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Editor’s Corner

As promised, we have been scrupulously on time in publishing Notes on American Letters on a regular quarter-
ly basis over the past three years due to the continuous care of our editorial team. Each of them has been a true 
miracle worker: accepting and recording submissions, guiding the editing and rewriting of good contributions 
that aspire to become great, and with lightning speed and steadfast devotion, bringing together a full issue 
each three months with killing regularity and incredible carefulness. 

This quarter we have finally kept the other half of our promise to ourselves, to make NAL’s pledge of diversity a 
reality. We present an issue that includes both recurring series: Intimations and Principal Project. Over the next 
two years Intimations will examine four poems of sixteen of America’s highly regarded poets and our Principal 
Project will question sixteen principals to explore the kind of creative leadership these school leaders provide 
in order for students to grow intellectually and thrive personally whether in large or small, diverse or homoge-
neous, affluent or poorly-funded schools all over this land and abroad. 

We believe these two series will enhance our amazingly diverse Columns, our feisty Posts, our spot-on Film Re-
views and all of the other ruffles and flourishes of every issue that capture the vision with which we began this 
undertaking. For the success of these first three years, I am indebted to the selfless efforts of all of our editorial 
company and the generous support of Wake Forest University’s visionary Provost, Rogan Kersh.

Thank you, readers, editors, contributors, supporters, all!

Joe Milner 
Editor 
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What Perseveres: Countée Cullen, A Century On 
Anne Lutz Fernandez

In 1919, Countée Cullen was in high school in New York City, where he was no average student, already at work writing, 
editing, and publishing. In 2019, the average American high school student may or may not be asked to read his writing; 
several of his contemporaries of the Harlem Renaissance, including Langston Hughes and Claude McKay, are antholo-
gized and studied far more often than is Cullen. He can be overlooked, devalued for writing in traditional forms and taking 
inspiration from European Romantic writers in an age of American poetic innovation, but it is a mistake to view his writing 
as either anachronistic then or dated now. 

Biographers and critics often note that Cullen was greatly influenced by Keats, but his poetry suggests less sanguine ideas 
about immortality than those which are associated with the Romantics. In several of his most celebrated poems, we can 
feel a deep tension. On the one hand, Cullen repeatedly suggests that relief from earthly burdens will ultimately be deliv-
ered, and justice, perhaps, will be achieved. On the other hand, it seems that what lives on after death may not be the part 
of humanity that is bound to God but the ideology that ensures that his people are bound on earth. Despite its frequent 
assertions of hope, Countée Cullen’s work hints that white supremacy may have a durability approaching immortality.

In “Yet Do I Marvel,” Cullen explores his conception of and connection with God, upon which Romantic ideas about im-
mortality depend. The poem begins with the heaviness of doubt and ends with the uplift of curiosity. Imagine if we did not 
have a sonnet but had only the first line (“I doubt not God is good, well-meaning, kind,”) and the final couplet (“Yet do I 
marvel at this curious thing: / To make a poet black, and bid him sing!”). We might in that case read the poem as a light, 
teasing lament of the black poet noting his ironic predicament of undertaking such work in a world of white supremacy.

But we do have—and cannot ignore—the great brutal middle of the poem. The poem opens with the phrase, “I doubt 
not.” On a second reading, the weighty word “doubt” hangs yet more heavily before its negation. After we’ve made our 
way through the poem once and returned to reread its beginning, we realize that Cullen has used up much of his gentle 
diction in the first line. The short list of mild modifiers he uses to describe God (“good, well-meaning, kind”) is quickly left 
behind as we start to flinch our way through the language of torture and suffering, death and doom that dominate the 
sonnet. 

Is God “good” or is he “awful,” as Cullen asks? If we can’t understand him, how can we know? It’s hard to ignore that 
the poet chooses “awful” rather than “awesome.” At the very least, God is astoundingly aloof, the poem reveals, not 
condescending to condescend, allowing man to suffer and to strive and not know why. The first line now reads as more 
deeply ironic. Not only will God keep the mystery of man’s mortality to himself, he will keep the mystery of why man must 
suffer—itself a form of torture.

By the poem’s close, Cullen has connected the black poet to the blind buried mole, the tortured Tantalus, the doomed 
Sisyphus—compelled to do something for which there is no end and no reward, and whose motivation is unclear to all but 
God. Only God can explain human motivation and he refuses to “stoop” to our level and tell us. 

Any reading of a shift back to lightness with the couplet hinges on the word “marvel,” its import clear by its being raised 
to prominence in the title. The “thing,” however, is “curious” not marvelous, and we’ve already learned that our curiosity 
about God’s will will not be satisfied. Pushy little verbs such as “make” and “bid” emphasize God’s imperviousness and 
provide no choice to the poet in his work, so that the closing exclamation point sounds not like Cullen’s but like God’s in 
his command.

The mystery of immortality is deeper still in another of Cullen’s widely read sonnets, “From the Dark Tower.” Its octave 
consists of a series of adamant negations as Cullen foretells an end to the suffering of black people. “Not always,” he
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repeats until shifting into the language of immortality: “not everlastingly” will they be made to “bend.” Will the afterlife 
bring relief from the outgrowth of white supremacy, of black Americans being deemed “cheap”? “We were not made 
eternally to weep,” he claims, but when will relief come? Will it come on earth or in heaven? Plainly, the time is not now. 
The waiting continues. The wait is long.

The sestet unfurls a powerful vision of the beauty of blackness that represents a place of defense, the “dark tower” of the 
title. This refuge is necessary precisely because the end is not near. Cullen returns to the planting metaphor with which 
the poem opens in its close: “So in the dark we hide the heart that bleeds, / And wait, and tend our agonizing seeds.” 
Those seeds, suggestive of rebirth and regeneration, may relieve but certainly in the meantime cause agony. The wait is 
hopeful agony.  

The hauntingly brief “For a Lady I Know” similarly creates doubt about what endures. Its four lines deliver a devastating 
portrait of a well-off white woman and the ideology that she has imbibed so thoroughly:

 She even thinks that up in heaven
 Her class lies late and snores
 While poor black cherubs rise at seven
 To do celestial chores.

The poem’s rhyme scheme is childlike, pointing to the woman’s ignorance. The mordant tone of the first stanza makes a 
mockery of the body of white supremacist thinking without having to list all or even a few of its warped tenets through its 
inclusion of the word “even.” She thinks this, she thinks that, “[s]he even thinks” this absurdity: the power structure that 
allows whites to accumulate wealth and leisure on the backs of black people will live on after death. 

The tone of the second stanza is more complex, forcing us to read the poem as more than a satirical pinprick. In contrast 
to the light tone created by the image of luxuriating slug-a-beds, Cullen’s tone here conveys a sense of inexorability by 
suggesting a somber recurrence, the absence of choice on the part of the “poor black cherubs.” This is what they must 
“do” day after day. The use of the present tense throughout the poem additionally suggests the “lady” just might be 
right—this scenario might be playing out in heaven right now. That the worst of worldly patterns might echo in the afterlife 
is a demoralizing intimation of immortality. At the very least, as do the two sonnets, the poem raises the question of how 
long white supremacy will last and hints at its indestructibility.  

A more uplifting view of what remains is seen in “A Song of Praise,” where the lady in question and the speaker who lauds 
her are beneficiaries of gifts passed on from a previous life. Addressing the lover of a white woman who has spoken of her 
beauty, the speaker elevates his lady’s beauty by comparison, a beauty that relies on the music from her “dark throat” and 
on “her walk,” which is “like the replica / Of some barbaric dance / Wherein the soul of Africa / Is winged with arrogance.” 
“A Song of Praise” serves as a counterpoint to those of Cullen’s poems that suggest that the worst of American culture 
may outlast all. Here what survives is the richness, the beauty, and the pride of African American culture passed on from 
one generation to the next and from world to the next by virtue of heritage, of culture or “blood.”

Today, as we contend with a resurgence in white nationalist violence, Countée Cullen’s poetry, more provocative than 
some have deemed it, deserves more attention in the American classroom. His bold questioning of what will persevere, 
an oppressive ideology or a resilient people, remains sadly current and madly urgent.
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e e Cummings
Julia McNamee

Imagine an entire poem with, really, just a few words of beauty. That’s e e cummings’ “the Cambridge ladies, who live in 
furnished souls.” 

That in fact would not be a bad way to introduce the poem to your students: There are arguably three or four beautiful 
words in the poem—can you find them? And actually, before you do this, what does it say that the rest are corrupt or 
twisted or empty? 

The poem speaks most immediately of religious hypocrisy, which puts it squarely in the realm of the Romantics: there 
is plenty of religious language, like “souls,” “church’s,” “blessings,” and the ambiguous “spirited”—not exactly spirit, 
“Christ,” not exactly reverent, and most unorthodoxly, “protestant.” 

But while the ladies are ostensibly doing good deeds, knitting for needy Poles, they indulge in gossip about scandals—
and they do so with such joy! They “coyly bandy” the news. Their souls are “furnished,” or somehow prefab, and their 
minds are “comfortable,” which can never really be a compliment from a poet who wants us to question, who seeks to 
disturb. They are not just not beautiful but “unbeautiful,” a word that itself is so clunky as to mimic its meaning. 

Is it even a word? 

Like so many of cummings’ poems, this one is full of negations to signal the emptiness of lives lived. Not only are the 
ladies unbeautiful, but they are unscented and shapeless, invariably interested, and, most importantly, they “do not care” 
about the moon.

In a romantic world, who doesn’t care about the moon? It would be heresy. 

They are from Cambridge—perhaps a reference to the sterile intellectualism of Harvard’s ivory tower or maybe of the 
Bostonian Brahmins. Either way, cummings cites the location three times, emphasizing his condemnation.  

Can beauty and meaning exist in the world that the ladies inhabit? In fact, cummings must look “above” Cambridge to 
glimpse the moon. His description of it briefly transcends the tone of the poem, nestling the moon in its own “box of sky.” 

Cummings continues—the box or sky is lavender and cornerless. Lavender is just an exquisite word: the flower it’s named 
for has scent and a distinctive color, a lovely appearance. But the box also is cornerless, or simply rounded, another word 
defined by its negation, here granting infinity. This brief moment in the poem is holy. But its purity is so quickly interrupt-
ed. 

This is a poem about a society that is so self-involved it turns its back on the beauty that lies above it. Nature, ultimately, 
has its own revenge. Ignored, the moon too turns ugly: it rattles, onomatopoetic ugliness. And in the end, the speaker 
compares it to just a broken piece of treacle and one that is personified as angry, at that. 

Does it matter that we lived, is there meaning in our lives—if we know love? Do passage and ending erase our meaning? 
And must we register in others’ awareness for own own meaning to signify?

In “anyone lived in a pretty how town,” cummings’ protagonist “anyone” lives through the seasons of life, through the 
seasons of weather, too, jumbled but persisting through the poem in all their fullness and sometimes even specificity and 
sometimes cyclical repetition: April, bird, leaf, and snow. The anonymous life of anyone passes through all seasons,
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proving as the Ecclesiastes author would have us believe that there is a time to sow and a time to reap. Again and again 
cummings’ meaning is fixed in nature, grounded in its persistence and faithfulness. 

Where, in this endless and permanent cycle, you might ask your students, is there opportunity for man—and woman—to 
experience the intense beauty and sorrow of relationship with one another? Here, in this poem, cummings gives us love. 
His equally anonymous “she,” also dubbed “noone,” knows anyone’s joy so intimately that she laughs with it, knows his 
grief so closely that she cries with it. It’s true communion, a sacrament. The last line in the stanza—could any want more?—
even his most trivial was “all” to her. The spareness of the line contrasting with its abundance is full of hope. After all, the 
speaker earlier told us she loved him “more by more.” 

Perhaps this is because the man already had discovered how to live in a world in which he didn’t matter. He danced any-
way. 

That this love is fixed in a world of people who seem not to care doesn’t matter. How could they not respond to his beauty, 
to his dance? Too busy, cummings tells us, with their sowing of nothing, their reaping the same. Children, sage Romantics 
always, knew, but as they age, they lose the wisdom: “they forgot.” Some of your students may recall the beloved Christ-
mas story The Polar Express. 

That it ends seems not to matter—they danced their dance, after all, and they knew hope, together. Even at the end, as 
they sleep, they dream a single dream. They are buried together. 

The seasons end in summer, the weather ends in rain, the children forget, and the bells that were up are always down. The 
man dies alone, and the world keeps reaping and sowing nothing. It doesn’t matter. This poem is cummings’ valentine. 
Your students will love it. Amidst a world that doesn’t care, people love and find meaning. 

This, cummings says, is how to live. Dance your dance, and find your own love. Is there a more hopeful poem? Not of the 
four cummings poems we will consider here. 

If you’re looking to teach verbal irony, go no further than “pity this busy monster, manunkind,” the darkest of cummings’ 
poems considered here. Like the Cambridge ladies, this poem bifurcates the world (larger here, “manunkind,” rather than 
the more narrowly defined ladies of Cambridge) into ego and meaning. 

What line or cluster of words best get at mankind’s biggest problem? Why are we so empty? Your students might write 
a bit on this question, choosing a word or line, and then pause to read around the room just their word choices from the 
poem, to note what repeats. Hearing each other’s words, they might pause again to write: how does it feel to hear all the 
words at once, and what patterns do they find?

From the simplest “busy,” the infinite “hopeless,” to the garrulous “hypermagical omnipotence,” you’ll find so much 
to examine closely and dissect. How are we “little?” and how do we try to make ourselves “big?” What is the nature of 
contemporary man?

Having read ladies, your students may recognize the use again of “comfortable.” So different from comfort, why is it so 
often cummings’ choice? What’s the problem with comfortable? What’s wrong with “progress?” Why should we not want 
to be “safely” beyond life and death? Why should we not seek to be “busy?” Mankind—a “monster?” How, why? So much 
that our world sees as good this poem sneers at. 

How well this poem would work as well with dystopian classics like Fahrenheit 451 or 1984, in which “manunkind” seeks 
numbness to survive or, maybe, because it’s the easier route. 
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The references to nature are paltry, minimal again as in the Cambridge ladies (flesh, tree, stars, stones) but here unelevat-
ed. They are reduced to poor. Unlike our creations, they are “born,” not “made.” The razorblade is exalted, compared 
however ridiculously to a mountainrange. In fact, all of modern machinery, man’s inventions, are reduced to meaningless-
ness in the poem. 

But it’s the irony that shreds us in the end, the speaker’s contempt for us. The tone shifts as the diction moves to the 
uber-Latinate “ fine speciman of hypermagical ultraomipotence,” clinical, hyperbolic (ultra+omni+potence all in a single 
word no less!). We are self-promoting hucksters, and it’s no wonder the speaker is reduced to anger. His refusal to pity— 
articulated only at the door-slamming enjambment of the first sentence—rejects empathy. We are such a “fine specimen,” 
manunkind. It’s too late, the speaker, a doctor of the human soul, says at the end of the poem—a hopeless case. Even 
then, his audience isn’t listening. Having destroyed this world, they’re headed to a “hell of a” party in the next universe. 
Because isn’t that what life is for? 

Intimations of mortality, yes. “In Just-/Spring” most carefully frames the Romantics’ joy in nature and innocence within the 
shadows of endings, imperfection, and age. 

We remember this poem first, and it is quoted everywhere, because of its exultant celebration of spring and children. 
There is so much to love: the run-on eddieandbill and bettyandisabel; the still fleeting and swift, hyphenated mud-luscious 
and puddle-wonderful, adding to the rhythms with their assonances. There are mentions of balloons, marbles, piracies, 
dancing, hop-scotch, jump-rope, whistles, running. It’s Just-/ spring, spring repeated three times, the very beginning of 
the season, when the faintest of greens overtakes the world and fall seems so far away. 

The poem’s structure too is wide and open, with no periods, no commas, no capitalization except for Just. (A pun, then? 
Do we somehow deserve Spring?) This is a run-on of a poem, loose and gamboling, as ungovernable as that luscious 
mud, stutter-stopped every once in a while by the dashes and hyphens. Spring, youth, and we are tempted to say life, run 
untrammeled here. You could do worse than JUST ask your students to look at its punctuation and then think about what 
it says about the poem. (Tie this with cummings’ “Since Feeling is First” if so!)

Not so dark as de Chirico’s Mystery and Melancholy of a Street, which would pair well with this poem, but plenty dark on 
a second read. You might in fact begin by asking students to read the poem once and determine whether they think it is 
a happy or sad poem. First impressions. An initial discussion might quickly give way to pricks of dissent, to an uneasiness. 

Where then are the shadows? And where do we wind up in this poem? 

Once students embark on the hunt for darkness, it’s not hard to locate the word choices that suggest the joy of eddie-
andbill and bettyandisabel, the fresh green of Just-/spring, may not endure. The balloonman is “lame”; how can we not 
feel an immediate grief? Next, he is “old” and “queer,”and finally, his disability is specifically described—we cannot not 
imagine—he is “goat-footed.”  Does this carry us into the Greek mythological connotations of sexuality? If so, the image 
disturbs further—the old satyr-man summons the children. 

Either way, within innocence lies its fall. Like Margaret in Gerard Manley Hopkins’ famous poem, we are asked to imagine 
death even at the earliest beauty of youth. The challenge, perhaps, is to revel in spring knowing that even at its birth are 
the seeds of its close. 

A happy poem or a sad poem? A good question to revisit at the close of class. 

5



Interactions
Tracey Hughes

By now, even veteran English teachers can barely remember a time when the rich resources of the Internet were not key 
taps away. We are adept at using search engines to unearth resources to enrich our teaching, formulating Boolean queries 
expertly designed to lead us to the motherlode. We have probably all experienced that satisfying moment when our dili-
gent searching spears an interview, article, or image that provides exactly the context we need to frame a text or provoke 
a discussion. Mission accomplished!

While our search prowess is undeniably valuable to our students, a less instrumental aspect of our digital doings can also 
nurture our students lives and our own. In the past year, I have been struck by how tapping into my own curiosity about 
the world through the digital realm has serendipitously opened up new avenues in my teaching. 

One way I have indulged my curiosity is by listening to podcasts. Like many people I fell into podcasts after being capti-
vated by Serial, a multi-episode program in which journalist and raconteur Sarah Cliff put the case of Adnan Syad, a young 
man who had been convicted of murdering a high school classmate, under a microscope. Cliff’s curiosity and unflinching 
willingness to see the case from all angles made the series compelling. 

After Serial, I was ready for more. Letting my interests guide me, I subscribed to a mix of programs dealing with politics 
and culture, which I listened to on my commute to and from school. While I went to podcasts simply for pleasure, I often 
find myself discovering resources for my classroom I would not have known to search for in the first place. 

My experience with the podcast Pod Save the People provides a good illustration of the fertile connection between cu-
riosity and curriculum. The program explores the intersection of race, ethnicity, social justice, culture, and politics, and 
features a deep dive into often-unreported news and a raft of guests. The program proved to be as thought-provoking 
as I expected, but what I did not anticipate was being introduced to writer and poet Clint Smith, a regular in the weekly 
news discussion. Smith’s on air reading of a new poem about failures of empathy, “The New York Times Reports that 200 
Iraqi Civilians Have Just Been Killed by Military Airstrikes” sent me scrambling to find other poems by him and led me to 
his debut 2016 poetry collection, Counting Descent.  

In his poems, Smith movingly reflects on his experiences growing up as a young black man in America. In explaining the 
impetus for his poems in an interview in Blavity, Smith noted, “We’re constantly inundated with messages and images 
depicting black men as both the perpetrators of violence and victims of violence, but there is, as we know, so much more 
that exists in between those—so much that rarely gets celebrated, lifted up. The book is thinking about how we hold 
both of those things at once. How do we both recognize the violence that black people experience while not becoming 
subsumed by that violence to the point where we don’t recognize all of the beauty that’s right in front of us.”

I immediately thought of my students. The poems perfectly complemented a novel I was about to teach, Angie Thomas’s 
The Hate U Give, whose power also arises from Thomas’s ability to portray both the burden of racialized violence and the 
beauty that exists within families and communities. Neither, however, offers simple dichotomies or easy answers as they 
look beyond the effects of inequity to identify and indict underlying societal narratives that perpetuate privilege.  

And the pod keeps on giving. On the very day that I was about to share four of the poems with my class, Clint Smith hap-
pened to read those same poems on air. And so, through the podcast, Mr. Smith came to my classroom that day, reading, 
“what the ocean said to the black boy,” “what the cicada said to the black boy,” “what the fire hydrant said to the black 
boy,” and “what the cathedral said to the black boy.” Clint Smith’s performance of the poems sparked a powerful discus-
sion and created a beeline for the book itself. 

So, as you explore in the digital realm, by all means look for resources that tie clearly to your courses. But don’t forget that 
indulging your own curiosity about the world can fire not only your mind but spark your students’ as well. 
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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. In this issue I draw from the 
words and wisdom of a solitary writer, Kathleen Norris, whose memoirs, nonfiction, and poetry have enriched my under-
standing of the powerful intersection of art (particularly poetry) and religion and of myself. Her words don’t lend them-
selves as directly to spark students’ ideas, as, I hope, to enrich your own. Norris has quoted Jean Cocteau who has said of 
poetry, that poetry is “useless but indispensable.”1 Her poetic sensibility and her gathering religious faith undergird her 
life story. Robert Coles describes Norris as “one of history’s writing pilgrims.” The first five quotations come from Kathleen 
Norris’s The Cloister Walk2, her reflections on her two residences at St. John’s Benedictine Abbey in Minnesota. I begin 

with her explanation of how a religiously-lapsed poet found herself in a monastery.

“The monastic life has this in common with the artistic one: both are attempts to pay close attention to objects, events, 
and natural phenomena that otherwise would get chewed up in the daily grind.”
          (p. 266)

“[M]etaphors . . . insist on connecting disparate elements in ways that the reasoning mind resists…”
         (p. 157)

“Engaging the book [“Revelations” in the Bible] as a listener forced me to consider the awesome power of metaphor, and 
how thoroughly it defeats our attempts to contain it.  We do not value it for what it is, a unique form of truth-telling…”   
         (p. 212)

“[P]oetry’s function is not to explain but to offer images and stories that resonate with our lives.” 
         (p. 95)

Norris quotes the poet Diane Glancy: “’You build a world in what you say. … Words – as I speak or write them – make a 
path on which I walk’” (p. 154). Norris says of herself: “As a poet I like to be with words.” 
         (p. 93)

In a later book, Amazing Grace3, Norris references Einstein as she again contemplates the unique power of poetry in our 
lives: 

“Albert Einstein, in considering both art and science as a form of wonder, questioning, and contemplation, once said: ‘If 
we trace out what we behold and experience through the language of logic, we are doing science; if we show it in forms 
whose interrelationships are not accessible to our conscious thought but are instinctively recognized as meaningful, we 
are going art. Common to both is the devotion to something beyond the personal removed from the arbitrary.’ Both sci-
ence and poetry reveal the mysterious connections that undergird our lives…”
         (p. 288)

1Norris, Kathleen. (1993). Dakota: A Spiritual Geography. New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, p. 41.
2Norris, Kathleen. (1996). The Cloister Walk. New York: Riverhead Books.
3Norris, Kathleen.  (1998). Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of Faith. New York: Riverhead Books.
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Principal Project: Interview with Lisa Burkhead
Joe Milner

Lisa Burkhead is principal of Foothill High School, a comprehensive 9-12 public high school of 2848 secondary students in 
Henderson, NV. The school offers AP courses and places an emphasis on the performing arts. The students are predomi-

nantly Caucasian with a 23% Hispanic/Latino and 4.7% African American population. 

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

Well obviously I want to make sure the teacher understands our school expectations, our three pillars of student engage-

ment: we want teachers who are able to develop positive rapport with students, who are okay with pushing students to 

their full potential and are sure every student is challenged at the level at which they enter, and who maintain a rigorous 

curriculum.

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?

Great question: I’m a firm believer in building relationships and community and being transparent and explaining the why. 

This is my third year here and as a new principal to this campus I took responsibility for all stakeholders K–12. Our initiative 

was called One Hill: ultimately one hill and one community. We reached out to our feeder elementary and middle schools. 

Common core values are instilled so when they arrive at Foothill, they understand what the core beliefs and expectations 

are, so we are working together to arrive at success. For example, on One Hill service day we all gather to beautify the 

campus: working together, taking pride, knowing each other personally. Through kick ball games, eating together, etc. we 

build relationships so when we have challenges, relationships are already built so we can work together to find consensus. 

In addition, we had to roll out higher expectations for students and we enforce a no cell phone policy so that phones are 

only allowed out by teacher’s instruction. We have had lots of push back; consequently, we explain the WHY to all stake-

holders. So now we have a One Hill banner; Foothill is a proud member of One Hill. We use communication and PR, so 

parents can get behind what we’re doing.

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

The first challenge is the sheer numbers when you have such a large student body. When you are so big, it is hard to 

manage and see results quickly. Change happens gradually. We also need to make sure everyone is receiving the services 

they deserve. Social media is causing lots of mental health issues. In fact, student issues are coming at us at such a rapid 

rate, it is hard to keep up. 

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

School community is the answer. It is so important to build trust and relationships so we lean on each other. I feel comfort 

and joy to know I can pick up the phone and reach all stakeholders. Building community is essential. We meet monthly 

with a core group of parents. We establish structures to support all of us. We lean on each other.

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

Structure is really important, as is the relationship piece. We can’t work in isolation, and teachers need to be in touch 

with students’ personal and academic lives to provide the supports students need: tutoring, communicating with parents, 

making sure students know we are there to serve them on campus and that they have the school’s support.
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6. How do you lead an ambitious reform effort and sustain it overtime?

First of all, we stay on course. We have to be realistic; change takes time. We must build trust and we can’t become dis-
tracted or discouraged. We stay in touch with people who can support us during these challenging times. Consistency and 
leadership over time are key. The school community must understand our expectations and know the why and understand 
and participate in the mission of the school. They must believe in what we are doing.

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

Leadership is a variety of different things: having a vision and being able to communicate what that vision is, and having 
people buy in so they can help make change happen. Involving others can be helpful. I don’t need to be at the center of 
attention; that is, leadership can be quiet. For instance, I identify talent on campus and challenge people to stretch pro-
fessionally, and I do this with students too. Leadership is being a force of positive energy. It can identify talent in parents 
so they can be part of the process too. Personally, leaders can build community too. They can be transparent and commu-
nicate with everyone. They must include everyone and ask constantly for feedback, suggestions, and participation. Being 
self-reflective is a huge part of being a leader and constantly asking for feedback. I believe in collaboration and enjoying 
working together. All of this is who I am as a leader.

Wrap up: Which question do you think is the most important question I’ve asked you?

The questions of how we help struggling students. This should be kept in the forefront of our minds. Are we looking for 
ways to improve things for our kids? Are they being pushed to their full potential?

Joe Milner interviewed Principal Burkhead for NAL.
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Principal Project: Interview with Daniel Smith
Elizabeth Davis

Daniel Smith is the principal of Floyd E. Kellam High School, a suburban public school of 2,100 students in Virginia Beach, 
Virginia.

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

I particularly look for folks who can develop a relationship with all kids, not just some kids, and can understand and relate 
to kids. I look for someone with a growth mindset. Those are probably two of the most important attributes. 

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?

In the development of the vision, we include all stakeholders. We include parents, we include community members, we 
include staff, and we include students. After the shared vision is developed, it is presented again. It’s posted around our 
school and around our community, which helps us to have the buy-in for everyone. When we developed our shared vision, 
we took a full year to do it. We use the shared vision in every meeting that we have with parents and community members. 
It’s also in our monthly school newsletter. We use it to guide our communications. To resolve conflicts, we go back to our 
shared vision, and we talk about what that means and how we got to that process, and we allow them opportunities for 
feedback as we develop the next iterations.

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

In a large school, I think there are challenges sometimes when people make poor choices, both students and adults. That 
can be a challenge and time-consuming. While we give teachers a lot of feedback, I would love to have more in-depth 
coaching conversations with them. We have 400-500 observations every year, but we could always do better.

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

From our administrative team, our instructional leadership team of teachers and staff, and central support. It just depends 
on the situation and what we need.

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

You’ve got to get to know them and understand them. They’ve got to know you care about them. We have an advisory 
program that strives to do that, and we personalize their educational plan in order to make it work for them.

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

I think you’ve got to have a road map. We’ve taken our shared vision and put together a road map and how we would 
operationalize it. You also need to monitor your progress and be responsive to your stakeholders and staff. 

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

I define leadership as someone that is willing to step out and take initiative, stand up for what they believe in. I see myself 
as a collaborative leader; I work with others to lead us forward. I am an instructional leader; we base our school on high 
quality instruction every day. I am a relational leader; you have to build trust and leverage those relationships in order to
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lead effectively. 

Wrap-Up: Of these seven questions, what’s the most important for you as you think about your school and your 

leadership?

I think that the development of the shared vision is the most important, collaborating and continuing to keep that out in 
front of folks. Building that capacity on the front end and considering why that’s needed is important. After you develop 
the shared vision, you continue to update it and support it and make it happen.

Elizabeth Davis interviewed Principal Smith for NAL.
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Posts

Consumers’ Role in Amazon Working Conditions
Mia Simone

Journal/Book Title: “Amazon Working Conditions: Urinating in Trash Cans, Shamed to Work Injured, List of Employee 
Complaints”
Journal/Book Author: Nina Godlewski
Source: Newsweek
Date Published: September 2018

Basic Concept: 

Godlewski aims to expose the harsh working conditions that Amazon employees are subject to. Although not all Amazon 
employees experience brutal working conditions, part-time employees, specifically warehouse workers and delivery driv-
ers, are consistently subject to the experiences. Many of the reports expose conditions worsening around the holidays, 
Black Friday, and Amazon Prime Day. Part-time employees face little to no time off during the holidays and are often re-
quired to take mandatory overtime. Time targets are so strict that some employees have been found urinating in trashcans 
and bottles to meet the warehouse requirements. Some delivery drivers even admitted to urinating and defecating in their 
vans. Injuries such as pulled muscles, people collapsing on the job, panic attacks, heart attacks, and more are common 
place among the company. Although Amazon has responded to the numerous reports regarding the unfair working con-
ditions, claiming commitment to improve their practices, employees continue to face and report foul treatment.

Comment: 

The article would be compelling for young adults because it exposes a company that most of them or their families use 
regularly. Most of us don’t think twice about having our package delivered at our front doors within just days of ordering 
and are often put-out if deliveries take longer than expected. However, do we ever pause to think about who packages, 
ships, and delivers our Prime packages? The article invites students to think about what role their constant consumerism 
plays in the lives of Amazon employees, and employees of other international corporations. Godlewski not only aims to 
expose Amazon practices and policies, but also motivates readers to think about the impact of their own consumer prac-
tices. Although the article revolves around the role that Amazon as an employer plays in the working conditions, it also 
influences readers to question their role as buyers in creating these situations.

Quotations:

“Workers in Amazon’s Staten Island facility who were pushing for a company-wide union said they were under pressure to 
pick up an item to package once every seven seconds, averaging 400 items per hour.”

“Another worker at that [Staten Island] facility reported working 60 hours during Prime week and getting in a car accident 
after falling asleep behind the wheel after a long shift.”

“The lawsuit Linda Becker filed said her husband, 57-year-old Thomas Becker, collapsed at work at the Joliet warehouse 
and that it took 25 minutes for anyone to call emergency services for medical attention for him.”

Questions: 

1. What role do we as consumers play in creating brutal working conditions in corporate America? 

2. Why do we think our demands and expectations for quality products, fast shipping, and efficient delivery are reason-
able? 
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3. How does consumer culture continue to impact the lives of average Americans every day? 

4. Despite the reports in the article, why do people continue to buy from large corporations like Amazon?

Allied Texts: 

The Jungle by Upton Sinclair, Esperanza Rising by Pam Muñoz Ryan, Feed by M.T. Anderson, “Wing$” by Macklemore & 
Ryan Lewis

Connecting Artifical Intelligence to Dystopian Literature
Chloe Heins

Journal/Book Title: Behind Every Robot is a Human
Journal/Book Author: Sidney Fussell
Source: The Atlantic
Publication Date: April 2019

Basic Concept: 

Sidney Fussell, a technology columnist for The Atlantic, dives into the moral crisis surrounding Amazon workers listening 
to private conversations through Amazon Echo, a voice-controlled and internet-connected speaker device. The humans 
behind Amazon’s AI fine-tune the software, such as computing if Alexa (the voice behind Amazon Echo) responds cor-
rectly or appropriately to user questions or commands, or addressing when the device struggles to identify commands in 
different dialects or accents. Though this is the purpose of the humans behind the AI, a distinct moral disruption occurred 
when Amazon discovered its workers were eavesdropping in on conversations—two of the biggest stories being listening 
in on a woman singing in the shower, and a worker calling police after overhearing a domestic violence dispute. Amazon 
then instructed workers to ignore such conversations, something that cited-author Astra Taylor argues is an act of making 
humans dumber to make the machines smarter and unproblematic. Fussell emphasizes that AI creators proclaiming to be 
an infallible and indestructible force of the future is a façade: the humans behind the machines expose AI’s vulnerability 
and flaws, such as eavesdropping, biases, and privacy invasion. Human-machine relationships are often forgotten or dis-
regarded when discussing the future of AI, and while AI is presented as human-errorless, moments like the Amazon Echo 
dispute uncover the “human baggage” that controls AI, and thus uncovers the problematic nature of both AI and the 
humans controlling it, leading to the realization of eerie moral standards that we must face with the rising popularity of AI.  

Comment:

This article would pique interests of teens who likely use devices including Siri or Alexa on a regular basis, especially with 
the increasing use of talk-to-text and using audio commands. Teens are not only interested in this kind of convenient 
technology, but there is also a defining view point amongst school halls: stay out of other people’s business. The article 
can create a dilemma between choosing convenience or the privacy and autonomy that adolescents crave. Fussell’s argu-
ment that human-machine relationships uncover the problematic nature of both AI and our society can be a conversation 
piece to discuss our society’s future, and students can consider the positive and negative aspects of AI, balancing if ease 
and convenience outweigh privacy. Fussell adds that currently, all conversations recorded by Echo are encrypted in a 
secure cloud system, but this conversation can be turned to consider the relationship between these systems and the 
government, and what could happen if there was a government entity listening in, instead of an Amazon worker, or if the 
government gained access to these recordings. 
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Quotations: 

“Amazon says these recordings are anonymized, with any identifying information removed, and that each of these re-
corded exchanges came only after users engaged with the device by uttering the “wake word.” But in the examples in 
Bloomberg’s report—a woman overheard singing in the shower, a child screaming for help—the users seem unaware of 
the device.” 

“Silicon Valley would have us believe that AI is smart enough to replace humans, when in reality it only works because of 
the role of hidden human labor in creating and maintaining these loops. AI is always a human-machine collaboration.”

“Humans are part of what makes any AI system work, and they bring all their dumb, human baggage with them: privacy 
and eavesdropping concerns, potential biases, individual preferences and judgments. That doesn’t always serve the in-
terest of making society frictionless, smart, or convenient…the same fiction the industry tells about itself. Exposing the 
human labor of advanced technology uncovers both.”
 

Questions: 

1. What is more important: convenience or privacy? or Would you give up your phone to maintain your privacy?
 
2. Why do AI creators promote their products as errorless and unbiased, or convince users that AI is free of human inter-
ference? 

3. Do you think AI is beneficial to our society? Should AI have limits to its use? 

4. Should the government have access to information obtained from AI technologies like Amazon Echo, Google Dot, or 
Siri? 

Allied Texts: 

1984 by George Orwell, The PATRIOT Act of 2001, The Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins, “Bloodchild” by Octavia But-
ler, Captain America: Winter Soldier directed by Joe Russo & Anthony Russo
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Anne Lutz Fernandez

A former consumer marketer and investment banker who has taught middle and high school English in Connecticut for 
eighteen years. With her experience, she has written on issues in transportation and education, including two books with 
anthropologist Catherine Lutz, Carjacked: The Culture of the Automobile and its Effect on Our Lives and Schooled: Ordi-
nary, Extraordinary Teaching in an Age of Change.

Julia McNamee

The K-12 Director of Language Arts for Hamden Public Schools. After double-majoring in Russian and Political Science at 
Williams College, she went on to receive her MA in English at the University of Massachusetts as a teaching fellow. Julia 
also received certification as a Master Teacher Fellow at Wake Forest University.

Tracey Hughes

Chair of the NCTE Assembly on American Literature. A high school teacher for the past 16 years, she is currently a mem-
ber of the Humanities Department at Maret School in Washington, D.C. Prior to becoming a teacher, Tracey practiced law 
as an associate at Debevoise and Plimpton and clerked for a federal district court judge. She is a graduate of Georgetown 
University (BA Government, MA English) and Boston College Law School.

Lucy Milner

Began her teaching career in urban high schools in Georgia and North Carolina, continued teaching English methods 
classes at Salem College, and simultaneously, was passionately engaged in North Carolina’s innovative summer program, 
the N. C. Governor’s School, first as an English teacher and then as its Director. She has written book reviews and features 
for newspapers and educational journals, two books on children’s literature and English pedagogy (as co-editor), and six 
editions of Bridging English (as co-author).

Mia Simone 

An incoming senior at The Ohio State University who has lived in Columbus all her life. She is currently studying Integrated 
Language Arts/English Education, working towards a teaching license in 7-12 English.

Chloe Heins

Earned her Master of Education degree from The Ohio State University for Integrated Language Arts (7-12). She teaches 
9th grade English and Humanities in Columbus, Ohio, and is the assistant coach of her school’s Slam Poetry team.
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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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