
loud-speaking . . . voice" (186) not to be 
confused with her own. When the play is 
over, she seeks not congratulations but 
obscurity: solitary among her actors at the 
pub, "what she wanted, like [a] carp ... was 
darkness in the mud; a whiskey and a soda 
. . . ; and coarse words descending like 
maggots through the waters . . . the first 
words," that is, of her next play (203 & 
212). 

Although neither Bart nor Lucy can 
read as an authorial spokesperson-like Mr. 
and Mrs. Ramsay, they represent contrasting 
visions of life rather than the authorial 
norm-in this case I suspect Bart has it 
right. And I sometimes wonder if we have 
failed to play the more rigorous part Woolf s 
novels assign to us as readers when we turn 
away from the "coarse words" of her fictions 
to the more fluid but peripheral stories that 
biographers tell. As critics and students of 
Woolf s writing perhaps we should "thank 
the actors"-that is, gratefully study the 
aesthetic materials of Woolf s craft, the 
"coarse words" of her texts-and thank 
"ourselves, the audience"-that is, study the 
variety of interpretive responses that her 
"coarse words" evoke. "She don't want our 
thanks," as Bart says, but I believe she did 

want us to attend to her words, to "remain 
seated" (59) and play the important role of 
audience to her narrative performances. 
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Inspiration: An Interview with Marsha Wilson Chall 

Cele Zawicky 

"I never seriously thought I would write a 
book. I just knew that I needed to write 
because I had something to say. I didn't 
know it would be for children-mostly it 
was going to be for myself" 

Marsha Wilson Chall is the successful 
Minnesota author of Up North at the Cabin. 
She was born in Minneapolis, Minnesota, on 
November 7, 1953, and holds degrees in 
English Literature, Education, and 
Educational Psychology earned at Iowa and 
Minnesota universities. Marsha is a 
friendly, compassionate, and creative mother 
of two, presently living in Minnetonka. She 
found early in life that writing came 
naturally to her. Her love for writing about 
Minnesota, as well as Iowa, grows from a 
real connection to place. 

Marsha and I talked over lunch at the 
Sunshine Factory in New Hope, Minnesota. 
A secluded comer in this fascinating place 
was a wonderful atmosphere for our calm 
and relaxed conversation. I found Marsha to 
be a gentle, warm · and congenial person. 
She certainly is my kindred spirit. 

Influences on Her Life 
Marsha's father was a wonderful 

storyteller. He loved telling a good story; 
however, none of his tales was converted to 
written form. Her mother showed Marsha 
how to see beauty in everything through the 

eyes of an artist. She grew up in Des 
Moines, Iowa, and there she and her friends 
wrote newspapers as children and sold them 
to their parents for twenty-five cents each. 
She loved to read and play library and 
school at home. All her life she wrote in her 
spare time and kept journals and diaries. 

Eleanor Estes and Carolyn Haywood 
were some of her favorite authors, and 
perhaps even then, she realized many of the 
authors she read as a child were women. 
She remembers once meeting a woman 
journalist, but could not truly relate to her 
kind of writing. Marsha completed four 
years of English Literature at Drake 
University in Iowa where she was 
encouraged by her college professors to 
make creative writing a career. 

Marsha returned to Minnesota in 197 5 
and pursued a degree in education. Again 
her professors recognized her obvious 
talents and encouraged her to continue with 
her writing. For five years she taught at 
Hennepin Technical College in the remedial 
and developmental reading field. She then 
made a conscious decision to become a 
mother by day and a student at night, 
earning an advanced degree in educational 
psychology. Her advisor at the University 
of Minnesota urged her to popularize her 
master's thesis and submit it to magazines. 
By the time she finished the query letter she 
knew this was not her forte. 
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Death came to her mother one dreadful 
day in 1986, and as she put it, "This is 
probably a time when any person goes 
through considerable self-examination, and 
when every son or daughter realizes, yes, 
mortality is an issue in life." 

Reading children's literature to her 
children had become a major part of 
Marsha's life, and she found the Children's 
Book Review, by Jane Resh Thomas, in the 
Minneapolis Star and Tribune to be very 
informative. Children's literature had 
become legitimized in the 1970s and 1980s, 
not only by Dr. Seuss, but also by other 
outstanding writers and artists. From that 
point, Marsha became very interested in this 
form and wanted to attempt it herself 

She registered for a class at the Loft 
called "Writing Fiction for Children," taught 
by Susan Pearson. Still quite emotional over 
the recent death of her mother, Marsha 
found she had a compelling connection to 
these children's stories. What was 
connecting was the child within her. She 
found she had never been this deeply 
affected by reading books written for adults. 
"Yes," she said, "I had never been as 
intimately touched as I was when I read 
stories for children. I realized they were not 
only for children, but for everyone." 

A Minnesota author, Mary Dane Bower, 
once described the writing process to 
Marsha in this way: There is the writer 
holding the pen, there is the child who will 
some day pick up the story to read, and then 
somewhere in the middle is what is called 
the childhood center or the child within. 
You are then writing to your child within as 
well as to that child who is going to pick up 
that book. 

Her Career as a Writer 
While continuing her teaching career, 

Marsha writes in her spare time. "The more 
I write, the more I realize the works that 
succeed have a very deep connection to me 

and my issues." Marsha relates, "I think the 
stories we are meant to tell will come to us. 
I am finding that if I believe there are only 
some stories I am meant to tell, I am 
listening for them in a better way. It is 
probably a slower process, but ultimately 
more satisfying." 

Up North at the Cabin is about loss. 
Recalling the last year her mother was able 
to participate as a family member before her 
death, Marsha was really trying to preserve a 
picture of life that was slowly ebbing away. 
She wrote Mattie out of the yearning from 
childhood to have a sibling. She was an 
only child and could not figure what boys 
were all about, becoming almost obsessed 
with them. Marsha explains, "We all have 
issues we grow up with, not necessarily a 
tragedy, but certainly something that is deep 
rooted." 

Although she sometimes passes her 
work through her family, Marsha never 
shares anything publicly until after it is 
published. She is a member of a writing 
group consisting of Minnesota authors who 
meet twice a month. This group always 
critiques what she writes. Susan Pearson, 
her Loft instructor, founded this group and 
has since become a New York editor, but 
their indestructible writing group has 
continued in her absence. 

An editor once told Marsha that the book 
the writer is currently working on is the 
favorite. She found this to be true and has 
been equally involved with every book and 
loved each one dearly. She does not feel at 
all detached, and says, "They are like 
children, and they are a part of me." 

Marsha's manuscript for Up North at the 
Cabin sold in fall 1989. Steve Johnson, the 
illustrator, was suggested by Jane Resh 
Thomas. Marsha said she was a bit 
disappointed not to have met the artist until 
after the book was published two years later 
in 1992. 

Marsha's book signings for Up North at 
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the Cabin were at the Hungry Mind, The 
Red · Balloon, Baxter's Books, Barnes and 
Noble, and she did a couple of benefits for 
the Children's Medical Center. More 
invitations came from Walker, Fergus Falls, 
St. Cloud, and Winona in Minnesota, and 
still more in Fargo, North Dakota. She was 
interviewed and asked to read her book on 
Minnesota Public Radio (MPR) on 
Memorial Day. This is the weekend 
everybody goes "to the cabin." 

Up North at the Cabin received the 
International Reading Association's 
Teachers' Choice A ward for 1993. This is 
an international award given to twelve 
children's books considered to be of high 
quality literary merit that can be used 
multifacetedly in the classroom. Up North 
at the Cabin also received the American 
Bookseller's Association pick-of-the-list 
categorization, the starred review in 
Publisher's Weekly, and a New York Times 
Review. On the whole, ninety-eight percent 
of every word of the reviews for both books 
was very positive. The New York Times 
reviewer said glowingly wonderful things 
about Up North at the Cabin; however, 
toward the end of the article she questioned 
whether the advanced level of activities in 
the book, such as canoeing and skiing, might 
not be enjoyed by the four-to-eight-year-olds 
who were the intended audience for the 
book. Immediately Marsha thought, "She 
does not know anything about 
Minnesotans." 

Mattie was also published in 1992. It 
contains three stories all having the same 
characters: "Kid for Sale--Any Amount," 
"The Chocolate-Ant Valentine," and "The 
Haircut." These stories are all a 
combination of fact and fiction. Marsha 
created the brother and added the classroom 
nemesis, Jeb, who was her friend's older 
brother. He was cruel to her, but she liked 
him! 

The unexpected and wonderful part of 

publishing is how her books have touched 
other people. The family of a deceased 
elderly man read Up North at the Cabin as 
part of his eulogy and buried a copy of the 
book with him. She had not dreamed it 
could affect anyone that deeply--and he was 
not even a child. She had no idea she was 
connecting with something larger, and 
discovered everything she writes about is 
truly a part of everybody else. 

Other Books 
Happv Birthday. America, illustrated by 

Guy Porfirio, is expected to be published in 
spring 1997. Of course, as the title 
indicates, the story is about celebrating the 
4th of July. 

Prairie Train, illustrated by artist 
Thomas B. Allen, will be published in fall 
1997. This is about a young girl and her 
adventures on a steam train traveling 
between Iowa and Minnesota in 1924, and 
should appeal to everyone from cradle to 
grave. 

Sugarbush Spring, illustrated by Jim 
Daly, is anticipated to be published in spring 
1998. Gathering maple sap and making it 
into syrup in Northern Minnesota is a unique 
experience for anyone. 

The idea that she would like to have ten 
books sold by the end of the decade is a goal 
only to propel herself a bit, but she does 
intend to continue writing. There are some 
brilliant authors out there whom Marsha said 
she admires and would trade places with any 
day, such as Cynthia Rylant, Jane Yolen, 
Chris Van Allsburg, and Mirra Ginsburg. 

Marsha is still vacillating between her 
career as an educator and as a writer. She 
has done other kinds of writing; however, 
her first love is children's books. She has 
many pieces in the making at home and 
hesitates to call them short stories for that 
reason. Currently she is working with a 
family literacy project, so she is now able to 
dovetail her teaching interests with her 
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reading, as well as wntmg, children's 
literature. "Parents need to read to their 
children, and this is really exciting," Marsha 
said. "I am beginning to see myself as an 
educator in a different way and am able to 
pass on my passion for reading to people 
who have never been to a library. This does 
not seem like work at all." 

All too soon our interview came to a 
close with Marsha's final comment, "I used 
to think I would stop being a teacher at some 
point. Part of me would like to think I have 
five days a week all year long to write. The 

other part of me likes people and the social 
contact, so I will probably be doing some of 
both for a long time." 

Cele Zawicky is from Hibbing, Minnesota. 
She has three children and presently lives in 
Blaine, Minnesota. Retired from her 
administrative office career, she is a student 
of Liberal Arts at Anoka Ramsey Community 
College and has begun her second career as 
a writer of children's fiction. 

1997 Calendar of Events for NCTE 
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During the upcoming year, 
NCTE will sponsor a series of 
conventions and other professional 
meetings focused on improving the 
teaching of English language arts at 
all levels of education. Major 
events-NCTE's Annual 
Convention, the annual convention 
of the Conference on College 
Composition and Communication, 
and the annual NCTE Spring 
Conference-rotate· on a four-year 
cycle which places them in each 
geographical region of the United 
States in turn. 

Founded in 1911, NCTE now 
has some 68,000 individual 
members. Subscribers to its journals 
bring the total to more than 120,000. 

For more information on the 
meetings listed here, contact the 
Membership Service Representative, 
NCTE, 1111 W. Kenyon Road, 
Urbana, IL 61801-1096; 217/328-
3870, ext. 251; fax: 217/328-0977. 

January 4-7 
Conference on College Composition and 

Communication Winter Workshop 

Theme: Looking Toward Monday Morning 
in a New Millenium 

Clearwater Beach, FL 

March 13-15 
Conference on College Composition and 

Communication Annual Convention 

Theme: "Just Teaching, Just Writing: 
Reflection and Responsibility" 

Phoenix, AZ 

April 10-12 
NCTE Spring Conference 

Theme: "Story Matters" 
Charlotte, NC 
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Integrating Whole Language and Phonics 

Marlow Ediger 

The great debate persists on which is 
better in reading instruction, whole language 
or phonics. The debate has gone on for 
decades and one reason that it is still 
unresolved, perhaps, has to do with it being 
presented as an either/or situation. Does it 
have to be dichotomized between whole 
language versus phonic instruction in a 
combative role? 

Personalizing Reading Instruction 
I have supervised student teachers in 

public schools for 30 years. Several of my 
student teachers and regular teachers have 
stressed personalized teaching of reading in 
the early primary grades. Personalized 
reading instruction encourages students 
provide content for their reading lessons. 
The content comes from personal 
experiences of pupils in a group or 
individually. 

For one personalized unit in reading 
instruction, the student teacher and the 
regular teacher brought farm toys for an 
interest center in the classroom. These 
objects were discussed with the pupils who 
then provided content which the teachers 
recorded on a flip chart. Learners were 
excited to see their own ideas recorded by 
the teacher. Content presented for one 
personalized chart had the following ideas: 

The Farm 
Tractors pull plows when plowing the fields. 
Later, the tractor pulls a disk to destroy the 

weeds. 
Wheat is seeded using a grain drill. 
In summer, the ripe wheat is cut and stored 

in a bin. 
Some-of the wheat is made into flour and 

used for baking bread 
Some of the wheat is used in making 

different cereals for breakfast. 

This content came from the students' 
discussion of the objects with the two 
teachers working as a team. Pupils read the 
ideas aloud together as the student and the 
regular teacher pointed to the phrases. Some 
students wished to read the entire selection 
by themselves and several made no errors 
when reading individually. The whole 
selection was then read together again by the 
group. Phonetic analysis of words was not 
emphasized. 

While looking at the recorded 
selections, one student pointed to three 
words that had the same beginning letter and 
sound-"pull," "plows," and "plowing." 
The student teacher asked them if they could 
think of additional words that started with 
that same sound and they mentioned "pan," 
"panel," and "poet." Another pupil pointed 
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