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- Past Into Present: Literacy'\ Th_r_ough- Life:Sto_ri‘es',_ . ”

| Durlng the.last decade the |mpact of the socraI sc|encesv on educatlyonal theory
_and pract|ce has been revolutlonary Anthropology, in- part|cuIar has changed the way:
-A,_-_‘;vln wh|ch educators vrew cIassrooms teachers students and Iearn|ng |tseIf : o
We now see cIassrooms as subcultures that requwe part|cular behavnors

trngurstlc patterns and m|nd sets for- members to succeed ‘We now see teachers as -

ethnographers who wnte descrlptlons of student behavrors dur|ng cIassroom pract|ces :

- Through the|r cIose attent|on to the|r students or, in. anthropologlcal jargon the|r

o |nformants they popuIar|ze the catch phrase' “teachers as researchers" Th|s cIose

L attentlon to student actrvnty and ab|I|ty has sh|fted the focus of the curr|cqum to- what 0 |

- '|s now termed "student centered" |
But the cIassroom as a subcuIture W|th the teacher as a researcher of student

centered currlculum provrdes no passrve p|cture of the process of observatlon and

. documentat|on AnthropoIog|sts are known as partlmpant observers in the: cuItures

'they study Wh|Ie they refra|n from affectlng the cuItures |n wh|ch they partncrpate they__'-j B |

- fdescrlbe Iearn|ng wh|ch |s |nformal prompted by exposure modeI|ng, and faC|I|tat|on _

on the part of. adults and observatlon part|C|pat|on and ownersh|p on the part of the

ch|Idren Thus, from their. view of the Iearnrng process educators now use. such S

' phr_ases as “teacher as facrlltator“ an_dv','student:. owner._shlvp__ :oflearnlvng .
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These sh|fted perspectlves in educat|on appear most promrnentIy |n the Iearn|ng of i

» ".Ilteracy We have accumulated a Iarge body of teacher anecdotes about. contemporary:'-;:_-” C

cIassroom I|fe However wrth these anecdotes we have aIso created a Iarge body of -

‘unf|n|shed I|fe stor|es We onIy know contemporary success stor|es After the o
ch|Idrens stor|es are wrltten we do not know what happens to the I|teracy Iearn|ng of
- these ch|Idren We onIy know wh|ch practlces have worked that day, that week or that»_.,'.v |

month We know noth|ng of the Iong-term effects of the pract|ces we are so busny

o documentlng To Iearn more we m|ght foIIow these ch|Idren |nto the future wrth

.- Iong|tud|naI studles focus|ng on the|r read|ng and wr|t|ng However we may aIso Iook o

- backwards at aduIts who were once ch|Idren
I wouId argue that we have a Iarge body of descrrptlve data on the Iearnlng of

I|teracy in: the blographles and autoblographles of wrrters The|r I|ves are r|ch fuII

e _ethnographles I wouId aIso argue that the|r stor|es are even more vaI|d than the

stor|es we are now coIIect|ng from ch|Idren in our cIassrooms The authors I|ves are

compIeted We know where the|r I|teracy exper|ences went For th|s one reason anne L

E -'the|r I|ves provrde more accurate lnslghts and better contexts for the process of
| ':I|teracy Iearn|ng over t|me :.,:" o “ | -

For this reason I des|gned a graduate course forteachers to work on the|r own
»wr|t|ng through the Iessons on. read|ng and wr|t|ng Iearned from the recoIIectlons of .
" well-known. authors Wh|Ie many authors were conS|dered in: my course for th|s |

presentat|on I wouId part|cuIarIy I|ke to contrast the I|ves of Eudora WeIty and James .
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Agee | wiII aIso 'discuss' what students experiencedrand.'produced‘ 'and in _their'own. |
_words share what they Iearned from exposure to retrospect|ves on I|teracy

The students were assrgned One Wr|ters Begrnnrng the recoIIectrons of the |

APuIrtzer Prrze-wrnnrng author Eudora WeIty about her chrIdhood in: Mrssrssrppr Eudora-.: S .

experrenced a nearly ideal I|teracy envrronment wh|ch wouId support her deveIopm entf B

as a wr|ter Her parents modeIed read|ng In part|cuIar her mother was an avrd

reader Eudora teIIs us that her mother ! read Drckens in: the sp|r|t in wh|ch she

. ;would have eIoped wrth h|m (WeIty, 1991 P 7) Moreover when her mother was a

g|rl her mothers parents beI|eved as many d|d at the t|me that Iong ha|r sapped a

" _ _ChlldS strength They offered. Eudoras mother goId earr|ngs to let them cut her ha|r

o She refused unt|I they offered her a compIete set of CharIes Drckens sh|pped up the ] . |

river |n a barrel to the|r home Eudora s mother valued these books even as. a marr|ed

) '.aduIt When Hier. own house was on fire, she cI|mbed on crutches wrth a: broken Ieg to PR

. the second floor threw the volumes out the. wrndow to her husband and only then
. jumped to safety herseIf Eudora knew when she saw the set of Drckens that the L

books were wa|t|ng ]ust for her

In add|t|on to. modeI|ng readrng and savrng her books for Eudora Eudora S mother- a |

- _introduced her~to,-read|ng by read|ng .anud to her. Eudora remembers.'

- l. Iearned that from the age of two or three that any room in our, house, -. :
-at any t|me of day, was there to read |n or to be read to My mother

B read to me. She'd read to me in the big. bedroom in the morn|ngs |

) when we were. in: the rocker together whrch trcked in: rhythm as we



rocked as though we had'»a cricket -‘accompanying-.the'story. She'd '
- read to me:in the d|n|ngroom on W|nter afternoons in front: of the coaI
|  fire, wrth our cuckoo cIock end|ng the story wrth 'Cuckoo and at n|ght .
' ".."when I'd got in- my own bed [ must have g|ven her no peace (WeIty, :
1991, p. 5). | T ST
B Given such |mmers|on in I|sten|ng to stor|es from books and the easy ava|Iab|I|ty of -
.books Eudora wanted to Iearn to. read and pract|ce read|ng herseIf She begged her L

parents to teach her the. aIphabet and her mother pressured the prlnclpal to take L

- Eudora |nto the IocaI grammar schooI when she was f|ve years oId When Eudora was o

o seven years oId she stayed out of schooI for nearIy a year for what the doctor caIIed

“fast beat|ng heart" She cred|ts th|s extended period of suIent read|ng in. bed. WIth the_-:‘- o |

_d|scovery of her own authors voice. She wr|tes
'j'Ever since | was f|rst read to then started read|ng to myseIf there S
:has never been a I|ne read that | d|dn't HEAFI As my eyes foIIowed
" the sentence a vouce was saying’ it erentIy to. me. It. |sn't my mothers . :
| - voice, or.the vorce of any person 1 can; |dent|fy, certalnly not. my own.. .
It is. human but |nward and.itis |nwardIy that 1 I|sten to |t It is to. me |
.' 'the voice of the story of the poem |tseIf My own words when I am
}_ at work ona story, I hear too-as’ they go, |n the same v0|ce that | hear.
Awhen I read in ‘books. When I wr|te and the sound of it. comes back to -
- my ears, then 1 act to make my changes I have aIways trusted th|s -

" -vo|ce (WeIty, 1991 Pp. 12 13)



c The readers voice aided Eudora S Ieap to her wr|ters vo|ce and the professron she

- chose when she grew up She wrote aImost echus|ver from I|fe srtuatlons She

remarns in her fam|Iy s MISSISSIppI home today and caIIs herseIf “a writer who came of

a sheItered I|fe“ (WeIty, 1991 P. 114) who chose to: I|ve at home to do her wr|t|ng |n a | C

- famllrar worId and never regretted |t (Prenshaw 1984 p 131)
James Agee s I|fe was at the oppos|te extreme of the emotronal spectrum My

- students watch the PBS vrdeotape of "Agee“ wh|ch ‘was nomrnated for an Academy R |

.- Award. In. th|s video, they Iearn about h|s I|fe through hrs own wrltrngs read anud and P

through |nterV|ews W|th fr|ends When Agee was a ch|Id in. Tennessee hrs father d|ed o

in- an auto accrdent en route to vrs|t h|s grandfather who had a sudden heart attack )

' The subject of h|s fathers death became the book A Death in the Famllv often

requrred in. freshman Englrsh courses H|s mother was extremer reI|g|ous and the two; _—

- -of them spent long summers |n reI|g|ous retreats He Ieft Tennessee to go to prep
schooI in. the Northeast and later to Harvard At Harvard he d|d a parody of T|me S

_ magazrne that so |mpressed Henry Luce he offered Agee a jOb after coIIege Wh|le

| 'lrvrng in New York Agee wrote for Fortune and was offered the assrgnment of a story 4. ) o

-.on white sharecroppers in Georgra From this venture he wrote Now Let Us Praise ' «' -

*"Famous Men which- won the Pulrtzer Prrze When Agee returned to New York John
: Huston touched by Agees |ns|ght |n a review. of one of h|s movres mvrted Agee to
jorn h|m in Callforma to wr|te the screenplay for the f|lm "The Afrrcan Queen

Throughout these adventures the nomadlc Agee I|ved on aIcohoI crgarettes, and

| -three-hours sleep. He _marrred three.tlmes;_and_ produced '_l|sts»of top|cs about»- whlch_to,'-";' e



| wr|te He never spent twenty-four hours wrthout wr|t|ng, yet he was never abIe to I|m|t-" "
his toprcs to produce the amount of wr|t|ng he wanted H|s th|rd wrfe observed that -
' "Wr|t|ng was I|ke a master in h|s I|fe He couldn't get away from |t " H|s own VIeW

‘ 'descrrbes an |mpossrble perfect|on He wr|tes “Noth|ng eIse hoIds me |n the same

- way: It is-a. horr|bIe def|n|teness an unheaIthy obsess|on If. I couId make it what |t o |

N ought to be. made I wouId not be human " He d|ed of a heart attack in-a New York

X Clty taxr at age 45

My students contrast the pIeasure d|sc|pI|ne and scope |n WeItys life to the Iack -

. of sat|sfact|on dlsc|pI|ne and scope |n Agees I|fe We taIk about creat|ve peopIe

:tortured art|sts and what |t means to become a wr|ter EventuaIIy, because we are
: _-teachers we taIk about wr|t|ng in cIassrooms We share exper|ences WIth wr|t|ng
_ process and book mak|ng and how S0 many ch|Id authors aIready decIare that they .
want to grow up to become wr|ters We wonder |f we are just|f|ed in encourag|ng
| young ch|Idren to write when thelr aduIt I|ves may be d|ff|cult as many of the wr|ters '
e -I|ves we are’ read|ng | |
| EventuaIIy, after our read|ng and taIk|ng, we dec|de to make our-own pIunge |nto | _4

wr|t|ng Our cIass bra|nstorms I|fe exper|ences about wh|ch we m|ght wr|te I wr|te

| ‘.'suggestlons on the board and then asa example choose one top|c and teII a story '4,"" - ; -

from my own I|fe Next a student chooses from our I|st of such top|cs as the vacat|on.~' :
from heII in- Iaws my f|rst day of teach|ng, ch|Idren ESP death ‘etc. and we teII each
other our stor|es By the end of the cIass the students have drafted one. exper|ence ‘

wh|ch they know they will eventuaIIy share wrth the cIass I hand out foIders in wh|ch I



o keep thei:r:.‘drafts. As“.the class :endsv t'h"ey write.a 'work'ing.t.i_tle "on."theirf-p_iece if t'he'_y- e
have not done S0.: IcoIIect the foIders ISR R R
' At the beg|nn|ng of the. Next cIass I wr|te the steps for-the cIass to foIIow on the

" 'board and pass out the|r foIders The students read the|r storles anud to a partner

o They onIy I|sten They do not exchange wr|tten stones The partner comments on the

e t|tIe beg|nn|ng, end|ng, and any pIaces where understandrng m|ght be d|ff|cuIt Next

) the students revrse and rewr|te based on the feedback from the|r I|sten|ng aud|ence

, _When the p|eces are rewr|tten so anyone can read them ‘the students exchange the|r _

.».wr|tten p|eces 1 dlstnbute ed|t|ng sheets We have d|ct|onar|es and grammars in cIass..‘:f'
| '.When the students are satlsfled after more- rewr|tes they form smaII groups to share a
, the|r storles The understandlng of the cIass is that we are poI|te and recept|ve Our
. goaI IS to make aII the storles sharper o |

The foIIowrng week the cIass srts in.a Iarge c|rcIe I br|ng tea and coffee and we

'have an authors party i have been wr|t|ng a story as weII | had a wr|t|ng buddy, I

c|rcuIated among students from week to week and I aIso am ready to share my story.ﬁ__"

The authors party is.a po|gnant cIass partlcularly in summer sessions when we meet' R

- every day For exampIe we have Iaughed at the many funny ways to get engaged

- _'and shared the extreme embarrassment of the br|de who turned at the aItar stepped :

on her tra|n and r|pped off the back of her wedd|ng gown |n front of an ent|re

o congregat|on of fam|Iy and fr|ends We have gasped at the story of the. camp p|tched Sl

|n th|ck fog at the edge of what' turned out’ to be a dangerous ravrne when the fog

lifted. We-have wondered: about the dead'aunt who helped_ her_nrece f|nd- -the'-aunts e o



.' _braceIet for the niece to wear for a ), New Years party We have shared the pass|ngs of‘ -

parents and grandparents, and Iearned the painful moment that one student had to

| _ ,stra|n over.a. hosp|taI counter to read ups|de down a physrcran s d|agnOS|s of her

Ieukem ia. As. she shared the story of th|s experrence W|th our: cIass she started to cry._. :

Her ne|ghbor|ng cIassmate gentIy took her. p|ece and f|n|shed reading it for her When

‘.the story was f|n|shed we all had tears in our. eyes The I|fe stor|es that we shared

had made us authors just as the I|fe stor|es of the more- famous had heIped def|ne g ‘- o

‘_ them as authors'and heIped- us. def|ne the|r authorsh|p- _

And SO. how did. the authors I|ves specrfrcally heIp us’) I ask the students th|s

questlon on the|r f|naI exam The|r observat|ons faII |nto two categor|es what they

,Iearned about wr|t|ng and what they Iearned to heIp ch|Idren wr|te F|rst about wr|t|ng, |

L they Iearn that wr|ters are b|g t|me readers and that they start to read earIy in I|fe

a Wr|ters often treasure the|r bond wrth a part|cuIar book. The|r read|ng |nsp|res them to' .-_j"- ;"-" |

wr|te They are: mot|vated by e|ther extremer posrtlve or extremer negat|ve I|fe

experlences They soon take controI of the|r literacy: Iearn|ng They have an: |ntense

'des|re to write; they can not I|ve wrthout dorng SO; they must wr|te every day

Second about children and wr|t|ng, the students Iearn that to heIp ch|Idren R

become wr|ters they must expose ch|Idren to good books They need to heIp ch|Idren
| become constant readers They can show them the benef|ts of wr|t|ng, and eprore I|fe e

o .experlences about wh|ch to wr|te They may suggest ways to handIe wr|ters bIock

and promote authorsh|p through book mak|ng or quency W|th Journal wr|t|ng They f|nd

‘the t|me |n class to Iet ch|Idren wr|te every day And |f any moment is. Ieft they can :



R

- now share with-the children their favorite stories. from the lives of authors.
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