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Editor’s Corner

The Spring Issue includes the second pair of 16 interviews that continues our “Principal Project” series highlighting out-
standing principals from schools both near and far. The interviews feature the responses of these administrators to seven 
essential questions that probe their deep understanding of school leadership.

In addition, four representative poems of sixteen highly respected and often anthologized American poets will be ex-
plored in this and coming issues with regard to their Intimations about their own mortality and their sense of nature’s 
powers. These will be contrasted with the poetry of earlier and highly celebrated English poets.

Joe Milner
Editor
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An Ancient Gesture
Rebecca Brown

One of the best reasons to study literature and art is to be reminded that most things are more complicated than they 
seem and that opposites can be equally true. Dickens said it well in his opening to his novel about the French Revolu-
tion, A Tale of Two Cities: “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of 
foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, . . . in short, the period was so far like the present 
period, that some of its noisiest authorities insisted on its being received, for good or for evil, in the superlative degree of 
comparison only.” His words resonate today. We mirror our nineteenth century counterparts. We find solace in recogniz-
ing our common humanity and welcome perspectives that broaden our understanding. 

The two pieces “An Ancient Gesture” by Edna St Vincent Millay and “Flag (Moratorium)” by Jasper Johns show us how 
our initial perceptions change upon closer examination.

Millay’s poem sets the story of Ulysses’ working his way home against the effect of the ten years on his wife, Penelope. 
Plagued by suitors who wish to acquire his throne, she had said she will marry one of them after she has finished weaving 
Ulysses’ shroud.

   An Ancient Gesture
 I thought, as I wiped my eyes on the corner of my apron: 
 Penelope did this too. 
 And more than once: you can’t keep weaving all day 
 And undoing it all through the night; 
 Your arms get tired, and the back of your neck gets tight; 
 And along towards morning, when you think it will never be light, 
 And your husband has been gone, and you don’t know where, for years. 
 Suddenly you burst into tears; 
 There is simply nothing else to do. 

 And I thought, as I wiped my eyes on the corner of my apron: 
 This is an ancient gesture, authentic, antique, 
 In the very best tradition, classic, Greek; 
 Ulysses did this too. 
 But only as a gesture—a gesture which implied 
 To the assembled throng that he was much too moved to speak. 
 He learned it from Penelope...
 Penelope, who really cried.

One can imagine the conversation when Ulysses returned home:
 
 Ulysses: That was the year I tricked the Cyclops. What did you do that year?
 Penelope: I wove, hoping for your return and protecting your throne from those who would take it.
 Ulysses: The next year, Circe changed my men in to pigs. What did you do that year?
 Penelope: I wove, hoping for your return and protecting your throne from those who would take it.

For ten years. “Aged wife” is the description Tennyson places on Penelope. He glorifies Ulysses’ setting off again to find: 

 . . . something ere the end, 
 Some work of noble note, may yet be done, 
 Not unbecoming men that strove with Gods.
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Millay turns our hero worship on its head. His wanderings will again put his kingdom in jeopardy, and he depends on Pe-
nelope to keep the home fires burning while he is out with the boys doing manly things.

Jasper Johns’ “Flag (Moratorium)” also takes an iconic figure, the American Flag, and makes a statement. Painted in 1969, 
the painting was commissioned by the anti-war Moratorium Marches that happened in the fall of that year. 

Johns’ flag depicts black stars on a bright orange background with the stripes alternating between black and camouflage 
green. In the center of the flag, there is a small white circle.

The painting can be read in at least two ways. 

The first way to interpret the work is to recognize it as a display of visual sleight of hand. When the viewer stares at the 
small white circle for about thirty seconds and then looks at a blank, white wall, the ghostly image of the USA flag in its 
red, white, and blue colors appears before it fades away. The phenomenon has something to do with eye rods and the 
retina and how we experience color. The image that appears is called “after image.” Johns shows us the transient, fragile 
nature of our iconic flag.

A second reading of the work recognizes it as the artist’s protest against the Vietnam War. The black (dark) stars give 
no light against the “agent orange” of their background. The black bars on the camouflage green likewise pervert the 
brightness of the purity and brightness of the usual red and white. The white dot (hole) in the middle suggests a flag that 
has been shot. The flag has lost its soul to something that is, in a word, sordid.

Both Millay and Johns take the familiar and reverse it, challenging the reader to see a known entity in a new and sharper 
way. Penelope is given little notice in the classic tale. She is, at best, a minor character. Millay reads that scant story with 
the eye of a woman, and in just seventeen lines, she makes us see Ulysses as an irresponsible trickster—and we remember 
suddenly that he was doomed to wander for the ten years because of his deceit and not his nobility. Likewise, Johns takes 
the United States flag that is usually venerated as a symbol of our country’s democracy and makes us see how that symbol 
can be tarnished with careless abuse and misuse of power. 
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Teaching Research
Melanie Huynh-Duc

In this issue’s column, I focus on three areas of marginalization in the high school classroom: the voices of poor, rural 
whites; the LGBTQ+ community; and ESL students.  It is my hope that by opening our eyes to the reality of our educational 
spaces, we as educators are able to improve the learning experience by making it more equitable for all. 

The ALAN Review: “Taking Out the Trash: Complicating Rural Working-Class Narratives in Young Adult Literature”
This article by Grice, Murphy, and Shanahan recently received the ALAN Nilsen-Donelson Award for the Best Article of 
the Year. It explores working-class voices in young adult literature. Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird, a heralded classic 
taught in classrooms today, features the Ewell family as the stereotypically poor, white antagonists who go against edu-
cated lawyer Atticus Finch and victimized African-American Tom Robinson. The Ewell family is “emblematic of the racist, 
misogynistic attitudes that plagued the South,” which has unfortunately “become an archetype for the rural, white work-
ing class” in literature (19).

Grice, Murphy, and Shanahan point out how poor, rural white characters are often the villains or comic relief, and the 
“students in our classrooms may view the plight of the poor as self-inflicted and deserved, thus distinguishing this group 
of marginalized people as deficit and open to derision” (19).

Therefore, “the teaching of texts…needs to change to reflect the types of students in our classrooms and the experiences 
and ideologies of the authors of the texts” (29).  This article underscores three recent works of adolescent fiction that 
alternatively provide students with well-rounded rural, working-class white characters and can be taught in the secondary 
ELA classroom: 

 • The Serpent King (2016) by Jeff Zentner
  o This novel features three friends growing up in small-town Tennessee who experience strained relation  
      ships with their fathers and must work outside of the home in order to help make ends meet. 
 • The Smell of Other People’s Houses (2016) by Bonnie-Sue Hitchcock
  o This novel features narration from four working-class characters in rural Alaska who love and struggle   
      in their landscape.  
 • Ramona Blue (2017) by Julie Murphy
  o This coming-of-age novel focuses on a Mississippi high school senior named Ramona who, while 
      exploring issues of identity and sexuality, must also work two jobs and help support her pregnant sister.

In each of the texts, “strong family bonds, the need to escape one’s hometown, [and] children as financial providers” are 
prevalent themes (23). Grice, Murphy, and Shanahan argue that by using one or more of these texts in the classroom, 
either on their own or in conjunction with classics such as To Kill a Mockingbird, teachers will be able to foster “an inter-
sectional, anti-oppressive approach to class equity” (23). Students who are rural and white and students who are not both 
benefit from this literature because it shows how “white, working-class people can exist in texts as more than comedic 
relief and that they are not defined by archetypal stereotypes of illiteracy and laziness” (28-29).

However, just reading these novels on their own is not enough—the way in which they are taught must also be taken 
into consideration. Grice, Murphy, and Shanahan encourage teachers to incorporate “class writing and discussions that 
explicitly ask students to critically question how people are represented in the text” (29). Furthermore, teachers should 
include inquiry-based lessons by allowing students to research the economic issues that impact the lives of people in their 
own communities.

Public Schools First NC: “LGBTQ+ Youth and Schools”
This article, published October 2018, discusses how “there is still much work to be done” for the acceptance of the 
LGBTQ+ community in schools. When queer students report higher rates of low self-esteem, depression, and substance 
abuse—and when suicide rates and attempts among LGBTQ+ youth are more than double compared to heterosexual 
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peers—“providing support to this vulnerable population should be a priority.”

This article provides the most recent data about LGBTQ+ students, which should be eye-opening to educators:

 • 95 percent reported difficulties falling asleep
 • 41 percent reported receiving counseling services to address sadness or depression
 • A majority of students reported experiencing “negative and even hostile environments” at school 
 • 70 percent reported being bullied, and yet only 19 states and D.C. have “enacted anti-bullying laws to protect  
    LGBTQ+ students”

Therefore, this article stresses the importance of educators providing “vital support” to this marginalized group because 
“a teacher may indeed be the only source of support some of these students have.” 

Here are the following steps that teachers can implement to improve the encouragement of queer students at school:
 1. Provide safe spaces and set clear guidelines for classroom behavior
  a. In addition to espousing “kindness and empathy” in the classroom and school environment, teachers   
      can establish “clear and inclusive policies” that enable LGBTQ+ students to feel safe
   i. This includes “zero-tolerance bullying” policies which prohibit “anti-LGBTQ+ and gender-
      related putdowns,” just like any other type of harassing or bullying, and using “missteps as   
      teachable moments” by addressing such negative language

 2. Be a “visible advocate for LGBTQ+ inclusion and equality” by serving as an ally, and therefore a role 
     model, to students
  a. This includes identifying the classroom as a safe space; for example, posting a “safe zone” sticker s  
      somewhere visible in the class
  b. Discussing LGBTQ+ role models in class. One source to find information is 
      https://lgbthisotrymonth.com/resources.  

 3. Use representative texts and lesson plans
  a. This has been a challenge, as reported by Amanda Haertling from the University of Iowa in her 2013   
      article, “Language Arts Teachers’ Resistance to Teaching LGBT Literature and Issues.” 
   i. According to Haertling, teachers report feeling a lack of appropriateness for including LGBT   
      texts: “LGBT issues did belong in school, but not in the language arts classroom (173). 
      Other participants suggested that “discussing issues related to sexuality will evoke conflict or  
                  exacerbate preexisting tensions” and that “teaching LGBT issues and texts” would only work   
      “in an ideal world” (175).
   ii. Therefore, Haertling recommends the book, Acting Out! Combating Homophobia through   
                   Teacher Activism (2010) to provide “authentic stories of real language arts teachers and 
        teacher educators doing the challenging work of becoming activists and allies” because in 
        order to encourage reluctant teachers to incorporate anti-heterosexist literature, “they need
        to see examples of real teachers doing ally-work and successfully teaching LGBT texts and   
        issues in their classrooms” (178).
  b. Scholastic Magazine recommends several LGBTQ+ titles for various age-appropriate levels: 
          https://www.scholastic.com/teachers/blog-posts/john-depasquale/2017/Create-Inclusive-Affirming-
      Schools-for-LGBT-Students/
  c. The Committee of the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, and Transgender Round Table of the American Library   
      publishes an annual “Rainbow List” of texts, which can be accessed here:
   https://glbtrt.ala.org/rainbowbooks/rainbow-books-lists
  d. NCTE member Mollie Blackburn also recommends several texts she has used in her English classroom,
      which can be found here: http://www2.ncte.org/blog/2016/06/using-literature-advocate-queer-kids-
      potential-allies/ 
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 4. Finally, address concerns with administration.
  a. Lobby for LGBTQ+ inclusive training for staff
  b. “Educate staff and students about rights for LGBTQ+ students.” Many are unaware of the laws 
       protecting LGBTQ+ students and staff, and resources can be found on the ACLU’s website.

English Journal: “Reading, Writing, and Belonging in the ESL Classroom”
 
In this journal article from January 2019, authors Genova and Stewart present a three-month unit that teaches literacy 
through a focus on the “rich experiences” of students’ lives and stories (34). A typical textbook literacy curriculum—one 
that focuses on, for example, the Egyptian pyramids—often fails to engage ESL students because they struggle to con-
nect to the material. When the curriculum positions students “as the expert” (37), it generates their interest and enables 
them to “further their English acquisition” (34). 

Genova and Stewart tested their “My Life: My Stories” unit in an ESL classroom with 37 students from seven different 
countries. However, whether you have one ESL student mainstreamed in a regular-education class or a classroom full of 
newcomers, this philosophy of providing ample, diverse literature for “research, independent reading, and inspiration for 
their writing” ultimately encourages students to “write about their lives and then share that information through speak-
ing” (36-37). 

In addition to improved English language skills, the teachers’ goal for the ESL students was to show them that they “cared 
deeply about them and wanted to learn more about what made them unique” (38)—an ideal all teachers should espouse.

Genova and Stewart designed their unit based on five “ingredients” for language learning: 1) comprehensible input (print 
text and oral language); 2) pushed output (writing); 3) negotiated interaction (low-risk oral sharing); 4) attention to lan-
guage code (grammar study); and 5) a positive attitude toward the second language. 

1) For comprehensible input, Genova and Stewart found 88 “visually rich texts” about the “homelands represented by the 
classes” (35). These texts included the following:
 • Brazil ABCs by David Seidman and Jeffrey Thompson
 • René has Two Last Names by René Colato Laínez and Fabiolo Graullera Ramírez (El Salvador)
 • M is for Myanmar by Elizabeth Rush
 • My Diary from Here to There by Amanda Pérez and Maya Gonzalez (Mexico)
   (For a complete list of the books, see page 36 of the article.)

2) Pushed output encourages ESL students to respond to their reading to “facilitate the production of authentic English 
through oral and written forms” (37). Graphic organizers helped the students scaffold their writing in English and helped 
them share their responses with each other aloud.

3) Negotiated interaction provides “low-risk opportunities” for the students to engage in English conversation through 
partners or small groups. For example, using a “Country Poem” template, students wrote what their country sounds like, 
tastes like, smells like, looks like, and how it makes them feel, which led to a dialogue among students where they freely 
expressed the homelands that they missed so much (38).

4) Attention to the language code helps improve students’ writing and speaking in English so that it is comprehensible 
to others. By providing sentence stems such as, “I felt ____ when I found out we were moving because ______,” and by 
focusing on one error at a time when correcting writing, the teachers were able to encourage the students’ language 
production rather than inadvertently shutting it down (38).

5) Finally, to help develop a positive attitude toward the second language (English), students were encouraged to share 
about their lives through their own stories and structured poetry. Genova and Stewart wrote that “we wanted to create 
a classroom that celebrated their rich cultures” (38). By valuing the students’ presence in the United States, “our hope 
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was that students would develop a positive attitude about learning English…to communicate who they are and everything 
they have to offer” (39).
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Writers’ Words
Lucy Milner

The Writers’ Words feature offers snippets from the writing of miscellaneous observers who have something evocative to 
suggest to educators (particularly those of English language and letters) and their students. We have heard from teachers 
who have used these fragments as prompts for essays and as inspiration for aspiring and reluctant readers and writers. In 
this issue again, we add descriptors for writers who might be less familiar than the better-known writers we include. Most 
will recognize George Raymond Richard Martin as the American fiction writer of Game of Thrones. Here we quote from 
his earlier book, A Dance with Dragons (2011). We hope you will also enjoy hearing from English, French, and Russian 

writers as well.

“If you want to work on your art, work on your life.”

     Anton Chekhov (1860-1904) 

“Sit down and put down everything that comes into your head and then you’re a writer. But an author is one who can 
judge his own stuff’s worth, without pity, and destroy most of it.” 

     Colette (1873-1954) 

“The relationship between poet and reader is a touching of hands in the dark.”

     C. Day Lewis (1904-1972)

“Poetry is life distilled.”

     Gwendolyn Brooks (1917-2000)

“Just the knowledge that a good book is awaiting one at the end of a long day makes that day happier.”

     Kathleen Norris (1947- )

“A reader lives a thousand lives before he dies,” said Jojen. “The man who never reads lives only one.”
     
     George R. R. Martin, (1948- ) 

“I read books to read myself.”
     
     Sven Birkerts (1951- ), essayist and literary critic 

“If you have a story to tell, the most important thing is the story, not the form you use to shape it.”

     Patricia Smith (1955- ), poet
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Principal Project: Interview with James Smyth
Rachel Adjami

James Smyth was the principal of Southfield-Lathrup Senior High from 1965 until 1993, which was a suburban public 9-12 
school until its closing in 2006. At its largest, the school had 2,400 students who from its opening to its closing, became 

increasingly multiracial as years passed.

1. When hiring a new teacher or staff member what particular qualities do you look for? 

Well I had a little different approach with the hiring of anyone for the school. The department made the recommendation 
to me, so among themselves they set up a small committee of math teachers for example if it was a math teacher, and 
then reviews would be held, and I would accept their recommendation. 

2. How do you engage all stakeholders in articulating the school’s mission and how do you resolve conflicts that 
occur between your vision and that of others? 

My approach was clearly that the teachers were the most important people in the building. If there was good harmony and 
good operation with the teachers, things went well. I did everything possible to make certain that teaching could go on 
in its best ways. I knew my job was to make teaching go as well as it could go, so that was the way I operated with how I 
dealt with the staff, built relationships with the staff, and continued that relationship as the programs continued.

If there was conflict, I would pull together the teacher leaders and we would meet and talk. That is how most of our con-
flicts were resolved if that was necessary. Sometimes conflicts didn’t involve teachers so I did the same kind of operation 
with the administrators or whatever staff members were appropriate for that concern.

3. What are the most significant challenges you face in leading your school?

One of the main concerns that came up at one time was when a large enrollment of Chaldean students started enrolling 
in our school. That resulted in us working well with both the families and the staff to understand that there were students 
who were coming in that were significantly different than when we had originally opened the school. The same was true 
when our first black students started enrolling. That created a situation that was new to many teachers because they had 
been isolated from the situation as Detroit was basically all black schools and our school at the original time was an all 
white school. It caused a lot of effort to keep everyone clearly understanding of how best to accept different kinds of 
cultures and we worked on that a lot.

4. Where do you draw support for meeting the challenges you face in leading the school? 

The support came from the staff. I had complete trust in the staff. We met weekly with the leaders of each department and 
when there were problems we tried to work them out. Whether they were scheduling problems, behavioral problems, or 
problems outside of the school, I knew that staff support was 100% necessary and I continued to work with them.

5. How do you make a positive difference in the lives of students who struggle in school? 

We had special programs that we tried to work out to help the students having difficulties in school. And some of the 
programs we did included a group of teachers who were set up and that group worked with those students in a program 
to assist the students. It was always a difficult problem with that. We had lots of strong students for a number of years and 
that somewhat diminished when the movement came when people started moving further north and the racial makeup 
changed. That was difficult on both the students and the teachers and we continued to talk about that in meetings and in 
services that were scheduled for all of us. 
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6. How do you lead an ambitious reform effort and sustain it over time?

That’s a difficult task. I knew as principal I was not the leader in curriculum but I was the leader in applications and how to 
put into effect through curriculum. We clearly put the staff in charge and had them work carefully with those that needed 
to be involved, including the administration, and that was always a chore that was led by different teacher leaders. I had 
lots of different teacher leaders that were strong individuals.

7. How do you define leadership and in what way do you see yourself as a leader?

That’s a tough question. I had a very good relationship with a vast majority of the staff and students, both the teaching 
staff, the custodial staff, the cooking staff. I saw myself as requiring to keep a good relationship with all of those people 
and I did that by being accessible all the time. I spent very little time in my office. There were four administrators, and I, 
as an administrator, as a principal, took one quarter of the discipline and every day, the first or second hour, I would walk 
the schools with the discipline reports and deal with the students in an office so that the teachers knew I was taking care 
of the situations that they were concerned about. I did the same thing with all the staff whether they were teachers or 
custodians. I visited the school, walked the school constantly. I spent lunchtime for the students in the lunchroom being 
about and being seen by the teachers and the students. I built a relationship over the years so that they trusted me and 
what I was doing and knew I was treating them in a way that they deserved to be treated.

I gave every staff member in the school a birthday card from me every year on their birthday. We had social events that 
honored all the different staff members for different things. I was building the relationship that they respected what I was 
doing, and I respected what they were doing. That built up over the 25 years that I was principal. Wandering the school 
to see the students, to see the teachers, and going to the classrooms, built a case of trust that a vast majority of all the 
staff members had confidence in me and I had confidence in them. I was honest with them when there were problems, 
and they were honest with me when I had problems.

I think leadership is basically having trust and faith in the individuals you are working with and not taking a superior posi-
tion, but being part of the team. You’re there for them when they need assistance in any way and likewise, if you’re a good 
leader, you can trust them to help you when you need assistance. 

Wrap Up: Of these 7 questions what’s the most important for you as you think about your school and your leader-
ship?

Question number 7. It was a new school when we opened it. I had never been an administrator in a building and so we 
started out together and I think everyone when we started out saw us as a team. Not that I was in charge, but that I was 
there to facilitate what they needed to do. We did a lot of things that worked and we did a lot of things that didn’t work 
but the trust that had been built up and the positive relationships with the staff that even now after, going on 26 years of 
being retired, I still have a list of all the teachers who retired and I communicate with them with any information that so-
and-so is sick or so-and-so passed away or any good news that I’ve heard. That relationship has continued and that’s the 
biggest thing is the trust and respect that everyone had for each other. 

I think the biggest thing you can do as an administrator is to keep a good, positive relationship with the people that are 
working and respect them but also be willing to take the criticism, which I took from time to time and that worked both 
ways. The hardest thing I ever did in my life was retire. The most difficult decision I ever made was to retire because of how 
I felt with the teachers and the kids. I had a reputation that I knew every kids’ name and school. I think it’s so important 
that everyone recognize that the teachers and the staff are the most important people. If they’re happy and going well 
then everything is going to work as well as it can. 

Rachel Adjami, who interviewed James Smyth, agreed that question #7 about leadership was the most important question because 

Smyth consistently placed an emphasis on building trusting relationships with all of his staff. Smyth’s definition of leadership and how 

he saw himself as a leader was focused on fostering an environment of mutual respect which was evident in all of his answers. 
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Principal Project: Interview with Kelly Dowdy
Joe Milner

Kelly Dowdy is principal of Elon Park Elementary a suburban public pre-K-5 school with a mix of 1,100 students who are 
multilingual, multiracial, require free and reduced lunch, and have a variety of special needs. 

1. When hiring a new teacher or staff member what particular qualities do you look for?

I look for prospective teachers and staff who possess knowledge of developmental appropriateness for children. Our 
teaching standards are pretty rigorous, but they can be implemented in inappropriate ways if we’re not careful. I want 
teachers who love children and can make their learning fun while also aiming for lofty standards. I focus on literacy content 
and best practices. I value data that demonstrates effective practices, but a basic understanding of children and how to 
teach them in the classroom must undergird this knowledge. We have a young staff so we do a lot of hiring. That means 
lots of babies, so we are constantly hiring and pushing this goal or standard to the test.

2. How do you engage all stakeholders in articulating the school’s mission and how do you resolve conflicts that 
occur between your vision and that of others?

Teacher stakeholders need to be heavily involved. I think that of the three components of our school mission, resolving 
conflicts together, is probably the most important. Teachers need to be challenged to keep things student centered by 
always pointing back to our joint vision. Like close reading, reading the vision statement over and over again helps be-
cause different words stand out that support the different ways we attempt to do important things. Statements can often 
be vague, so pinpointing those crucial words gets us to look closely at a year’s growth so we can use data to demonstrate 
success for every student. 

Parental stakeholders need to be sure that I am always being transparent with them. The reason we do this is because 
I want to keep communication open and honest. We have a weekly newsletter and our aims are highlighted there. We 
make sure we keep the message consistent and clear. We continually communicate in a very kid-centered way for our kid 
stakeholders. I am relatively new to this school, so I have not met with conflicts over my vision for the school.  In fact, there 
is a strong focus across the district on literacy, so because I am a literacy teacher, this district timing is well-aligned with 
my own leadership priorities and style.

3. What are the most significant challenges you face in leading your school?

The challenges we face begin with the size of the school: 1,100 students is a lot of kids and this size requires a lot of 
teachers and staff.  So communication is important. I often ask myself: Do my words match my actions? I also try to protect 
teachers’ instructional time. So again, I ask myself: Do I do that? I attempt to make my communication clear and brief: 
Memos, faculty/staff meetings, and sending messages through other staff.

4. Where do you draw support for meeting the challenges you face in leading the school? 

I draw support from a strong network of principal friends and mentors. I depend on reflective conversations such as “What 
would you do if this happened in your school?” I am open to feedback at all levels from my Assistant Principal  (like a 
co-principal to me) to teachers to staff. I learn a great deal from discussions with our superintendent about both large and 
small matters. The district also hosts monthly meetings of all principals and supports a new principals’ monthly support 
group and visits to each other’s schools. 

5. How do you make a positive difference in the lives of students who struggle in school?

Mortimer Adler has been a big influence on my thinking here. Adler believes that the best education for the best is the 
best education for all students. I believe that. If learning is good for one subset of students, it is good for everybody,
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though the structure may look different. Scaffolding and social/emotional support are critical. 

Students emotional and physical safety needs must be met before we meet academic needs. This is hugely important 
in the schoolhouse at present. And, as the years go on, the need for emotional support grows even more important. It’s 
always a critical matter.

6. How do you lead an ambitious reform effort and sustain it over time?

The reform effort is extremely important. I just presented at the Paideia National Conference where I talked about the way 
we introduced Paideia concepts at my first school before coming to Elon Park Elementary. Instructional practices were 
central to my earlier work and to my tenure at Elon Park. I believe the strongest asset of those practices is a set of core 
values and common beliefs: The “why” or the reason for coming to work as teachers is to raise kind, caring, compassion-
ate students.

We then explore inclusive practices for all children and articulate our aims for students, teachers, and even parents.  How 
do we get kids to talk to each other and think about values, and even disagree respectfully?  Paideia fits this aim perfect-
ly.Our school is twelve years old and has an incredible staff that has never been satisfied with the status quo. They are 
constantly reflecting and growing as teachers. The school had established academic readiness, but had never articulated 
its core values. Teachers and staff were standing on the edge of the pool, so the next step was natural and easy. All were 
ready to talk about core beliefs: What do we want for our children? 

7. How do you define leadership and in what way do you see yourself as a leader?

I think I would define teaching as being a servant leader. I think schools should be student-centered, because that is the 
right decision for children, but also teacher-centered because we need to support those who are on the front lines of 
work each day. We must make school a safe and happy place for students and teachers. These are my goals for being the 
leader of our school.

Wrap Up: Of these 7 questions what’s the most important for you as you think about your school and your leader-
ship?

I believe the questions focused on leadership were most important for me. I try to hire teachers who are genuine and 
authentic and I try to model that genuineness and authenticity in my leadership. If that’s not true then we’re not able to 
create an environment to make anything work or stick at our school.
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Film Review: Crash (2004)
Brianna Brown

In the wake of toppled Confederate statues, “Unite the Right” rallies, and viral videos of “BBQ Becky,” “Permit Patty,” 
“Pool Patrol Paula,” “ID Adam,” it’s clear that issues surrounding race relations in the United States are not a thing of the 
past. And, unfortunately, according to a 2017 study conducted by the Southern Poverty Law Center, it’s also becoming 
clear that our schools, which should be a part of the solution, may in fact be contributing to the problem. For example, the 
study, which focused on how slavery is taught in schools, found that while the vast majority of teachers (over 90 percent) 
claim to feel “comfortable” handling the topic of slavery, 58 percent of them also reported that their textbooks were “in-
adequate,” and their open-ended responses actually indicated a “profound unease” around the topic1. We must create 
and value the time and space for conversations about our “Hard History” (as the SPLC calls it) if we want our students to 
be equipped to handle our problematic present. 

The award-winning film Crash (2004) can be a valuable resource for the teacher who is looking to create the time and 
space to help students begin tackling difficult conversations about race. The film examines the lives of several LA residents 
over a period of three days, which is all it takes to see how easily misconceptions, misinterpretations, and missed opportu-
nities can lead to tragedy. The diverse cast of characters allows the film to confront the implicit biases that permeate even 
seemingly innocuous interactions. While it may appear they are living completely disparate realities, it becomes clear by 
the end of the film that the characters’ lives are all interdependent—a microcosm of our increasingly solitary but global-
ized world. A warning: the film is rated “R” due to inappropriate language (lots of it, including many racial slurs), violence, 
and a few scenes involving sexual content. One scene involving sexual assault is particularly disturbing. Because of this, 
the film will be most appropriate for a Secondary audience. If you have trouble getting approval for the film as a whole, 
many individual clips could also be effective conversation starters. Several of the texts below (such as The Absolutely True 
Diary of a Part-Time Indian and The Hate U Give) may be more appropriate in a middle grades classroom.

General Discussion Questions (no spoilers!)

1. Have you ever been a victim or perpetrator of stereotyping? Describe a time when someone made an incorrect assump-
tion about you or when you made an assumption about someone else.
2. What are some examples of assumptions/stereotypes that you noticed in the film?
3. Some critics argue that the film reinforces stereotypes rather than breaks them down. Do you agree with this evalua-
tion? Why or why not? 
4. Which character(s) or situation(s) did you relate to most in the film? Why?
5. Which character(s) or situation(s) did you find least sympathetic? Why?

Suggested Pairings & Conversation Starters

The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian by Sherman Alexie
American Born Chinese by Gene Luen Yang
Americanah by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie
Between the World and Me by Ta-Nahesi Coates
“Black Men and Public Space” by Brent Staples
Blindspot Implicit Association Test (Harvard)
The Bluest Eye by Toni Morrison
The Hate U Give (2018)
The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas
How Does It Feel to Be a Problem? by Moustafa Bayoumi
Invisible Man by Ralph Ellison

1Teaching Hard History. Southern Poverty Law Center, 2018, p. 9, Teaching Hard History.
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“Most Americans say race relations are a major problem, but few discuss it with friends and family” by Eugene Scott
RACE - The Power of an Illusion (PBS video series)
The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down by Anne Fadiman
White Fragility by Robin DiAngelo
“White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack” by Peggy McIntosh
When They Call You a Terrorist by Patrisse Khan-Cullors and Asha Bandele
Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria? by Beverly Daniel Tatum

More Resources for Teachers

“25 Mini-Films for Exploring Race, Bias, and Identity with Students” by Michael Gonchar (The New York Times) 
“Examining Your School’s Climate” (Teaching Tolerance - Professional Development)
“First Encounters with Race and Racism: Teaching Ideas for Classroom Conversations” by Jennie Spiegler (The New York 
Times)
For White Folks Who Teach in the Hood...and the Rest of Y’all Too by Christopher Emdin
“Teaching Hard History: American Slavery” (Southern Poverty Law Center and Teaching Tolerance)
“Teaching While White” by Molly Tansey (Teaching Tolerance)
“Test Yourself for Hidden Bias” (Teaching Tolerance - Professional Development)
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Posts

The Art That Rankled Ivanka
Katie Womack

Journal/Book Title: The Week
Source: The Week
Publication Date: February 22, 2019

Basic Concept:  
This brief article describes a performance art piece, Ivanka Vacuuming, by Jennifer Rubell, recently on view at Flashpoint 
Gallery in Washington, D.C., and Ivanka Trump’s response to the work of art. The work involves a Trump look-alike wearing 
a pink dress and heels vacuuming a hot pink carpet upon which visitors to the gallery are invited to throw breadcrumbs. In 
response, Trump tweeted that “Women can choose to knock each other down or build each other up. I choose the latter.” 

Commentary: 
Jennifer Rubbel responded to Ivanka Trump’s tweet by inviting her to view the piece, alone, without “the media circus that 
has formed around it.” Not surprisingly, Ivanka Vacuuming has indeed received a significant amount of media coverage, 
along with much discussion and critique. Among the points raised are the obvious symbolism used in the work, the artist’s 
own privileged upbringing, and messages about feminism, contemporary womanhood, and femininity. Likewise, many re-
sponded to Ivanka Trump’s tweet by questioning her record on building up other women, citing issues such as the removal 
of children from their mothers at the southern US border and the working conditions for the women who manufacture her 
clothing line. The artist sums up the work with a disheartening reflection on human nature: “Here’s what’s complicated: we 
enjoy throwing the crumbs for Ivanka to vacuum. That is the icky truth at the center of the work. It’s funny, it’s pleasurable, 
it makes us feel powerful, and we want to do it more. We like having the power to elicit a specific and certain response. 
Also we know she’ll keep vacuuming whether we do it or not, so it’s not really our fault, right?” 

Quotations:  
“Someone has finally goaded Ivanka Trump into acting like her father.”

“The ‘really disturbing’ thing about Ivanka Vacuuming is this: It treats household cleaning as belittling labor and invites 
gallery visitors to take glee in forcing a woman to perform it.”

Driving Questions: 
1. Rubell has stated, in reference to this piece, that “Art can offer a truth that politics can’t.” What truth do you see in 
Ivanka Vacuuming or other works of art, music, or writing with which you are familiar? Do you believe politics offers any 
form of truth? 

2. If you had the opportunity to view this work in person, would you throw crumbs for the Ivanka stand-in to vacuum? What 
if the woman vacuuming did not represent Ivanka? 

3. Viewer participation is a key part of this work of art, though viewers could also experience it through a nightly live-
stream.  How do you think the experience differs for those viewing the piece in person versus those viewing it via live 
stream? 
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Juvenile Sentencing and Second Chances
Thea Smith

Journal/Book Title: “Rethinking Juvenile Sentencing: Embracing Reforms and Second Chances”
Journal/Book Author: Adapted by Newsela staff, Christian Science Monitor
Source: Newsela
Date Published: January 03, 2019

Basic Concept: 
Currently, the United States and Somalia are the only countries in the world where persons under the age of 18 can re-
ceive life sentences without the possibility of parole. However, in 2012, the United States Supreme Court ruled in Miller 
v. Alabama that the required sentencing of youths to life without parole violates the Eighth Amendment of the United 
States Constitution. Other states have reconsidered this sentence since the ruling.  This article urges readers to consider 
the potential detriment bestowed upon incarcerated youth (and, ultimately, society) versus the effectiveness of restorative 
justice options such as therapy and treatment centers.

Comment: 
The issue of juvenile sentencing of life without parole requires the law to consider and measure one’s threat to society 
and the potential success rate of rehabilitation for offenders. Many argue that this punishment is cruel and unjust because 
the brains of adolescents are not fully developed until age 25; since the Miller v. Alabama ruling, states are considering 
the influence of immaturity, inexperience, and impulsivity on adolescent behavior. By denying incarcerated juveniles the 
opportunity to reform, what does that reveal about our nation’s vision, morals, and sense of justice?  In the United States, 
juveniles cannot purchase items such as alcohol or lottery tickets, but they can be sentenced to serve life in prison. Since 
the Miller v. Alabama ruling, numerous states have recognized the developmental differences between youth and adults.

Quotations:
“The youngest offenders have less responsibility and greater prospects for turning their lives around.”

“The shift comes as part of a movement that pushes away from incarceration in the juvenile system. It focuses instead on 
second chances, as more is learned about how young minds develop until age 25.”

“Young people in general are entitled to fairness and opportunities to reform.”

Driving Questions:
1. Under what circumstances should juveniles be charged as adults in the criminal justice system?

2. Is a life sentence without parole ever necessary or appropriate for persons under the age of 18?

3. How does denying reformation opportunities to incarcerated youth impact our society?

Allied Texts:
The 57 Bus by Dashka Slater, The Little Book of Restorative Justice by Howard Zehr, Juvenile in Justice by Richard Ross, 
“New York Forgets Its Juvenile Lifers” (2018)
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Call for Articles and Posts

 Notes on American Letters is an online quarterly journal that is inclusive of multiple disciplines. NAL seeks articles 
that explore engaging literary texts or basic ideas from diverse fields such as art, religion, politics, natural sciences that 
engage students in the classrooms of grades 6–12.

 In addition to the Articles published in each of the four issues, readers are encouraged to submit wide-ranging, 
shorter Posts that follow a simple template.

Template for Posts

1. Title of Post
2. Post writer
3. Basic bibliographic information: Text’s Title, Author, Source, Publication Date, Internet Link
4. Brief concept of the Post
5. Comment
6. Two or three crucial quotes from the text
7. Two or more probing questions about the text
8. Two or more allied texts that support or counter the same topic

Submission Process for Articles and Posts

• Manuscripts should be sent electronically to Rachel Adjami, Assistant to the Editor
(adjara15@wfu.edu).
• Submissions should range from 600 to 1000 words. Authors should use the most important word from their title on the 
bottom right side of each page alongside the page number of each page. Pages should be double spaced throughout 
(including quotations, notes, and works cited) with standard margins.
• A brief statement should be provided that states that the manuscript has not been published or is not submitted else-
where.
• Copies of everything you send us should be saved. We cannot return any materials to authors.
• Authors’ names should not appear in the text or the reference list. Substitute ‘Author’ for citations in the text and in the 
reference list.
• Two Submissions Editors review submitted manuscripts within 20 days of their receipt. If the manuscript is accepted, the 
editors will provide suggestions for revision and return the revised text within 20 days to the author.

Publication and Submission Deadlines

Fall, September 15: Submit by July 15
Winter, December 15: Submit by October 15
Spring, March 15: Submit by January 15
Summer, June 15: Submit by April 15
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