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Teaching Literacy Through Creative Writing

“Go in the back door when teaching writing,” is the advice Jane Ellen Ibur gives teachers in the opening of LIFT’s Teaching Literacy Through Creative Writing manual. “Let confidence build through constant encouragement of effort, improvement, constantly pointing out the good, the progress. Then point out the mechanics.”

The manual was developed with an accompanying ten-minute video tape demonstrating Ibur’s techniques. Together, the two products will help teachers all over the state reproduce the successful results Ibur has experienced with low-income, low-literate parents in family literacy programs in St. Louis.

The project began at LIFT’s family literacy program at Cochran Academy at the Cochran Gardens Tenant Management Corporation with funding from the Regional Arts Commission of St. Louis and the Monsanto Company. Ibur coaches the students to express themselves through writing, and then works one-on-one with the adult students to edit and sharpen their thoughts on paper.

Ibur is an established poet, writer, and free-lance creative writing instructor with a Lifetime Teaching Certificate in Secondary English.
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Introduction

Go in the back door when teaching writing. Let confidence build through constant encouragement of effort, improvement, constantly pointing out the good, the progress. Then, point out the mechanics. As Edward Albee said in Zoo Story “Sometimes you go a great distance out of your way to come back a short distance correctly.”

People do not think in a linear fashion, ABCD or 1234. We think more like spirals; “When I was four...and then when I was fifteen...and yesterday...and back when I was four...” Read The Education of Little Tree “...to feed a hungry man is good, but to teach him to fish is better.”

Editing, rewriting, correcting is the fun part, the easy part. The hard part, the first part, is getting the first thoughts down on paper, or into the computer, any way at all, just recorded, out, visible, physical, set down on paper. One preference is pen on paper because it's so physical, so active, and writing is such an active process. The muscle in the forearm strains, and though it frustrates and gives pause, the pain shows the muscle is used.



Format for Classes

· Two hours, once a week

· Some talk

· Some listening

· Some venting--it's personal, safe, intimate

· Reading--reading aloud and discussing-- encouraging reading outside of class

· Humor, silliness, laughter and tears

· Timed writings--the pressure makes one focus

The best plan for writing improvement is to meet and write consistently, once a week for two hours. Classes start with some talk to loosen everyone up, focus everyone in the present moment, get everyone on the same wavelength. Listen to each other, vent a little, get emotionally close so the class is intimate, safe. No one judges or laughs at anyone in the group. Encourage humor, silliness, laughter and tears, both in conversation and in writing. Then, you are ready to write.

Timed writings are helpful because they add enough pressure to shut out the editorial voice that says, “Don’t write that, it’s a stupid idea.” On the other hand, if students are so new at writing that timed writings add more pressure, dispense with intense timed writings. (“We’ll write for 15 minutes from the time I say start until the time I say stop, without pausing, without thinking. If you get stuck, just keep writing. Don’t worry about staying on the subject.”) Instead, say, “Write on this topic as much as you can for the next hour. Save the last 10 minutes to review your writing to see if you’re making sense, starting sentences with capital letters, ending with punctuation, checking spelling, indentation, general sense. Remember, don’t begin sentences with ‘so, just, because, but.’ Get your creative ideas down on paper first, then look for mechanical problems. Lose control in the first draft; gain control in the second draft.”

Writing is an act of ego, of saying “I’m here, I’m real and what I think (my life) and feel is important, and I prove that by writing it on paper.”

You don’t have to suffer from writers block. If you want to write, and you don’t want to be dependent on inspiration, make up exercises to access your ideas, your material hidden deep within you.

Begin with creativity, and then go back and learn what you’ve done. Believe in writing from the unconscious self, from down deep where our stories live. Learn to access the stories in your unconscious self.

Access them for your students by creating exercises that bypass the critical, judgmental, editorial part of the mind, which then allows us to drop down to the center below judgment.

First Writings

One metaphor to use as a comparison to writing is pitching in baseball. No pitcher just gets up to the mound and starts pitching. They warm up first with some practice pitches. Their point, of course, is to pitch as many strikes as possible. Even the best pitcher in the league, on her best day, never pitches all strikes; there are balls, wild pitches, and some pitches just get hit. Pitchers practice all the time to improve their average of strikes over balls. Some days nothing goes right; the pitcher walks everyone, or every batter hits every pitch thrown. Other days, one might pitch a no-hitter.

That’s the way it is with writing, too. You have to warm up. That warm-up might include practice writings every day, or even physical exercises like swimming to loosen up your arm, assuming you’re writing in longhand first, which is often a necessity. If you are creating on a computer, maybe you should loosen up both arms, your neck and your back. Anyway, you write and write hoping you’ll produce more good writing than bad. But the first point is that you have to produce, you have to do the writing. Call it bullpen writing, that is what you are doing in workshop classes. Invent and borrow exercises to loosen up the writer. Write along with them, and like William Stafford says in Writing The Australian Crawl, you have to write a lot of bad stuff to write something good. Some days, the writing works like a charm. That first writing comes out close to being a finished piece, needing very little editing. Other times, maybe one can use a word, or a sentence or an idea from the original writing. Sometimes, you get nothing at all you can use, but you do it anyway. Maybe that so-called “bad writing” makes it possible for the next writing to be a useful one.

Enjoy the whole game, baseball or writing. If you only feel worthwhile throwing strikes, you are setting yourself up for misery. Enjoy the whole process of writing, the organization, the doing, the writing, the reading, the editing, the mystery, trying to make something happen, finding something happens that you did not expect at all. The work and the fun of writing go hand in hand.

The hardest part is first writing; that’s where your student may feel the most anxiety. Do not allow them to wait for or be dependent upon inspiration. Teach what works: exercises. “If you have something to say, any exercise has the possibility of getting that ‘stuff’ to surface.” Sometimes forcing a topic, “You’re going to sit and write about that tunnel,” doesn’t work well. On the other hand, let the tunnel idea slip to the back of their mind. Do an exercise and the tunnel idea might pop out when least expected; show a picture of a tunnel and see what happens; maybe the tunnel will come up, maybe not. Writing is about learning; let the writing take the writer where the writing is supposed to go, not where you, the teacher, want it to go. If the idea is better, that’s the direction to take the story. Let the piece live on its own; let go of the original idea. If the writer likes the original idea, write that, too. If that doesn’t develop into a strong piece, keep the writing in the writer’s personal file, and let the unexpected piece be the public piece, the piece to submit for publication (later down the line, it that’s a goal).

Writing is about telling the truth. There are two kinds of truth--actual/factual truth and emotional truth. Writers tell the emotional truth, even if they have to lie to get there. We share an interest in family histories and memories, the emotional truth of these stories, the stories of the senses, like smells, textures, sounds as well as events. You want each student to know their family history and memories, and also that their current lives are important, they each have stories inside them, stories worth telling. Give students exercises that access these stories. Invite people in the houses of their lives by entering through the back doors with these writing exercises. Teach students how to become aware of these stories and to learn to tell them.

When we write and read, we find connections in the world; connections to ourselves, to our family (parents, grandparents, children), to our neighbors, cities, each other, our culture, cross cultures.

Awareness fosters appreciation of self and others.

There are so many obstacles to writing, so many distractions; cold air on the hand making it difficult to write. Write through all obstacles.

Observations

If you are more aware of your feelings, the feelings of others and your children are more accessible to you. Your feelings do not imprison you when you write about them; you can let them go. The feelings (of anger, helplessness) will no longer have control over you, you will have control over them, and therefore you will not have to act out those feelings. The icing on the cake is that you can take those raw writings, those journal entries and/or class writings and turn them into Art through editing them and making them into stories, poems, plays, memoirs.

Reading and writing set one free. One of these freedoms is the ability to attain one’s GED, but the GED is just a beginning. Students need to see that reading and writing pertain to their lives now and in the future, to learn information, to connect them to their children and the world in general, for self-expression, and for fun. Classes are for the long view, the rest of one’s life, not the short view, the attaining of a GED.

Writing is a way to deal with feelings. Keeping a journal is one avenue for writing. If one writes their feelings in a journal, they need not act out those feelings. Even people who feel powerless have some power; they can express their feelings through writing. When one writes, there is no right or wrong. There is writing in the language of the dominate culture, standard English, or writing in the everyday language of one’s life. (Instead of “turn right at the next corner” one may write “go to the corner and bust a right”).

Emphasize writing in the language of the dominant culture, standard English, for the ability to pass the GED and work in the work force. Emphasize that there is not one correct language, but there is a standard language. Once one learns the rules, one can break them. Also let students write in their own ‘language’ or expressions.

People become interested in reading and writing when they are able to find a place for themselves in literature. Expose them to writers where they are more likely to see themselves. (See suggested reading list)

The work of writing is draining, exhausting, exhilarating.

You want your students to fall in love with language, with words, with possibilities. Playing with words is a key or new entry into the self. People learn about themselves through their writing, things they never suspected, good things; they find their strengths.

You want your students to love all aspects of writing. This includes the first writings, the revisions, the obsessions with finding the exact words, the frustrations about the difficulty of finishing a piece. In other words, appreciate not only the finished house, but every nail, piece of drywall, the tools, all the materials, as well as the finished product.

Being part of a group helps the individual as well as the group. When we do something for someone else, we work harder and are more productive. If we are only responsible to ourselves, we, especially women, tend to postpone our own personal work for the good of the family, or for other obligations we put first.

There is a fear of writing, finding out about oneself, finding out whether one has the potential to be a writer that must be addressed. We look for reasons to avoid this confrontation between ourselves and the paper. When one makes a commitment to the class, that kind of obligation becomes positive; the student comes to class and writes, if only once a week at that time. At least there is consistency and a moving forward, a progression.

Start with love. Start with trust. Be open. Share a secret or a fear. Create a safe room with total acceptance. Trust yourself. Tell your students to trust themselves. The object of the exercises is to fill the page with words. If you (the student) do that, you are doing the right thing; you are doing just fine.

You are painting a picture with words. You want your readers to see what you see, feel the textures, the smells, the tastes, the sounds, the feelings. Remember to use all your senses.

Writers begin as ordinary people who feel compelled to write. Writing is a way of saying “I am;” my thoughts or ideas are valuable. Writing is an acquired skill improved upon with practice and reinforcement.

Give a word, a group of words, a picture, a smell, a taste and say, “Write as fast as you can without stopping, without thinking, until I say stop. Forget about making sense, spelling, capitalization’s, sentence structure. Use dashes if you want. Let your mind go wherever it wants to go.” I use a timer for the writings to add a pressure that forces one to write and not think.

Retype work of students, correcting spelling and punctuation. Return work and have students compare their original with corrections noticing changes of spelling and punctuation.

Read aloud poems, or pieces of novels, essays, articles that are examples of good writing, or inspirational, or just plain fun.

The group process is such a powerful, interesting tool. The energy of the group is contagious, and even when someone comes to class tired, they are reenergized by the others. The atmosphere is so positive and encouraging that people improve rapidly, faster than they might on their own. The classes are addictive. Writers work alone, but sometimes writers enjoy writing in a group for fun and support.

Use a timer and make the exercises timed writings. With the pressure of timing, one more easily shuts out the editor’s voice, the voice that says, “Don’t write that, that’s stupid.” Under pressure, the writer gets out of their intellectual head and goes into their deeper self of memories and secrets.

Writing is dangerous. One learns things about themselves they didn’t know or forgot. It’s an adventure into the interior, an archeological dig into self.

“Write in ordinary language,” tell your students. “You know already all you need to know to do it, and what you do is okay, is correct, is just fine. Time and practice, some editing, perhaps a lot of editing, will refine your work.”



Tips

The positive point about longevity is that with any group, trust and closeness grow over time, and this genuine caring among students does nurture the work. Sometimes, for instance, it’s good to repeat an exercise focusing on verbs, a reminder about the importance of active verbs over passive verbs. You could repeat the same exercise over and over and each time the results would be new. For instance, you could write on the topic food over and over, and never be finished with it. You may write five times a week with different classes on the same or similar topic; each of your writings will be fresh, usually better than the last. Don’t be bored with repetition.

Emphasize content while correcting form. “This is a great idea. Now, let’s notice that the first word of a new paragraph is indented. We capitalize proper names and “I” as a name. Capitalize names; do not capitalize other words. Capitalize the first word in a sentence. Sentences end with punctuation, usually a period.”

Common mistakes lessen and fall away—“alot” becomes two words. Students begin to use common homonyms correctly—their,  there, they’re and to, too, and two, hear and here. Play a game with students: “How many pairs or groups of words can you think of that sound alike, but are spelled differently and have different meanings?” Weigh, way--rain, reign--through, threw--bored, board--fore, four--hair, hare--pair, pare.

Exercises

EXERCISE 1: (You say)

Write about how it feels to be a weeping willow tree in winter, or the whole park in winter.

Example--Naked, my hair trails against the ground, thin and brittle, not lush like in the Spring. My Spring tears of joy are gone, replaced by tears of anguish that freeze on my face, my hands, the tips of my fingers. I look around me at this empty park. All my sister trees stand naked, abandoned like women in concentration camps. Does anyone remember us in this lonely gray landscape?

EXERCISE 2: (You say)

Write about a color in a way that describes the color for a blind person. (Write for 10 minutes)

Blue

Blue feels cold.

Blue is the color of sky.

Blue is the color of water.

Blue tastes like blueberries.

Blue sounds like a sad song.

Blue feels like denim.

Blue feels like flannel.

Blue feels like water.

Then show an easy rewrite that tightens the writing to have a nice, simple little list poem.

Blue

Blue feels cold.

Blue looks like the color of sky,

the color of water,

tastes like blueberries,

sounds like a sad song,

feels like denim, like flannel,

like water, like night.

EXERCISE 3: (You say)

Write a list of colors, but not ordinary colors like red, yellow, blue. Go for the unusual that add dimension to color, such as, wheat, cranberry, eggplant, mustard. Write for five minutes and read them back.

Example--My house nourishes me, in safety, in warmth. I decorate my house to feed my soul. The living room is wheat, the rug eggplant. The plants around the room are the color of greens, turnip, lettuce, spinach. The kitchen is the color of corn. I’ve painted the bedroom walls the color of water, of sky.

EXERCISE 4: (You say)

Students, close your eyes. Hold something under their noses to smell (like horseradish, Scotch, onion, Vicks, incense). This sense exercise brings up more memories than any other.

Example--Horseradish. I put horseradish on roast beef, on fishlets. Horseradish reminds me of bitter herbs on Passover. I don’t eat spices, but I do heap on lots of horseradish, or the equivalent, Wasabe, the green horseradishy taste one puts on sushi. I make my Wasabe so intense that sometimes my tongue is so on fire, I hang it in my glass of icewater like a dog. I also mix horseradish with catsup to make a kind of sauce for shrimp. I never talked much about being Jewish. In college my friends were mostly Catholic or had at least gone to Catholic girl’s schools. I was paranoid, paranoid to be singled out and tortured. My difference scared me. I tried to blend in, to be invisible.

EXERCISE 5: (You say)

Close your eyes. Have them feel a texture wet noodles, sandpaper, fur, corduroy, ice, an egg.

Example--In high school I played field hockey, and sophomore year GAC, the Girl’s Athletic Club, invited me to join. Of course, there was an initiation. The old members took us out to some cabin in the middle of nowhere, blindfolded us, and tested our endurance. They made us stick our hands into containers of slimy wet cold noodles covered in Vaseline, I guess to make us think of worms. I didn't react. Maybe growing up with an older brother who pretended to be a monster called The Hand, and watching all the old horror movies, I did not react to their game. Then they took us outside, still blind folded, and led us somewhere. Blindfolded, they sent us to find our way back to the cabin. What we didn’t know was that one of the members watched each initiate to make sure nothing bad happened. The problem was that someone must have counted wrong or lost track of Debbie. With her blindfold, she walked into a telephone pole and knocked herself out.

EXERCISE 6: (You say)

Close your eyes. Have them taste something pudding, lemon, raisin - make it safe. Make sure no one is allergic to anything.

Example--(I place a piece of bread in my mouth.) I remember as a kid making bread sandwiches with white Wonder bread, helps build strong bodies in 12 essential ways. I’d take 2 slices of bread and put a third one in the middle. Another thing I liked to do with the Wonder Bread was make bread balls by tearing the crust off the bread, eating that, and rolling the rest of the piece into a solid ball of dough with my, I’m sure dirty, hands. Sometimes it stuck to the roof of my mouth. I eat much heartier breads now, wheat and rye and nine grain, which must mean I’m doing better financially than some and don’t have to buy the cheapest bread.

EXERCISE 7: (You say)

I’m going to give you a first line or phrase, then you write two more lines, the first two lines that come into your minds. Do not worry about the new lines making sense or being connected to the first line.

Example—

the lace curtains

a room where I never belonged

a life I could never lead

or

the bathroom mirror

foggy from the shower

I avoid my face

Next, you can have students drop the first line and make a two-line, haiku-type poem from the other two, such as:

a room where I never belonged

a life I could never lead

or

a life I could never lead

a room where I never belonged

and

foggy from the shower

I avoid my face

or

I avoid my face

foggy from the shower

Interesting things happen and these exercises are fun.

EXERCISE 8: Riddle (You say)

Write a riddle about an ordinary, everyday object.

Example--Okay, choose a chair. It has arms, legs, a back, a seat. Those are the basics. Now impose the restriction of personification, and choose to make it female, object as woman, personification. Make every word count; make it tight.

Her legs entwine you never

Her arms embrace you not

Her back endures forever

Come rest upon her lap

Make it a riddle by not naming the object, rather by giving clues. The poem works as either a separate poem with no answer, suggestions of a type of woman, or as a riddle, a chair. The best of riddles works both ways.

EXERCISE 9: (You say)

Write on the word ‘refrigerator’ for fifteen minutes. The point is not to stay on the subject, but to see what associations come up in the first draft. It’s more important to fill the page with writing than to confine students to topic.

Example--The camera average, the lighting terrible, I might look like I’m standing like a crucifix in front of an angelic white backdrop, or even my back to the camera, an artist’s interpretation of meaning in the crucifix. In reality, I’m hugging the ice box, huge white burly abominable snowman of an ice box, his round bear shoulders hulking and hunching over me. His arms hang by his sides, shy Frankenstein of the ice box genre, old dinosaur with fold-down vegetable tray that closed like a Murphy bed into the door. The freezer lived below, opened with a kick pedal that green baskets rolled out on. Daily, like a surgeon, I faced the arctic buildup with surgical instruments of blow dryer and screw driver, melted and chipped away at the glacier. Yes, he was flawed, much older than me and someone I hesitated taking home to meet mother. He wheezed and sputtered in emphasemic trembles, and yet he was my sentinel, my guardian, the monster who waited for me at home. (This was a first writing, a first draft)

(This is a final draft, the poem that came from many rewrites of the original writing)

Ice Box

I hug the huge burly box, abominable

snowman with polar bear shoulders,

hulking and hunching over me.

My Frankenstein dinosaur with fold-

down vegetable tray that shut

like Murphy's bed into the door.

The freezer hung below, opened with a step-

pedal; green baskets rolled from its

bowels. Tundra waited inside the cavity.

I faced arctic blasts with surgical instruments

of blow-dryer and screw driver, melted,

chipped the glacier. My raw hands refused

to drop his icy paw. He was no prize

to announce to Mother, wheezing and sputtering

in emphysemic trembles. I alone understood

his roughness, his need for friendship.

My first independence he traded for his last

home, my guardian, my Boris Karloff monster,

watching me throw flower petals into the swirling water.

EXERCISE 10: (You say)

Write on the topic school.

Example--When I think of high school, I remember that girl who was so wealthy, she never wore the same dress to school twice. She handed them up to her mother when she finished with them. She had the same name as a male pop singer who was famous then, in the mid-60’s.

I hated wearing dresses. School was like a fashion show, and I wanted no part. I wanted no part of the dating, mating ritual either. Except for English, or Language Arts, nothing really had anything to do with my life. I take that back; I loved Drama classes, tolerated gym, but hated getting sweaty during the day and having to change clothes, to shower in front of all those girls. I still hate that, when I swim laps at the YMCA.

EXERCISE 11: (You say)

Write from the point of view of the lawyer suing on behalf of Humpty Dumpty’s family.

Example--On behalf of my client, I plan to prove to the jury, beyond the shadow of a doubt, that Humpty Dumpty’s numerous injuries, cracks, fissures, and the like, were caused by several factors outside of the power of Humpty Dumpty, heretofore referred to as H.D., and thus were unavoidable. We are suing for medical bills, rehabilitation, loss of time at work, and punitive damages in the amount of $30,000,000. We bring this suit specifically against The Kingdom and all its subsidiaries, particularly, all The King’s Horses and all The King’s Men, as well as, but not limited to, the carpenters who constructed the wall from which H.D. fell.

EXERCISE 12: (You say)

Write an essay on the death penalty, pro or con or neutral. Support your position.

EXERCISE 13: (You say)

Write about an imaginary older brother or sister, or younger one, but make it fictional, what you want that sibling to be like.

Example--I wanted Annette Funicello to be my sister. She was pretty, but not beautiful. She was sweet, kind, everyone liked her and I knew she’d be nice to me. I wanted her to be my older sister, because I didn’t have one and always felt as I was doing something wrong because I was such a tomboy.

EXERCISE 14: (You say)

If you were an animal, real, imaginary or combination, what would you be? Use all your senses and be very descriptive, showing, not telling.

Example--I soar high above the earth on wings that span two football fields. My eyes see mosquitoes seven miles away. I land on water light as a snowflake, or break through ice like an explosion. Quiet as a whisper or loud as a tornado, I sing or roar.

EXERCISE 15: (You say)

If you were music, a song, an instrument, a genre of music, what would you be?

Example--You hear my voice in the strumming of six strings, three voices intertwining in harmony. I once was lost, but now I’m found; was blind, but now I see. Grace. Amazing.

EXERCISE 16: (You say)

Write on the topic lunch: eating it, fixing it for yourself, for kids, whatever.

Example--I don’t usually eat lunch, a midday meal. If I worked a 9 to 5 schedule, I might, but my schedule is sporadic, changing daily, sometimes staying up very late and arising late, or teaching midday and again in the evening. When I do that, I usually eat breakfast, then teach, then eat again at 4ish or 5ish. Then I won’t even eat a real dinner, but just fix a snack, popcorn, pretzels, if I need it. Since I don’t have kids, I can eat when I’m hungry. If I was a mother, it would be a completely different story.

I feel it would be best for my daughter to have a routine she can count on, a regular breakfast time, lunch time, dinner time, bed time, with room for some flexibility, like summer vacation. I try to eat healthy, so I would want the same for my kids; fruits, vegetables, healthy breads, pastas.



Example of Method

For years, I wanted to write a story called Lady Dainty. Lady Dainty was the name of a beauty salon I had gone to with my mother as a child. The name and experience always struck me as ironic for me, being neither lady nor dainty. I opened a file with the title Lady Dainty at least ten years before I wrote anything. Then about eight months ago, I decided I wanted to write this piece. What was my problem starting for all those years when, after all, I knew the story? That day, I decided to let go of expectation, that is, I wanted to write a piece called Lady Dainty, but maybe I was wrong that it was a story. Maybe it was some other form of writing, an essay, a poem. I let myself consciously be open to these possibilities. Then I decided to use an exercise, any exercise, to get past my conscious thinking, to my unconscious mind, going in the back door, so to speak. I quickly chose an arbitrary exercise that has worked successfully for me before. I made a list of words with a long ‘a’ sound. Here’s the initial list: came - faithful - grateful - hated - lame - made - maiden - name - nameless - pain - pained - painful - quaint - rain - reign - insane - sane - training - untrained - vain - vein - wavelength - zany. Here's an excerpt:

Lady Dainty

Part I

I guess you could say it was quaint and familiar terrain. Weekly, I’d go there with my mother for her transformation into a stranger. Now, of course, it’s dangerous for me to enter any salon with my long hair; stylists glance my way with cutting intentions they must restrain and I find the whole experience a little dangerous. Am I vain to refuse the possibility of change in my appearance or just afraid I’d be a stranger to myself? I keep plenty of anger from mother yanking my hair while brushing it. I hated her roughness. (etc.)



Evaluation

What are my goals as a teacher?

Ask yourself:

1. What am I going to do?

2. Why am I teaching it? Why am I going to do it?

3. How will I know I did it?

4. How am I going to use it in everyday life? What difference does it make in my life? Will this have an ongoing effect in my life?

What are my students’ goals?

Ask students:

1. “Do you want to continue with your education, your reading and writing? For work? Or just for fun?”

2. “How do you know you’re better in reading and writing skills?”

Measuring Improvement

· Length of writings--the more confident students become, the longer their writings become.

· Punctuation and spelling improve.

Students--

· Do you like this class? Why?

· Do you feel differently about yourself or writing since being in the class?

· Are you more confident expressing yourself?

· Do you feel more confidently about your writing?

· What would you like to do with your life? What are your hopes for your job?

· Are your writing and reading better? How do you know?

· Are you using this writing and reading in everyday life?

· Will this help on your GED?

· Why do you want to get your GED?

· Do you want to continue your education?



Closing

Writing is about telling the truth, and if we as teachers are going to encourage our students to write the truth, we have to be willing to hear, see and accept the truth, and the truth can be painful and hideous, wonderful or uncomfortable.

Classes in marginalized communities are a high percentage women of color, and/or low income women living in housing projects, the unheard, forgotten, invisible women of our society. People talk about these women as “they,” as if they are not individual women with faces and names and feelings and thoughts. “They” are we, and we are family, and I believe that’s where we, as teachers, start; not with “them,” but with Kosha and LaShanda and Tiffany and Barbara and Jeannie and Rosie and Kawanna and Renee and Holly and Ronald, one by one, until we account for all of them.

A crack addict murdered A’s daughter because she was a crack addict holding out on him. Now A’s raising her 5 grand children, alone. B is drinking because someone murdered her son in a drive-by shooting and she can’t bear to live. C’s husband is dying and her straight-A senior-in-high-school daughter has skipped school for 3 weeks. D never wanted to have kids, and now, at 19, has 5. E’s mother said she was stupid and threw her out at 14 when she got pregnant. The father of that child, a 40 year old man, said he would run his car over her if she ever told his identity. F’s babies are from her father. G’s father has fooled around with her since she was 6. H’s mother beats her. These are ABE (Adult Basic Education) students.

And now, let’s talk about dangling participles. That’s not very realistic. How about: “Write about when you were 4,” and when the student writes, “my brother and I lived with my mom my dad had done left a year elier cause of me,” instead of correcting the spelling and punctuation, you say, “Dad’s leave for all kinds of reasons. Even if he said that, it’s not true; it’s wrong. Four year old girls or boys are not bad. Children are taught to be bad.” You correct at a later exercise and sometimes, let your students write to express themselves, to be heard, be validated, understood, accepted, appreciated.

Ask your students to write, “If you could turn back time and be anyone, any name, choose any parents or any family member, who would it be?” Have students keep journals and write in their journals at the beginning of class for ten minutes each week, and at the end, too, time permitting.

For all people who feel they have nothing, think they have nothing, know they have nothing, they still have themselves, their voice, their writing. (Read Sapphire's Push, or Maya Angelou’s I Know Why The Caged Bird Sings or Alice Walker’s The Color Purple).

Summary

1. Build on strengths.

Remind each student that they have capabilities, and with practice and determination and help, they can succeed, no matter what happened before. Tell them, “We’re all good at something. We all have valuable stories to tell, valuable information to tell. We all begin as ordinary people, even Maya Angelou.”

2. Reinforce the positive

You, the teacher, take the class writings and correct the grammar and return them to the students to compare their drafts with your revisions.. “This is a great beginning. I know you can add more detail.” Or, “This is a great story. Now, let’s notice some of the mechanics.”

Suggest your students write on every other line; it’s easier for them and you to correct.

Helping them find their voice builds self-esteem. With self-esteem comes confidence, and with more confidence, anything is possible.



Suggested Reading List

Maya Angelou—I Know Why The Caged Bird Sings

Toni Morrison—The Bluest Eye, Beloved

Sapphire—Push, American Dream

Langston Hughes—Poems

Ruthie Bolton—Gal

Alice Walker—The Color Purple

Zora Neale Hurston—Their Eyes Were Watching God

James McBride—The Color of Water

Nathan McCall—Makes Me Wanna Holler

Lucille Clifton—Poems

Audre Lorde—Chosen Poems - Old and New

Toni Cade Bambera—Gorilla, My Love

Forrest Carter—The Education of Little Tree

Patricia Bell-Scott—Life Notes

John Edgar Wideman—Brothers and Keepers

Gloria Naylor—The Women of Brewster Place

Ntozake Shange—For Colored Girls, Sassafras, Cypres and Indigo

Nikki Giovanni—any poems or essays

Pearl Cleage—Deals With the Devil and Other Reasons To Riot

Dorothy Allison—Bastard Out of Carolina

Mary Karr—The Liar's Club

Natalie Goldberg—Writing Down the Bones, Wild Mind
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