
publications, and voice your opinions to our legislators to 

ensure that quality instruction is the focus of any change, 

Through MCTE we have the mechanism to get our messages to the 

educators and our public. 

Our Minnesota English Newsletter carries details of the 

recent activities of your Executive Board, such as our MCTE 

Position statement on Legislation, news of our six state-wide 

technology workshops on using computers in English, our new 

mini conference in October, and plans for our Spring Conference 

at Cragun' s in Brainerd in April, 

We are facing an exciting year, and I extend my best 

wishes to all of you, 

Shirley Vaux 
President, MCTE 
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POLITICS AND TEACHING THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE 

by Tilly Warnock 

"George Orwell had big feet." 

That was my son's reply one cold, January Wyoming morning 

when I asked what he would say about George Orwell to English 

teachers in Minnesota in May. The time was 5:JO a.m., and I was 

driving Walter to morning swim practice in the dark, with a 

wind chill factor of far below zero. His response surprised me, 

probably as much as my question surprised him. Walter is a 

ninth grader; he read 12§~ in English class this year, but we 

did not talk much about it, certainly not about the size of 

Orwell's feet. Several times before, however, Walter had given 

me~ perspective for a talk or paper, and so instead of dis

missing his response as early morning madness, I turned to him 

with a puzzled look. 

"He did , He did have big feet, And he took a giant step 

for mankind, but his steps were too big. You see, he thought 

that technology and computers were all bad." 

I understood. The big feet idea appealed to me because I 

have worn size ten since I was ten. I also liked the technology 

topic, although I still feel uncomfortable with machines, even 

dishwashers, although my children seem to understand them by 

osmosis. 

But what intrigued me most that morning, and still does, 

is not what Walter said but how he spoke--with confidence, 

seriousness, intelligence, and humor. He knew I had asked a 

real question, unlike my daily questions about how was school? 

how was work-out? did you make your bed? Walter spoke with 

authority. 

I was reminded that January morning of another time Walter 

had spoken in a similar voice, ani again it was when he had 

been asked a real question. After dinner as we were all talking 

about how we write, Walter was trying to exit unnoticed. with 

three oranges and ice cream sandwiches for his after-dinner 

snack, We asked how he wrote; he stopped and said, "I listen 

to the voices," indicating the general area behind and between 



his right ear and shoulder. "Sometimes I write from up here," 

he said, indicating his forehead, "but I know it is good when 

I write the voices . " 

As those two scenes merged that early morning, I decided 

to talk today about politics and teaching the English language, 

specifically about the politics of authority in English classes. 

What do I mean? 

When I asked my essay writing class at the University of 

Wyoming what expectations my title aroused in them, they 

responded in ways perhaps similar to how you responded. Mike 

wrote that the title refers to the fact that English teachers 

are restricted in what they can do in their classes. Sally 

wrote that the title made her think of the "coping teachers 

have to do with the 'higher ups.'" Brenda wrote that teachers 

"must be half frightened to assign a book for fear some irate 

parent might start a book-banning war." Amy said that the title 

reminded her of an instructor she has who talks about "educa

tion as brainwashing." Eileen wrote that a teacher, like a 

politician, "must be able to please people, like parents, school 

boards, and most importantly, students," Mike wrote that 

"whether or not a person has a command of the language, he gets 

only one vote." John wrote that politics in teaching is 

"teaching those things that work-a flexible, moving method--based 

on the evolution of the language as it changes due to his

torical, social, and accumulative individual influences and 

needs." Jeannie said the title meant rules; to Robin it meant 

redtape; and to Karen it meant unions, negotiations, salaries, 

and benefits. Jeff responded that since "the teaching of 

English is drawn in on itself, there is an accepted way of 

doing things and deviations from the .norm are wrong." Gary 

said that the title raised the question of why language is 

taught. "Sometimes," he wrote, "it seems that classes are 

added to the curriculum not because the course content will in 

any sense make the individual a better person, teacher, 

geologist, etc., but because someone needs a job teaching that 

class." 
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My approach is more narrow and simple than my students' 

perspectives, but I hope that it will encompass their vital con

cerns to some degree. I will begin by distinguishing between 

a politics of superiority and a politics of authority, with the 

recommendation that we divest ourselves of superiority and 

thereby gain authority, for ourselves and our students. I will 

then outline four ways I think we can gain authority: first, 

by becoming learners ourselves; second, by lowering our 

standards; third, by letting the lawn die; and fourth, by 

listening to the voices. I feel somewhat uncomfortable making 

such recommendations to teachers, even though my four sug

gestions are vague enough that you would not think I am pre

suming to tell you what to do. I decided, though, after dis

covering a topic and realizing that I would be in the land of 

10,000 lakes, Garrison Keeler, Mayo Clinic, and my good friend, 

Sister Nancy Hynes, that I would try to. speak to what I think 
is the heart of the matter in education. 

Much of what I will say will be familiar to you, I am sure, 
but as George Orwell said, "We have sunk to a depth at which 

the re-statement of the obvious is the first duty of intel
ligent men." 

Politics of Authority versus Politics of Superiority 
The politics of authority that I want to 

discuss is per
.haps the opposite of Orwell's politics in his essay, "Poli tics 

and the English Language." Orwell attempts to purge the 

English language and to correct the bad habits of English 

speakers. He does so by identifying problems with language, 

such as staleness of imagery, lack of precision, vague ab

stractions, dying metaphors, pretentious diction, and meaning

less words, He concludes his essay with six commandments: 
(1) Never use a metaphor, simile or other 

figure of speech which you are used to seeing 
in print. 

(2) Never use a long word where a short one will do. 

(3) If it is possible to cut a word out, always 
cut it out. 
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(4) Never use the passive where you can use the 

active. 
(5) Never use a foreign word, a scientific word or a 

jargon word if you can think of an everyday 

English equivalent. 

(6) Break any of these rules sooner than say any-

thing outright barbarous. 

This is sound and familiar advice, found in most textbooks which 

advocate clarity and coherence. The problem is not in what 

Orwell says but in how he says it. 
For many years at the University of Wyoming, and I imagine 

at many schools across the country, a popular English assign

ment asked students to read Orwell's essay and then to use his 

list of faults to analyze either a political speech or an 

advertisement. As director of the writing center, I saw many 

of these papers, and what students always agreed on, although 

they did not include this in their papers, was that Orwell does 

not practice what he preaches; he uses jargon, pretentious 

diction, long words, and the other atrocities he lists. Students 

agreed that Orwell's main message was "do what I say, not what 

I do." His is a politics of superiority. 

Orwell prescribes what is clear and convincing with the 

confidence of a well-known writer who knows what is right. I 

do not want to suggest that we and our students should not read 

our superiors and in many cases do what they say to do. But how 

many of us here today can claim Orwell's kind of superiority? 

We might sometimes feel we know-it-all about grammar, or foot

notes, or "The Open Window," but few of us, I believe, feel 

comfortable speaking of "right readings" and "good writing." 

We might in our own classrooms, with the door closed, I know 

I sometimes feel inferior to the readings, writings, and 

teaching before me, and, consequently, feel the need to act 

superior. Sometimes we even use our students to feel good about 

what we know and who we are. Orwell admits his own motives 

when asked why he writes, He said that the leading motive was 

his desire to be thought clever, to be talked about by people 
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he had never met. Id t th o no ink that this is the leading 

motive for most teachers, whose aim, I think, should be to help 

students think that they are clever, 

But the politics of superiority reigns in schools. How 

many times I felt ignorant in classes when teachers asked a 

question and all I .could think of was what in the world does the 

teacher want us to say. I recall being taught in the fourth 

grade that "1b," meant pound, I had shopped often, using the 

abbreviation, but because the teacher was working so hard to 

teach me, I learned that I must not know. I also remember 

spending nruch of the second grade trying to figure out when I 

was supposed to use the hump-back "r" and when I was supposed 

to use the flat-back "r," I knew that a "b" slightly turned 

reason at the variations could be a "p," "d," or "q," and I ed th 

in "r" were similarly significant, I was afraid to ask, 

partly because no one else seemed confused, partly because much 

of what I learned in school was not what I was taught explicitly, 

The power ~elationships between teachers and students 

often reflect the politics of superiori· ty, th "d e o wra.t I say, 

not what I do" approach, Often as beginning teachers, we are 

warned that our first task i's to h th sow e class who· is boss. 

We often tell students what they need to know, instead of 

showing them or letting them learn by doing, and then we are 

confused by the fact that they do not learn. W e are concerned 

about their inabilities, lack of interest, home lives, peer 

groups, and television watchi' ng, And th t ese are no ~imply 

excuses; they are also political issues. But I want ~o suggest 

what we can do in our classes on Monday morning--not in several 

years after legislation, curriculum revision, and changes in 

life styles--in order to change from a poUtics of superiority 

to a politics of authority for ourselves and our students. 

Be a Learner Again 

The National Writing ProJ'ect i's founded on the belief 

that writing teachers nru st be writing teachers . The projects 

around the country let teachers write, so that they can under-
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stand the writing process from within. What happens when 

teachers write is that they change the kinds of assignments they 

give, they begin to read drafts and papers differently, and 

they begin to have a new idea of what it means t@ learn to write. 

They realize that no one ever learns to read, write, speak, and 

listen all at once; people spend their lives learning by adapting 

what works in one situation to new contexts. 

What also happens is that teachers openly ad.mit their own 

insecurities about writing, about making errors, about sounding 

dumb, and, thereby, they gain authority. We no longer have to 

shuffle step and beat around the bush in order to hide our 

ignorance. Teaching becomes again an exciting, learning 

experience. As teachers write in class and share their writing, 

they too get in the swim, instead of remaining safe and dry on 

shore. In William Stafford's collection of essays, Writing the 

Australian Crawl, he explains that a swimmer has to believe 

that the water will keep him afloat, and a writer has got to 

believe that the writing will keep her afloat. He encourages 

teachers and students to take a deep breath, put their heads 

down, reach way out, and write, 

When teachers become learners again, instead of models of 

perfection, we are probably showing ourselves as our students 
''-

already see us anyway. Honesty comes into the teacher-student 

exchange, 
By becoming learners, we also demonstrate that the person 

in power in the class values learning. Michael Cole and his 

colleagues, in The Cultural Context of Learning and Thinking , 

come up with a very simple theory of cognition, but one which 

in our hoopla about theories and research we often lose sight 

of: "People will be good at doing the things that are im_1ortant 

to them and. that they have the occasion to do often." Students 

will be good at reading and writing when those actions count, 

and we can make them count by doing them ourselves, instead of 

showing ourselves filling out absentee slips, straightening 

books, and putting checks in grade books, 

In Wyoming, we have a Statewide Humanities Leadership 
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Project, funded first by the National Endowment for the 

Humanities and. now by the Wyoming Council for the Humanities, 

which aims to involve school administrators in humanities pro

jects, Often administrators were not educated· th h in e umanities, 

and they believe they cannot give adequate leadership. This 

project allows them to take humanities courses and to participate 

in follow-up workshops in local districts. Again, as in the 

writing projects, our understanding is that if the people in 

power do not value the humanities, then neither will students. 

Of course, most teachers and administrators are readers 

and writers, but they are closet readers and writers. I have 

found that students follow in their paths. Each semester I ask 

freshmen if they write, Seldom does anyone raise a hand. I 

then ask who writes at home, in diaries, journals, letters, and 

several people raise their hands. I casually say I would 11ke 

e nex ay peop e bring poems, to read any of their writing, and th t d 1 

plays, fiction, even journals. For years I have wanted to 

or i e, so that students can Print buttons whi' ch say "I Wri· te f 1· f " 

see how many people in their community write. 

In my work with writing across the curriculum I find that 

teachers rarely let students know that writing is a major com

ponent of their major and of the field they are entering. 

Recently, the UW College of Agriculture decided to make the 

language arts a part of their curriculum, because graduates on 

a survey said that they were inadequately prepared in communica

tion skills, particularly in writing and speaking. 

This semester I have worked with a graduate student in 

geology, John was a good student, but his advisor was surprised 

by his writing on his thesis. He asked if I would help, even 

though he thought the task would be difficult. After our first 

meeting, when John told me about his research in the mountain 

ranges around Laramie, he said that he had always thought the 

problem was knowing geology, but he knows the problem is com

municating geology. Within two months he completed the thesis. 

I think this story makes two critical points, first that teachers 

seldom let students know how much tpey write or make students 
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aware that knowledge itself is writing. Science is-a written 

body of knowledge, and history is an author's viewpoint. 

Second, the story shows that students can colllJIIUnicate in

formation to a person who does not already know the answers. I 

was a dummy reader and listener for John: he was the authority. 

I asked him real questions. In school, we usually do not ask 

real questions since we already know the answers. On essay 

exams, for example, the pretend situation is that students are 

informing someone, but the-real situation is that the students 

are giving back information to someone who gave them the infor

mation in the first place. In conversation, telling someone 

what they already know is a violation of cooperative principles. 

If you do, you are either condescending or you are boring; in 

either case, you will not be heard. 

We can gain authority by divesting ourselves of superiority, 

by reading and writing with our students, by showing them that 

we are learners also, not only by showing them what we know. 

We might also show students that we like what we do. We often 

play the role of martyr, carrying more papers home on weekends 

than anyone, in the biggest bags we can find. We return on 

Monday feeling virtuous for having had a miserable weekend. No 

wonder students dislike homework and writing; they know that we 

do not want to read it. Who wants to give someone something 

who does not want it? Who wants to read and write if it makes 

YOL! look like English teachers on Friday afternoons? Instead 

of being martyrs and superiors, we can become learners and 

benefit both us and our students. What else can we do to gain 

authority? 

Lower Our Standards 

The poet William Stafford was once asked if he ever gets 

writer's block. He replied, "No, I just lower my standards." 

This may sound like blasphemy, since we often see our task as 

raising standards. But we all recognize, though, that we and 

our students often keep ourselves from learning because we 

are too afraid of making mistalces. No one learns to swim on 
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land before getting into the water, but we often teach in this 
fashion, 

Think h ld ow se om children see anyone writing a paper, much 

less a book. How discouraging it is to write something that 

turns out to be a mess, with blurs, blotches, and torn paper. 

Most children see only published books--a far cry from what they 

produce--and these are often treated as if they come from no 

where, certainly from nowhere ·nearby. I remember being furious 

at my freshman biology teacher when he asked on an exam who 

wrote the textbook. I now encourage students to check out the 

authors of all of their textbooks, so that they realize the in

formation inside is not the truth, ·but someone's angle on the 
truth, 

For several years, I have used Ross Winterowd's The 

Cop.temporary Writer. For the first assignment I asked students 

to read through the book quickly and write twenty questions to 

the author. Students ask how much he made on the book, why he 

needed to revise if he knew so much about writing, and if he 

really knew how to play tennis. Many ask who is Norma and why 

she is speaking of islands, and why he included that statement 

in the book since he knew his audience would not understand, 

Ross typed answers to their questions, and from that day on, 

the class took an active interest in the book, instead of 

swallowing it whole, as if it were a raw egg, good for them, 
or instead of ignoring it. 

I remember being surprised when I first saw the manuscript 

for T.S. Eliot's The Wasteland, with the criticisms by his 

wife and the comments by Ezra Pound which are similar to 

comments made by teachers on students' papers--too vague, be 

specific, repetitious, sounds like James Joyce, awk, and cut. 

I was equally surprised to see the manuscripts of Joyce's 

Ulysses which show years of revisions. I had always thought 

that real writers could wri te--even on their first drafts. 

Most of us think of writing as a natural talent, something 

some people are born with. I still cannot call myself a 

writer, even though I write all of the time, because stuck in 
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r 
my head is the notion that a writer is someone who publishes 

novels. 

My students are restricted by similar notions of who writers 

are and. what writing is, and so a major objective in all of my 

courses is to help stud.en ts see themselves as writers. We often 

think of writers as an elite group, but I think we should 

advocate an open-door policy to the community of writers. I 

tell students that a person does not have to play in the NBA in 

ord.er to call himself a basketball player; a person does not 

have to publish novels to call herself a writer. If we cannot 

see ourselves in particular roles, it is difficult for us to 

perform those roles. 

I believe that we can lower our standards so that we can 

begin writing and begin calling what we do writing, We can 

begin to address our students as authors, poets, and essayists. 

We can share drafts of professional writers and of others in 

order to remove some of the mystery and expose the hard work. 

When we see other people's writing in rough draft form, we begin 

to accept our own rough writing for what it is--a way to dis

cover what we think and want to say, something that we can 

revise for others. 

We can also help students recognize that books are not the 

absolute truth, because by lowering our standards in this way, 

we can encourage students to read actively. I recall the 

rituals we went through in grade school when new texts were 

issued. For hours we would slowly turn down pages, a few at 

a time. Books were sacred texts, they could not be written in, 

they could not be questioned, some could not even be taken home. 

In a sense these rituals might have given us respect for the 

word, but when I see my daughter spend the first week of school 

making book covers, instead of reading books, I wonder if we 

can encourage a more active, critical respect. I rememher in 

the third grade when Mrs. Miller sent Jimmy Alberts out of 

class. He was so mad that he did the worst act he could per

form as he left the room: he broke the spine of a book for 

everyone to see. We often teach students to swallow books whole, 
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not to taste, chew, and digest them. 

In a recent book, Criticism and Social Change, Frank 

Lentricchia argues that teaching is a social action and that our 

major task is to help our students develop a critical conscious

ness, a term he adopts from the work of Paolo Friere: 

Perhaps, then, there is yet another and finer 

quality of critical consciousness than this 

episode reveals: that finer quality, through 

its clarity, its accessibility, its refusal to 

revise its past, its refusal to pose as all

knowing, is nothing other than a quality that 

permits itself, the critical consciousness 

itself, to be criticised--the teacher becomes 

student, the critic becomes text, the doctor 

becomes patient. And perhaps that is the best 

one can give one's students and readers: the 

means to resist oneself. (p. 159) 

Lowering our standards is a way of ultimately raising our 
standards. 

Lowering our standards can also mean taking a different 

attitude towards ourselves and our students. Kenneth Burke in 

his earliest book, Counter-Statement, writes about the rela
tionships among students, teachers, and society: 

little Indolent school children. Beating did 

good. They remained indolent. Then it was 
found that by improving the ventilation one 

made them less indolent. After which it was 

that under a changed curriculum and new methods 

of instruction many of these school children not 

only ceased to be indolent but showed an 

exceptionally keen interest in their studies. 

So a pandemic of indolent school children 

might indicate that something is wrong with 

the school? And the most receptive children 

might be the ones most depressed by a faulty 

system? Then might indolence, under certain 
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conditions, be symptomatic of virtue in the 

indolent? (p. 112) 

Burke's general point is that we can often solve problems by 

changing our attitudes towards them and by taking a new tack. 

Certainly opening a window and letting in fresh air usually 

helps, but what else can we do? 

Let the Lawn Die 

Annie Dillard once said that in order to write, you have 

to let the lawn die, This has become a motto for the Wyoming 

Writing Project institutes and for my classes. We all know 

that we will do anything to avoid writing. I used to have to 

wash my hair and clean the entire house before I could. begin 

working. Students talk about other avoidance tactics they use. 

Sometimes, in order to read and write, we have to let the busy 

work go. 
William Stafford, again, gives us help in this very 

difficult way of giving up our superiority, our control over all 

matters, in order to gain authority. Stafford says that every 

morning he sits down with pen and paper beside a window and 

waits for the nibble, He says that the. nibble might not come 

on a given day, but if he is not sitting there waiting, he 

certainly won't be ready for the catch. 
It is difficult to let students, and ourselves, read and 

write, in part because if someone comes into our rooms it may 

look as if nothing is happening. 
A colleague at Wyoming tells the story of when he was 

trying to write his dissertation. His mother asked what he was 

doing, and he said that he was reading. She said that since he 

was not doing anything, would he mind doing a chore for her. 

Somehow we have gotten the notion that reading and writing are 

not real work. In our schools we have the DEAR program, which 

designates a particular time when students are to drop every

thing and read. We should, I think, have a particular short 

time when we drop reading and writing and do the other work 

which now takes up most of our day. 
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Letting the lawn die means that we begin to let students 

tak0. more risks and responsibility, instead of seeing ourselves 

as the only capable person in the room. We gain authority by 

granting authority, and one way we can grant authority is by 

letting students write on their own topics. Donald Graves, 

in Writing: Children aru;!, Teachers at Work, shows how very young 

children have much to say and. write. In his article, "Break the 

Welfare Cycle: Let Writers Choose Their Topics," Graves dis

cusses the damage d.one by a politics of superiority which 

'dictates th~t the teacher determine what happens: 

A seventh grade teacher left my writing work

shop one Wednesday afternoon filled with 

renewed optimism only to return seven days later 

with that tarred and feathered look, She was a 

bit hostile to boot. "I told my class that they 

could choose any subject they wished for their 

writing assignment this week. Well, you'd think 

I'd asked them to undress in public." Her 

glance at me said, "That was a pretty dumb 

suggestion 

topics. 

.. letting them choose their own 

"Some children asked for a list of good topics. 

Others asked outright, 'What topics do YQ!! (the 

teacher) like best?' More 'Our topics are 

dumb.' They pleaded, 'Give us the topics.'" 

By the time most children reach seventh grade, 

they are unable to choose topics. This serious 

symptom is an indicator of many other problems 

in the life of the young writer. Children ·who can't 

choose topics see writing as an artificial 

act disconnected from their lives. Writers 

need to know what they can command and defend, 

to put their voices on the J_ine. 

From the second grade on, we won't let them 

choose topics. Instead, children go on writers' 

welfare, depend on the teacher for everything ... 
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The welfare trail begins. The child is fed 

a diet of snappy gimmicks: story starters, 

sti!lllllating pictures, "dial-a-story" games, 

opening paragraphs, open-ended stories to 

complete, as well as teachers' favorite 

topics. (p. 98-101) 

Graves assumes that children can write and that they have sub

jects to write about. He says that in all the years he has 

asked children to write a story, no child has ever raised a hand 

and said, "I'm sorry. I don't know how to write." Children 

write, and they can read what they have written, even if the 

teacher is too dumb to understand . their squiggles , 

We can let the lawn die, at least part of it, graduallY.,a 

portion at a time, and we will find that students begin to take 

responsibility, They begin to see themselves as decision-makers, 

as authors; they begin to speak with authority. What else can 

we do to give up superiority and gain authority, in addition to 

becoming learners ourselves, lowering our standards, and letting 

the lawn die, 

Listen to the Voices 

Perhaps most important, we can begin to listen to the 

voices, in ourselves and i.1 our students, and we can help them 

learn to listen to themselves, to the voices of their classmat~s, 

to the voices in books, on television, in newspapers. 

Don Murray has admitted his feelings of guilt when he 

teaches by the conference method, because all he does is listen. 

Usually students begin to hear themselves and work out their own 

problems, Ken Macrorie helped us many years ago to recognize 

"Engfish" in writing, although we sometimes would rather hear 

the institutionalized voice than the wish-washy voice which 

emerges when students have no investment in what they are saying 

or writing. Kirby and Liner, in Inside Out, give a series of 

exercises to tune the voice, such as fast talking, mad talking, 

soft talking, and collecting dialogue. The exercises, however, 

might teach students that they do not, in fact, have a voice. 
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Murray, Graves, and Moffett encourage us to let students speak 

and write so that they can learn. 

Very young children know the power of their voices, They 

know how to modify their voices when asking for a cookie or for 

someone to tuck them in. Young children also know the power of 

the written word. Glenda Bissex in Gyns at Wrk tells the .story 

of her son's trying to get her attention. He tried several 

times to talk to her with no results and so he disappeared, to 

return with a written message, RUD F? 

But instead of telling you more about voice, I want now 

to let you hear some voices of students in my essay class, whose 

voices you heard briefly at the beginning of this paper. Several 

weeks ago, I asked the class to turn in any samples of writing 

which presented their voice. Here are their voices. 

Mike, who is now a graduate student in biology, was in my 

freshman class six years ago, On the first day, I asked the 

class to freewrite for a few minutes: 

I d.on' t know why in the hell I am here. I 

hate to write, I have flunked freshman English 

four times in three different states. I don't 

want to be here. My palms are sweaty and I am 

mad. 

Mike passed English and has already published an article on 

reptiles. Here is a sample of his article-writing voice: 

Restraining apparatuses for venomous reptiles 

for purposes of handling and study have 

employed a variety of designs. In all cases, 

such devices have had two principle functions, 

to protect the investigator and the animal 

under restraint. 

Although the writing here is for!lllllaic, Mike has clearly ex

panded his repertoire and has grown more confid.ent, 

Throughout this semester, Karen has worked. on an essay about 

returning to school: 

As I loaded my two-year old daughter, Rhonda, 

into the old Ford truck and drove up the 

17 



country lane, I tore our family apart, 

leaving my five-year old son, Stephen, 

behind with his father and grandmother 

on the small ranch that had been my home 

for nine years of a troubled marriage, 

Judy selected the following example as the voice she has 

begun to hear in her writing: 
I was a junior in high school when my mother sank 

down on the floor of the freshly vacuumed subur

ban home, Her size five shoulders shook 

as she passed a hand over her carefully 

mascared eyes. An absurd, tight smile 

stretched to grimace proportions. With 

dread resolution my mother announced, "I 

just can't do it anymore." But my mother 

did go on. She rose the next morning as 

if last night's scene was someone else's 

property. By eight in the morning she had 

already made breakfast, put the house in 

order, showered, dressed and was ready for 

an eight-hour day. At lunch she would do 

the grocery shopping, at five she would 

attend exercise class, by seven supper would 

be on the table and then the remaining 

evening would be devoted to laundry. 

That was seven years ago and I have yet 

to see my mother erupt in anger and 

bitterness. But it is still there, smouldering 

in coals until fanned by a wisp of dis-

content when it will flame pot and con-

sume itself again. 

I am becoming a woman now. And I am angry . 

Gary is also an older student, who after being an accountant 

for many years has returned to school. He selected a series 

of drafts to show a new voice that is emerging. The first ap

peared in an in-class, short writing about a job: 
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I wonder what they do with wool these 

days--bet it isn't handled like it was 

in 1946--one of the jobs I had during 

part of a summer when I was in high 

school. 

He wrote on this job again for an in-class freewriting four days 

later: 

I worked as a laborer in an old warehouse 

for a part of one summer between my fresh

man and sophomore years in high school, 

The job was working with wool, 

A month later he returned to the piece: 

The wool sacks stood on end, slightly 

sloped, each leaning against its neighbor, 

holding one another from falling, They 

appeared as a ghost-like army, row on row, 

separated by na=ow aisles, in the shadowy 

darkness of the long warehouse. 

At this point, Gary decided. to let the writing become fiction, 

and he added the voices of the other boys with whom he had 

worked. 

Our voices seem to come when we stop and wait--lower our 

standards, let the lawn die, and listen. I am glad that my 

son, Walter, trusts the voices that he hears. I am glad that 

Alice Walker wrote The Color Purple with its chorus of voices, 

and I am glad she described in her collected essays, In Search 

of our Mothers' Gardens, how she moved around the country, so 

that her characters could feel at home and speak clearly. 

All voices we hear are not as strong. I am still haunted 

by a student's paper written several years ago. In Wyoming, we 

have a Wyoming Writing Day when all six, ninth, and eleventh 

graders in the state write on a common top1.·c. S 1 evera years ago, 

students were asked to describe an object that means a great 

deal to them and to explain how it became important. This is 

the voice that haunts me: 
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The Truth 

I am sitting here in ____ High School 

auditorium. I cannot think of one object 

that means anything to me. My mind is blank. 

I am sorry. I hope that you understand. 

This student speaks with a voice of inferiority. He does not 

trust his own voice, and he does not trust the voice which would 

answer the question but in a meaningless way. 

I want to- close with a reminder and an image. The re

minder comes from Orwell's 1984 where we see Winston's first act 

leading towards freedom and excellence is the act of writing in 

the diary. Winston had to pay the price, but he gained voice 

and authority. 

The best image I know of a classroom where students and 

teachers alike are speaking and writing in their own voices with 

authority is found in Kenneth Kurke's The Philoso.12bY of Literary 

Form, when Burke is describing how people learn language: 

Imagine that you enter a parlor. You come 

late. When you arrive, others have long 

preceded you, and they are engaged in a 

heated discussion, a discussion too heated 

for them to pause and tell you exactly what 

it is about. In fact, the discussion had 

already begun long before any of them got 

there, so that no one present is qualified 

to r9trace for you all the steps that had 

gone before. You listen for a while until 

you decide you have caught the tenor of the 

argument; then you put in your oar. Some

one answers you; you answer him; another 

comes to your defense; another aligns 

himself against you, to either the 

embarrassment or gratification of your 

opponent, depending upon the quality of 

your ally's assistance. However, the 

discussion is interminable. The hour grows 
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late, you must depart. And you do 

depart, with the discussion still 

vigorously in progress. 
(110-111) 

The hour grows late. It is now time for you to put in your 

oars . 
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