BOOKS AND THE WORLD

Elizabeth Simmons-O’Neill

Written for Autumn 2002 English Department Showcase Event “The Most Important Thing(s) I Teach:” presentations by winners of the Department of English Distinguished Undergraduate Teaching Award highlighting the core of their teaching 10/24/02.

I:  INTRODUCTION

I’d like to begin by thanking the English Department for their support and for this opportunity to reflect, and thanking all of you for joining us this evening to consider what is important about teaching.   Many years ago, as a TA in this department, I received the Joan Webber Teaching Award.  My response to that first honor is a useful introduction to the “core” of my work:  my impulse was to find out about Joan Mallory Webber.  Who was this woman?  What had inspired a teaching award in her memory?   I discovered a beloved and deeply mourned colleague who taught “early” literature, as I often do.  She also wrote – in 1966 -- an article called “Vocation:  Literary Scholarship and Social Commitment.”

I am honored to echo Joan Webber’s own words:  “As teachers and students of literature, and as human beings, my colleagues and I are privileged to have a vocation that enables us to keep one foot in time and one in eternity…” (66).  The most important “thing” I teach – and what I most hope my students will learn – is this call to engage – individually and collectively -- in the complex relationship between academic tradition and social commitment, between the University and the communities within which it exists – in short, between books and the world.

II:  THE IWP

This understanding of what I do has been nurtured for the last 15 years by my work in the Interdisciplinary Writing Program, the IWP.  Several of my IWP colleagues are presenting our work at a conference down the street right now, or I’d have the pleasure of introducing you to Norman, Bob and Joan.  I am greatly honored to be able to introduce to you John O’Neill – wonderful IWP colleague and spouse—and Cathy Beyer, former IWP colleague, dear friend, now Director of the UWSOUL – the study of undergraduate learning – if you’d like to know what students come here hoping for and what they learn, give her a call.  

In our IWP writing courses, linked to lectures in other disciplines, we create learning communities where our students engage in – and debate – the way the linked discipline thinks, talks and writes.  IWP teachers work individually with every student, draft after draft: listening to them, encouraging them to one more revision, and always making it clear, wherever they are in their process, that they are worth our time.

The collaborative communities we create in our classrooms model the way we work with our colleagues across campus – from librarians like Theresa Mudrock, Glenda Pearson and Sandra Kroupa, to the faculty members and TAs in the departments where we link.  Through IWP I have worked with some of the great historians of this generation --  people like Mary O’Neil, John Findlay, Richard White and Robert Stacey – and also with some of the great historians of the upcoming  generation in TAs like Jen Seltz and Michael Reese.  This is a tremendous gift.  

IWP faculty members also meet regularly with the TAs and Acting Instructors teaching in our program.   In one of my mentor group meetings, a new TA was complaining about her students’ lack of preparation, their resistance to the obvious value of what she wanted to teach them.  Another TA leaned forward into our circle and said, “We are doing the work of democracy here.  We need to welcome every student into this conversation, and to really hear what they say.”   

III:  MEDIEVAL LITERATURE

This IWP model of truly engaging with students, with colleagues, and with academic traditions is also the core of my approach to teaching literature.

I was lucky enough, when I came here as a graduate student, that David Fowler’s medieval literature survey was the first course I took.  I am forever indebted to David -- and to wonderful teachers like Bob Stevick, Miceal Vaughan and Caroline Bynum – for introducing me to a complex world too many people still imagine as a “dark age” we’re well rid of.

Teachers of old books are in a funny position – we are custodians of an “English” tradition so distant from modern English that it is taught as a foreign language.  I teach my students history, show them films, play recordings of music, and read texts with them --  hoping to help them catch a glimpse of a distant past they can never truly enter – anymore than they can truly enter the mind of  the writer of a text written this morning. 

I often begin with the Anglo-Saxon poem The Ruin – as with all of the early texts I teach, I introduce at least part of this poem in the original:

Wratlic is thes wealstan;     wyrde gebraecon,

Burgstede burston,     brosnath enta geweorc.

Hrofas sind gehrorene,    hreorge torras,

Hrungeat berofen,     hrim on lime…

Heard gripe hrusan,     oth hund cnea

Wertheoda      gewitan.

Splendid this rampart is,   though fate destroyed it.

The city buildings fell apart,   the works

Of giants crumble.    Tumbled are the towers,

Ruined the roofs, and broken the barred gate…

And grit holds in its grip, the hard embrace

Of earth, the dead departed master-builders.

It matters to me that this poem is not lost.  There is, in student experience of those Old English half-lines and the power of those repeated consonants -- a window to a past from which a damaged manuscript has preserved,  for over 1000 years,  a meditation on the ruins of the Roman Empire in its barbarian outpost in England.   This poem reminds us that the world felt like it would end – and the survival of this poem reminds us that it didn’t.

Bob Stevick has recently given voice to the role of Hrothgar in the Chaucer Studio’s recording of Beowulf –  I imagine myself in the role of Wealtheow, Hrothgar’s wife, who exemplifies a medieval tradition of women as peace weavers, deeply aware of the human cost of war.  Wealtheow appears in the hall, bringing gifts and words of negotiation, hoping that Beowulf will be “lara litha,” “gentle in counsel”(1220) with her sons, hoping that through her words and actions, her family might survive.

When I circulated a petition last week by WOMEN UNITED FOR PEACE, this tradition of medieval women as peace weavers had become part of who I am.  “As women embracing life and peace,” the petition began, “we believe this is a defining moment….  We will either take our place in the family of nations … or continue down a terrible road of violence, unleashing the fury on generations to come.”    In circulating this petition I understood my place in the world, my social commitment, in part in the context of a female tradition in English over a millennium old.

We don’t need to import current concerns to see old books as significant to modern life.  In addition to preserving works of incomparable aesthetic power, the English language also preserves a history of invasion, conquest and colonial occupation, a history to which socio-linguistics, multiple literacies, and modern debates about language, gender, sexuality and the dangers of imperial power are not at all new.  

In examining the ways we encounter books and each other I am introducing students to the discipline of English studies – the disciplinary debates, the conversation into which they are invited by taking my course.  I am delighted when they see that there is a name for the ways of reading they find fascinating – the feminist approach, or new historicism,  for example.    But as my colleague Juan Guerra, one of my most inspirational teaching mentors, points out so clearly, when we welcome our students into the discourse of our disciplines, we must also welcome their own discourses – we are both teaching and expanding the complex conversations in which we participate as professionals.

For all of my students, I want my classroom to be a place where reading matters, where old books matter, and where they matter.  It is crucial that students who read Chaucer’s  Prioress’s Tale both wrestle with the text itself and its complex relationship to Chaucer’s sources and cultural contexts, and it is crucial that they feel free, and encouraged, to talk about the very medieval and very modern dangers of sentimentalized religious and national identity -- the dangers of persecution in a nation where religious, political and judicial authority are identical.  I am delighted when students like Terri Major go on to graduate study in medieval literature; I am also delighted when students take consolation in philosophy with Boethius, when they produce their own films of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (complete with green tux, green converse tennis shoes, and an annotated critical introduction), and when they discover that the “classical heritage” of English literature owes much to 12th century Spain -- “the ornament of the world” – a rich age of Muslim, Jewish and Christian cross-cultural life.  

As in all of my teaching, I am supported by amazing librarians like Sandra Kroupa, our book arts librarian, who values, as I do, the community of learners in my classroom, their engagement with the past through their physical contact with manuscripts, and their recognition that books come from communities, from people.  Books and literacy have been rare sometimes, Sandra reminds them, and are still inaccessible to some.  Books are beautiful and precious, and have been destroyed before in the name of political and religious control.  Books were once hand-lettered on the skins of dead animals, by the light of dim candles in cold rooms. Books were read and written and copied by women, as well as by men.  Books were printed on pages made from the clothing of plague victims.  Printing books cost people their lives.

Medieval literature matters to me as a tradition worthy of being preserved, and because in my classroom a community of learners becomes engaged with both the past, and the meaning of the past in the world of their multiple presents.

IV: THE COMMUNITY LITERACY PROGRAM 

This same attention to scholarship and social commitment, to academic discourse and personal engagement, is at the heart of my work as Director of the Community Literacy Program, the  “CLP” – the gateway page of our program web site is on one side of your handout for this talk.  One of the things I value most about this service-learning program is that it allows me, in the words of Jane Tompkins, to “cultivate wholeness” in my work with my students, their work with each other, and their work in the elementary schools. It is  inescapable to my students that their research-based learning matters when it has an immediate result in their volunteer work with a child who’s overjoyed to see them.  Last year my students contributed nearly 2500 hours to Seattle elementary schools – they are justifiably proud of this, and it’s also inescapable to them that they are learning as much as they teach.

After several years of being surprised by the level of student commitment beyond the quarter they were enrolled in CLP, I developed a program for head tutors – experienced students who serve as liaisons and mentor tutors for the next year’s CLP students. This circle of teaching and learning continues to expand: two of last year’s head tutors entered the Teacher Education Program this fall, and CLP alumni are now running a tutoring program at Eckstein Middle School, serving as mentor teachers for the program – and teaching my son’s second grade class.

Here are the words of 2 recent CLP students:

“The readings we did …helped put the experience in context in a way I had not expected.  This was a very self-reflective class (collectively and individually), unlike most college classes.  In service learning it seems very important to remain conscious of your biases, to continuously re-evaluate what you are doing and why” (Spring 2000 course evaluation).

 “This was one of the most valuable classes I have taken in my four years of college, also one of the most challenging, which is good….  And the human interaction was great.  From the instructor to the kids, I gleaned so much more from this course than any grade I will receive.  I felt like I was part of something important” (Spring 2002 course evaluation).

For me, the CLP also comes full circle in my own volunteer work. Following the tragedies of 9/11, my son’s first grade teacher, Cate Simmers, began a unit designed to give the children a sense of how they fit into the world.  As part of this curriculum she sent a note home asking if we’d like to share our families’ winter traditions.

I volunteered to talk about how our family observes Advent as a season of always renewed peace and light, and I shared a photograph of a manuscript -- one of the Old English Advent lyrics.  We talked about how books were made “in the old days,” and then -- you have no idea, or maybe you do by now, the joy I felt -- this classroom full of 6 and 7 year olds chanted along with me the opening lines of the lyric:

“Eala earendel,     engla beorhtast,

ofer middangeard     monnum sended,

ond sothfaesta     sunnan leoma,

torht ofer tunglas,     thu tida gewane

of sylfum the       symle inlihtes.”

O radiance, brightest of angels

Sent to men throughout the earth

And veritable splendor of the sun

Dazzling beyond the stars, you ever enlighten

Of your self every era of time.

But I still had a concern for this curriculum and these children and the world.  “Ramadan” was on the list, but when I asked Cate she said there were no Muslims in the class, no one who could speak from personal experience of a religion being daily vilified all around these children.

So I turned to the University of Washington, to my dear friend Elisabeth Mitchell, Director of International Programs in the Evans School of Public Affairs.  I knew that she worked with adults from around the world, here for the academic year through the Humphrey and Population Fellows Programs, and I knew that many of them came without their families.  “Elisabeth,” I asked, “Are there any Muslims among the Fellows who might like to talk to some first graders ?”  By the end of that day I’d heard from Dr. Munir Afridi, Principal of the Regional Training Institute for the Ministry of Population Welfare in Pakistan.  He was unexpectedly unable to return home to visit his 3 young sons because of world events, and he would be glad to speak with the children.  The photos of Munir and the children on the reverse of your handout will give you a sense of what happened next.  I read to the children about Islam, Ramadan and Eid ul Fitr.  We learned to greet Dr. Afridi, and the children made him a book of “Eid cards.” Two days later, as Munir and I drove from UW to the school, we talked about demographics, public school funding, access to education in Pakistan and America – and his anxiety that the children wouldn’t understand him because of his accent.   

As Munir entered the room the children greeted him in unison -- “Salaam aleichem!” – peace be unto you – “Wa aleichem salaam!”  he returned – and peace unto you.  There was a moment of silence, a pause in which he wasn’t quite sure where to begin.  And then Bethany’s hand went up;  “We’ll tell you our names if you want.”  Munir went around the room, greeted each child, and began a wonderful lesson on lunar calendars and the way children observe Ramadan and celebrate the Eid in Pakistan.  Nearing the end of our time together another hand went up.  “Why don’t you have Christmas?” asked Madison, in her wonderful literal 6 year old way.  Referring back to notes he’d made on the board earlier Munir reminded her  -- “This month the Jews will observe Hannukah, the Christians will observe Christmas, and the Muslims will observe Ramadan.  You celebrate Christmas and you are a good girl.  My son observes Ramadan and he is a good boy.  You are both good children – that is what matters.”  On the way back to campus, Munir said to me, “I didn’t think they’d be so – so – familiar.”  

Many people have argued that programs for international study are an important route to cross-cultural communication and understanding.  This sharing in room 5 of unfamiliar traditions in a newly complex world would not have happened without the children who were so ready to welcome their guest, without Munir who missed his sons so much, without the commitment of people like Elisabeth Mitchell to ensuring that the University is an intentional part of a larger circle of communities.   In fact, this particular circle kept expanding.  I took photos of Munir with the children that day.  When he got them in the mail, according to Elisabeth “He showed them to every Fellow.  He was THAT proud!”  And when Elisabeth went to a conference for administrators of international programs the next week, she took copies of those pictures.  When conference attendees said that they didn’t think community service would really WORK for international program  participants, she pulled out those photos and told the story of Munir and Room 5. The next week, when 7000 Muslims arrived at the Seattle Convention Center to observe the eid at the end of Ramadan, I went back to room 5 with the news article, just to be certain they really understood that Islam is not only the religion of wonderful people like Munir from Pakistan.

V:  Early Fall Start (“Constructing Seattle Communities”)

Finally, I’d like to tell you about my Early Fall Start class, the wonderful students in the final picture on your handout.  This class, filled with brand new freshmen, created writing portfolios analyzing the ways 3 Seattle communities are “constructed” – both how they develop over time in a complex of forces, needs and individual acts, and how we each “construct” an understanding of a place through our assumptions and the methods we use.  

This class of 21 included students born in Saudi Arabia, Hong Kong, Guam, Korea, Vietnam, India and many of the United States – with ancestors from Africa, Latin America and Europe among them.  The UW Study of Undergraduate Learning has found that students come here hoping for diversity --  which they also define in ways more subtle than ethnicity – they come here hoping to be changed, to engage in a community more inclusive than what they’ve know before.  

On the first day I asked my students to talk about experiences which had helped either to  build or to undermine a sense of community in their lives.  As you won’t be shocked to learn, race, ethnicity and religion were most often mentioned as both building and undermining community. The next day, at John’s suggestion,  I introduced Robert Putnam’s terms -- “bonding” and “bridging” social capital. Briefly, bonding is that which identifies us with each other, the shared traditions, identities and beliefs which make us comfortable together.  Bridging is the willingness to build community with those unlike us, and it is bridging that makes a classroom community, and a democracy, possible.  Bridging takes difficult, conscious, sometimes uncomfortable work – and it brings wonderful moments of connection, humor, and insight. 

Three weeks into the quarter, these students had developed working teams, researched and written joint papers using primary documents more typical of upper division work, and formulated arguments about the “construction” of their communities.  They had defined issues they wanted to know more about, and begun the process of contacting people  to interview.  They spoke to Bob Santos, Thomas Im, Nola Freeman, craftspeople and farmers selling in the Market, the Director of the Bread of Life Mission – they were unstoppable in their commitment to learning, to each other, and to understanding these communities.  I was inspired by their sense of engagement, and their quick awareness of the problems of low income elderly, of chronic homelessness, of gentrification, and of the ways in which the best of intentions can have unintended consequences.  I was heartened that they saw the powerful role of asset-based community development, of organizing and activism, the way one person can make a difference. 

Like all of my work at UW, this Early Fall Start course was a collaborative venture. I relied on the resources of our computer-integrated program space, and in addition to working with me, my students worked with Lorraine McConaghy of the Museum of History and Industry, and six UW librarians.  And I was supported at every stage of this project by the incomparable Ken Etzkorn, who runs Early Fall Start and should be running a lot more than that.  Already one EFS student, new to Seattle less than 2 months ago, has returned to the larger community in an internship at Wing Luke Museum.  I am very proud to be her academic sponsor.  

Returning  briefly to the students’ own voices, here are 2 comments from their portfolio letters: 

“Through the last four weeks, I have learned more about Seattle than living near here my whole life… By the third week I was very adventurous about my researching in Pioneer Square… Now, with the class ending and no more papers to write, I feel like this is almost a present.  I feel like a Seattleite now.”

“I realized how beneficial it was to have a diverse group.  Everyone could contribute.  Anthea was able to translate an interview in Chinese with an old woman in Hing Hay Park.  Salimah was able to translate the flyers written in Vietnamese for the group, and give us a better insight into the sense of community in the International District.  At the end of the first day I went home with a large appreciation for my group members … The class gave me a better understanding of what it means to be a good writer, and it also gave me a better understanding of myself.”

As these student comments demonstrate, I didn’t have to tell them that writing is a way of learning, that academic research can help them see more than meets the eye, that their own diversity is a gift, or that “bridging” social capital is valuable to their learning, as they saw it to be essential in the communities they studied.

VI:  CONCLUSION

My commitment to the vocation of teaching, and to the democratic culture it can help create, also “bridges” the personal and the professional.  I come from a family tradition of the love of learning and the responsibility of civic engagement.  My parents and my brothers – all of them amazing teachers and performers -- remain untiring in their dedication to the world – and to me.  I see this commitment in my husband -- a master of compassionate listening when his students are worried, a mindful instructor who helps them see why they might care about what they study.  And it’s a commitment I see in my children – whose joy in learning, and whose fundamental belief in both justice and the potential power of their own voices – have already changed their schools and their communities.

For several years I had the good fortune to teach writing links with historian Richard White, whose final lecture always brought students to the edge of their seats – “Precisely because we don’t have unlimited choices in America,” he argued, “the choices that we make are both precious and crucial.”    In the words of Martin Luther King, “Although social change cannot come overnight, we must always work as though it were a possibility in the morning.”   Whether I define my work as “professing in the contact zone,” “doing the work of democracy,” or keeping “one foot in time and one in eternity,”  I hope my students learn this simple “core” of my teaching – that what they learn here matters and that they matter – individually and collectively -- even if their potential for shaping their own lives or creating meaningful change may seem limited  (Wolff). I hope that their time in my classes will provide something they value from the tradition of the University, and that I can help them talk and listen to each other, seeking both to understand, and to examine critically, where we have come from.   I hope they will participate fully in communities where they value themselves and each other -- as inheritors of sometimes conflicting traditions, and as shapers of the world that is always coming into being. 
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