to 
the limits of one's abilities" (31). 
Adopting a playful attitude involves 
freeing the mind from fears and 
inhibitions, the emotions that stifle 
the risk-taking impulse necessary 
for growth. 

Most people-and certainly 
my "at risk" students and my pre
basketball self-associate 
competitive sports with play and 
writing with work. Academics and 
athletics represent different, 
increasingly conflicting identities, 
opposing worlds. As Robert 
Brooke explains in his work on 
identity negotiation in the writing 
class, there will always exist some 
form of tension institutionally
authorized roles, such as those of 
the "good student" and the "writer," 
and the roles which the students 
value, such as "athlete" (19). 
Indeed, Adler and Adler's 
sociological study of student 
athletes reveals how these students 
rank their identifications in order of 
importance, with the athletic role 
coming first, social second, and 
academic last. The academic role 
is least reinforced by the students' 
peers and causes the greatest feeling 
of inadequacy, leading them 
eventually to detach themselves 
from the academic role, putting in 
minimal effort, merely "getting by" 
(185-186). Brooke observes that 
the tension between seemingly 
conflicting roles leads students to 
take on subversion of "underlife" 
behaviors that emphasize and 
further this detachment from the 
student role (24-25) 

When I was a student-a 
student with an aggressively not
caring attitude towards competitive 
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sports-I identified myself as Although the consequences are far 
someone who excelled in less serious, my experience twisting 
academics. As I mentioned, I even the knife into my own muscle 
looked down upon those students matter helps me to understand my 
who were athletic, presenting students' impulses to stabilize their 
myself to the world, proudly, as not current self-identifications 
a member of that group. I even (whether they are athletic or social) 
went so far as to participate in by sabotaging other, more 
underlife activities, subverting the conflicting--even threatening
athletic role assigned ~--------~ roles ( of student and 

. 1 ... if students . ) 
to me m gym c asses wnter . 
by doing the bare associate writing I have digressed 
minimum, running with "work" and into a discussion of 
into instead of away sports with "play," identity negotiations 
from the dodgeball. they will have because thinking 

My experien- difficulty being about roles such as 
ces with the role "athlete," "student," 

playful as they 
negotiation is trivial and "writer" through 
compared to the roles write, an attitude this lens helps clarify 
my "at-risk" students necessary for the how the act of 
struggle with and yet risk-taking that keeping these 
it helps me to leads to identities distinct 
appreciate their improvement in undermines human 
position. I think, for potential for growth. writing. 
example, about Mike In particularly if 
Rose's vocational-track classmate students associate writing with 
described in Lives on the Boundary, "work" and sports with "play," they 
Ken Harvey, who said, "I just will have difficulty being playful as 
wanna be average." Rose describes they write, an attitude necessary for 
how, as an act or self-defense, the risk-taking that leads to 
Harvey actively resisted academic improvement in writing. 
achievement and so lived up to the What is the nature of this 
expectations of his "remedial" play? Since I started basketball
designation. Harvey and others like particularly now that I'm at a point 
him rejected anything academic as where I'm not just taking up 
"bullshit." Rose concludes, "The space-I've noticed something: it 
tragedy is that you have to twist the is not just idle playing around; it's 
knife in your own gray matter to serious play. There's anintensity
make this defense work" (29). marked by the dramatic highs and 
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lows I described earlier-the word 
"play" alone does not encompass. 
When we play basketball, and just 
pick-up variety at that, we put out 
whole selves into it. We mean it. 

I think it's useful to think of 
writing also as serious play. Except 
in this case, it's the play, not the 
serious part, that needs stressing. 
My students is one sense take 
writing entirely too seriously. 
Seriously in the sense that it's not 
fun or engaging, but work. As 
current research in the writing 
process demonstrates (see Elbow, 
Murray, and Odell) a sense of play, 
serious cultivated, is essential to 
writing, for it leads to surprises, to 
creative thought. Freewriting-and 
idea-generating and -developing 
exercise in which the writer writes 
quickly and without stopping for a 
set period of time-is a good 
example. For it to work, the writer 
must be at once intense and relaxed. 
Too intense and you write nothing 
new; too relaxed and you write 
nonsense. 

Encouraging my students to 
see writing as serious play is a 
perpetual challenge. Play requires 
a lack of inhibition, a sense of 
relaxation, and above all, a 
willingness to take risks, to 
experiment. If you are on alien turf 
playing somebody else's game, 
taking on a playful attitude is 
particularly difficult. Over the 
years, I have experimented with 

various forms of classroom play: 
doing in-class freewriting, looping, 
dialogues, stories, etc.; 
collaboratively dramatizing scenes 
from literature and from students' 
writing; and artistically rendering 
ideas, images, and writing theories 
through drawing and clay 
modeling. Whenever I introduce 
these activities, students are initially 
susp1c10us, sometimes even 
dismissive, and I take pains to 
explain the theory behind our play 

I know why they feel this 
way, after all, since I have struggled 
in this area as a basketball player. 
After five years I continue to be the 
worst player in my group; I am 
perpetually disadvantaged 
compared to the other players in 
both experience and physical 
ability. And yet I am no longer 
novice. I've been at it for a while, 
and I no longer get breaks in fouling 
situations. The disadvantages 
occasionally lead me to take the 
game all to seriously. I play hard, I 
get frustrated, I play harder. But I 
don't really play: goofing around 
alone in the gym, trying out 
different positions, shots, or fakes. 
When I can't muster a playing 
attitude, a seriously playful attitude, 
I stick to the tired and true and my 
game shows little improvement. 

If, all times, I find it difficult 
to be playful at a sport for my own 
enjoyment, how much more 
difficult, then, for my students to 

be playful with their writing-and 
occupation they associate with 
work, and, more importantly, an 
activity at which they often perceive 
themselves outmatched, as 
unsuccessful despite the years of 
"instruction?" 
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when risk leads to frustration and 
not to noticeable progress. Months 
when I fell I have in an infinite 
plateau of mediocrity from which I 
will never rise. Knowing this 
(feeling this) enables me to teach 
from a different position, one in 

Being willing to be which I am purposefully aware of 
seriously playful-taking risks my own vulnerability and, though 
despite the pain and .-----------, that, aware of the 

The temptation to 
frustration that may infinitely more 
result-is key to engage in self- precarious positions 
improvement in sabotage is real: to of my students. 
basketball and m run directly into the Playing basketball, 
writing. Totakethese dodgeball, "to twist playing seriously, 
risks-particularly the knife in your reminds me that 
for those labeled "at stepping on alien turf own gray matter." risk"-require a .__ ________ ~ and taking on a new 
dramatic identity transformation, role, particularly a role that seem 
the challenges of which lie not in at odds with your other roles in life, 
the physical or cognitive realms, but is fraught with conflict. The 
in affective domain of attitude and temptation to engage in self
emotion. As someone who recently 
has undergone such a 
transformation, I know what that's 
like. Even now, after my identity 
has supposedly expanded and 
transformed to include the role of 
an athlete, I have moments when I 
could give up basketball for good 
and not look back. Days when the 
serious overtakes the play. Weeks 

sabotage is real: to run directly into 
the dodgeball, "to twist the knife in 
your own gray matter." Some of 
my students have done so and have 
left the university, including the one 
with whom I played basketball on 
the first day of classes. He is back 
on the street. 

And that, ultimately, is the 
difference in our positions. 




