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Editor’s Corner

 The Fall Issue will include an unusual exploration of The Giving Tree and reflec-
tions on a Buddhist story. It will feature as well a thoughtful review of four Ammons’ 
poems and an amazing investigation of Emily Dickinson’s world. 

 Coming issues of Notes on American Letters will include 12 other essays on 
America’s finest poets, in addition to interviews of outstanding principals across the 
country and around the globe. We hope these interviews will deepen readers’ under-
standing of schools and the learning that abounds when outstanding leaders help 
guide the learning in those schools.

Joe Milner
Editor
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 The depressive fears the now’s glare.  Let interpretation trump occurrence, word lord over 
thing. And so I construct a fortress of thought. It perverts each odd instant into a mirror where I see, 
myself, doing what I do, which is looking at myself, and thinking, my pain is sacrosanct.  
I will be sad and not sad. This, different from depression, is melancholy.It is the mood Keats lauds in 
“Ode on a Grecian Urn,” the sorrow over not experiencing enough transience. Death forces us to 
cling to what we love, and cry (if you are Keats, euphoniously), Stop! To praise execution because it 
beautifies the sentenced, to sing for the doom to be commuted, knowing it will not: this yea-saying 
and this no in thunder, is melancholy, the muse. 
 Having Mr. Keats for one of her poets, Emily Dickinson likewise sees melancholy as exhilarating 
failure. “To learn the Transport by the Pain,” “[a]s Blind Men learn the sun”: this is the “Sovereign 
Anguish,” the “signal woe,” that trains “patient ‘Laureates’” to “Ascend in ceaseless Carol.” Death 
is ecstatic. Fever blushes flesh. Wounded sinews throb. For the sake of contact, quit fulfillment, since 
“Water” is “taught by thirst,” and “Birds, by the Snow.”  
 Dickinson’s grimness springs from her dictum: “My Business is Circumference.”  Hers is exper-
tise in boundaries, edges, thresholds, rifts. Between inside and out, not one thing or another, both 
things at once, she circles her objects perpetually. They swerve in her vertigo, never what they just 
were. (William James said genius “means little more than the faculty of perceiving in an unhabitual 
way.”). 
 Circumferential business: you can’t see it all. This “World is not Conclusion.” “Perception of 
an object costs / Precise the Object’s loss--.” Nor can you express it. Ungraspable existence requires 
a poetics of “Possibility,” a fairer “House than Prose,” with innumerable windows and multitudinous 
doors. Since truth is “Too bright for our Infirm Delight,” verse should be “slant,” off-kilter. “Success 
in circuit lies.” The “riddle we can guess,” after all, we “speedily despise.”  
 Dickinson’s  poems  are riddles whose solutions perplex. The “narrow fellow in the grass” slith-
ers from animals easily personified. A “Whip Lash / Unbraiding in the Sun,” it incites “tighter Breath-
ing / And Zero at the Bone.”  
 What is the narrow fellow? A snake. What is a snake? A sinister cancellation of comprehension. 
What is this voiding? The Bible’s lapse in reverse, the anxiety of knowing too little. And so on. Inter-
minable questions, inconclusive answers.  
 But the riddle undoes ratio, William Blake’s term for the abstractions reducing experience to 
the “same dull round.” A shiny leaf thins and stiffens, a triangle, rounded, juts, and turns, your child 
mind tenses, someone older says, “mantis.” Now a memory of this encounter appears in your head 
every time you hear the word. Eventually, the memory dims. It persists, though, and you shape hun-
dreds of such bugs to fit this image, and so end up not perceiving the actual insect, but your idea of 
it.  
 We can’t help it. We can upset our ratios, however, fling ourselves to the particular, Blake’s 
sublime. Blake invents his own mythology: Beings who skew the Bible. Urizen is himself alone, idio-
syncratic and without context, but his echoing of Jehovah unmasks the deity’s evil. Blake’s characters 
defamiliarize the familiar, and so stun us, as Shelley says all poetry should, into new vision.  
(Walker Percy believed English professors should bring frogs to class, to dissect; biology teachers 
should distribute sonnets.)
 Dickinson mashes hummingbird and hymn.  
  A Route of Evanescence,
  With a revolving Wheel –
  A Resonance of Emerald
  A Rush of Cochineal –

Dickinson Degree Zero
Eric G. Wilson
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  And every Blossom on the Bush
  Adjusts its tumbled Head –
  The Mail from Tunis – probably,
  An easy Morning’s Ride –
 If Jackson Pollock wrote a poem, it would be this effort to capture perception before names. 
His blurs, like Picasso’s cubes and spermatozoa of Miro, aren’t abstract at all: they are spectacularly 
concrete, existence before essence.  
 The poet isn’t so lucky, since she works in words, necessarily, if they signify, abstract. Why 
would Dickinson try to do with words—describe a hummingbird before calling it a hummingbird—
what words can’t do?  
The failure reveals the limitations of words, and so makes us rightly skeptical of their ability to convey 
the real. The falling short also the beast for an instant, un-birds, and we delight in the unlabeled haze 
of green and red.  
 “Our moods,” Emerson claims, “do not believe in each other.” One early March you glance 
askance at your peony and wings whirl, you drink a liquor never brewed. Next day, frost. Falseness 
of spring.  That “certain slant” of winter light “oppresses, like the Heft / Of Cathedral Tunes--.” The 
light’s “certain” is not clarity, but extreme specificity, and the beam is askew. Ruptures the heart, 
between the hope for life vanquishing death, and a shaft that is a shaft that is a shaft. This is despair. 
When it comes, the landscape and its shadows transmogrify into your fear. When it goes, it is like the 
“Distance / On the look of Death--”: the enervating chasm between you and the world you want to 
love.  
 Melancholy sinks quick again into depression. Wherever I go, there I am. For the hell of it soon 
randomly crack once more the Dickinson. Her zero’s emptiness is potential sextillions.  
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The non-Duality of A.R. Ammons
Bill Wells

 Nature poet, transcendentalist, cosmic thinker, A.R. Ammons reveals the insights of the mystic. 
The mystic seeks divine union with the One through the heart’s recognition of the Higher Self. The 
mind, with its egocentric desires, is ultimately a distraction for the spiritual seeker. In transcending 
the lower self of ego, mind and body, the soul embraces the higher self, which is one with the Source, 
Unity, God.
 In “Hymn” the poet refers to God as “you.” “I know if I find you I will have to leave the earth 
and go ... up through the spheres of diminishing air ... up farther than the loss of sight into the unsea-
sonal undifferentiated empty stark.” Once awareness of divine union is realized, a new plane of per-
ception is established in the “undifferentiated empty stark” of heaven. “And I know if I find you I will 
have to stay with the earth inspecting with thin tools and ground eyes.” While a higher plane is per-
ceived, the earth inhabited by the body, the individual lower self, is still there to also be experienced. 
“You are everywhere partial and entire. You are on the inside of everything and on the outside.” God 
the Spirit pervades everything; there is nothing that is not God. “I see how the bark cracks and winds 
like no other bark, chasmal to my ant-soul running up and down, and if I find you I must go deep into 
your far resolutions, and if I find you I must stay here with the separate leaves.” The “ant-soul” is the 
lower self that continues to exist after the higher self is realized. The lower and higher selves coexist 
on planes of duality and non-duality - on earth and in heaven.
 Ammons writes of the loss of the individual ego and identification with the greater unity of na-
ture in “Gravelly Run.” “I don’t know somehow it seems sufficient to see and hear whatever coming 
and going is, losing the self to the victory of stones and trees ... for it is not so much to know the self 
as to know it as it is known by galaxy and cedar cone, as if birth had never found it and death could 
never end it.” The immortal higher self has always been and will always be. “No use to make any 
philosophies here: I see no god in the holly, hear no song from the snowbroken weeds ... stranger, 
hoist your burdens, get on down the road.” The mystery of creation cannot be known by the mind; 
that mystery can only be experienced by the heart -- the non-dual higher self.
 In “Guide,” Ammons speaks to spiritual transcendence beyond the physical. “You cannot come 
to maturity and remain material: in that perception is no perceiver: when you arrive you have gone 
too far: at the Source you are in the mouth of death.” The perceiver, or lower self, is absorbed into 
the unity of the higher self. Once that transcendence has occurred, there is not turning back. “Death” 
refers to the lower self, which no longer clouds the vision of the higher. “You cannot turn around in 
the Absolute: there are not entrances or exits, no precipitations of forms to use like tongs against the 
formless: no freedom to choose.” The “Absolute” is God, the One, experienced only in the non-dual-
ity beyond mental constructs; the lower self cannot take control. “To be, you have to stop not-being 
and break off from is to flowing.” to be one with ultimate reality, the soul must transcend the lower 
self, break off from the particular, and embrace the flow of divine oneness.” This is the sin you weep 
and praise: origin is your original sin: the return you long for will ease your guilt and you will have 
your longing.” “Origin” refers to the physical birth of the separate, distinct, particular lower self; “the 
return you long for” is the return to the One at transcendence beyond or death of the lower self. 
“The wind that is my guide said this: it should know having given up everything to eternal being but 
direction.” The “wind” is the spirit that guides the soul through transcendence. “Direction” is the flow 
of the One; God is a verb, not a noun. “To be glad and sad at once is also unity and death: wisdom, 
wisdom: a peachblossom blooms on a particular tree on a particular day: unity cannot do anything in 
particular.” While the soul is glad to find Unity, it also feels sad about the loss of old pleasures - plea-
sures that no longer satisfy, once that enlightenment has changed the lenses of perception.
 “The City Limits” describes the joy and consolation of new birth into the transcendent higher 
self. “When you consider the radiance, that it does not withhold itself but pours its abundance with-
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out selection into every nook and cranny not overhung or hidden.” The Spirit, through nature, con-
nects everything; it makes no distinctions based on the human concept of worthiness - it does not 
withhold in judgment. “When you consider the abundance of such resource as illuminates glow-blue 
bodies and gold-skeined wings of flies ... when you consider the air or vacuum, snow or shale, squid 
or wolf, rose or lichen, each is accepted into as much light as it will take, then the heart moves room-
ier, the man stands and looks about, the leaf does not increase itself above the grass, and the dark 
work of the deepest cells is of a tune with May bushes, and fear lit by the breath of such calmly turns 
to praise.” As the heart knows, but the minds cannot, the unity of nature is the key to transcendence. 
The reborn human who moves beyond duality knows the higher self to be immortal - and no longer 
fears death. Fear is replaced by serenity -- praise of the Unity.
 These four poems, “Hymn,” “Gravelly Run,” “Guide,” and “The City Limits” provide a window 
into the poet’s mystic vision of the unity of nature. Ammons sees beyond the shadows of the cave. He 
has encountered his higher self and glimpsed the oneness of God. Nature is his church and school; it 
fills his heart with truth leading to transcendence. Nature is messy; to the mind it appears disorderly, 
wild, chaotic. When the limited mind is disengaged, like the fearful brake that it is, then the wise heart 
soars to heaven, and the soul becomes one with God.
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Once there was a tree…
And she loved a little boy.

And everyday the boy would come
And he would gather her leaves

And make them into crowns
And play king in the forest.

He would climb up her trunk
And swing from her branches and eat apples.

And they would play hide-and-go-seek.
And when he was tired, he would go sleep in her shade.

And the boy loved the tree... Very much.
And the tree was happy.

Many of you know the children’s book, The Giving Tree.
 
In it, there is a relationship between a boy and a tree.
 When the boy was young, the boy and the tree would play hide-and-go-seek.
When the boy grew tired, the boy would rest in the tree’s shade.
 However, as the boy grew older, he began making demands of the tree for material things.

  The tree gave her apples,
   her tree limbs,
    and her trunk to the boy.
 The story ends with the boy resting on her stump.
  As long as the tree could please the boy, she was happy.

It was one of my favorite books,
 But now I’m not so sure.

 In it, the relationship seems unbalanced.
   The tree is self-emptying,
    offering love so deeply.
 But the boy offers nothing to the tree.
  The boy doesn’t even thank the tree.
   When he needs something,
    He takes for granted that the tree will provide.
 I wonder if the tree is being used.

 With nothing left but a stump,
  the tree offers all she has left—rest—to the now-grown boy.

 The now-grown boy,
  given one more opportunity still doesn’t offer his gratitude.

What do I forget to be grateful for?

The gift of Collective Transformation
Alexx Andreas
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The mountains,
 the ocean waters & the beach,
  the trees & forests,
   the land we all inhabit.
I take these things for granted,
 expecting that they will be there for me tomorrow.

Do you do that, too?

Here’s what worries me.
 If I take the Earth for granted, am I more likely to abuse it?

When I am not grateful for the Earth,
 The crisp air,
  The comforting shelter,
   The beauty and awe,
    The rest the Earth gives,
     am I more likely to
      litter,
       pollute,
        and spoil the Earth?

And the flip side of that question:
 If I am grateful,
  is recycling,
   using resources gently,
    watching my carbon footprint an act of gratitude?

Similarly, when I pray,
 if I offer gratitude or thanks,
  For all the things that I’ve been given,
will I then have more respect for them?
 For my friends,
  my chosen family,
   the family given to me at birth,
    the beat of my heart,
     the sun and the moon,
      shelter.

I have a good life.

The boy had expectations of the tree.

The litany of his needs mirror those of expectations of many of us:
 money,
  a house,
   a boat,
    a place to sit.
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The boy’s expectations became a litany of “Gimme, Gimme, Gimme.”
When we live in a world of material things with quick and easy access,
 it’s not hard to adopt a habit of “gimme this, gimme that,”
  But when we allow the practice of gratitude
   to transform us,
    things can change.

The Giving Tree is a lot like our relationship with the Earth.
 In the beginning of the story,
  the boy and the tree had a very good relationship.
The boy spent a lot of time with the tree and they were both happy.

But then the boy began demanding things from the tree,
 expecting that the tree would deliver them without question.
  The boy got stuck within himself
   And couldn’t return to a place
    where he had an appreciation for the tree
     and the friendship that they had.

When the Earth was first created,
 we had a good relationship.
  We cohabitated with the Earth,
   but now, we take the Earth for granted.
 We don’t pay attention to our collective carbon footprint,
 Or how much energy we use our houses.
  We don’t moderate how much plastic we use.

There are even some of us who don’t recycle!

But when we learn to practice gratitude,
 maybe we can heal our relationship with the Earth.

The story ends…
The tree says, “I wish that I could give you something…

but I have nothing left.
I am just an old stump.

I am so sorry…”

“I don’t need very much now,” said the boy.
“Just a quiet place to sit and rest.

I am very tired.”

“Well,” said the tree,
straightening herself up
as much as she could,

“Well, an old stump is good for sitting and resting.
Come, Boy, sit down. Sit down and rest.”

And the boy did.
And the tree was happy.
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 The late American Zen teacher Robert Aitken, toward the end of his life, wrote a charming 
book that is part koan manual and part spiritual autobiography. It is called “Zen Master Raven” with 
Raven acting as a stand in for Robert. The book explores difficult and heady topics with a simple grace 
as it follows the life of the Tallspruce Community and practitioners like Gray Wolf, Owl, Porcupine, and 
Turkey. Here’s one teaching from the book:
 
         Wolverine asked, “Do you practice going with the flow?” Raven asked, “Is that a practice?”
         Wolverine asked, “What is practice?”
         Raven said, “Going against the grain.”
         Wolverine asked, “Sounds hard.”
         Raven said, “Uphill.”
 
         This exchange demonstrates something common to Zen Buddhist practice as well as Buddhism 
more generally. Simply put, spiritual practice as viewed by Buddhists is not meant to be easy. In fact, 
text after text suggests that the moment following in the Buddha’s footprints feels easy we’re no lon-
ger really walking in those footprints. When Lia first mentioned her sermon series on gratitude to me, 
and specifically today’s theme of gratitude as practice, I immediately thought of this story. I thought 
of this story because it occurred to me that expressing gratitude is actually pretty easy. We do it all 
the time. We say thank you when we get a gift, we demonstrate gratitude for service by tipping, and 
if we’re in a good mood we say thanks when someone points out that we’re doing something wrong.

         But gratitude as practice is a different beast altogether. First, let’s start with the fact that grat-
itude as practice means having gratitude even when we don’t feel like it. I sometimes practice visu-
alization meditation in which I imagine breathing in and purifying the poisons of another. Sometimes 
this is someone I love, sometimes it’s someone I can’t stand. Sometimes it might be both at the same 
time. There are times I sit down to meditate after a day that’s left me without much gratitude for any-
one. And that’s just me. How are we supposed to ask those who have suffered oppression or abuse 
to cultivate lovingkindness, gratitude, and compassion for all beings when all beings includes their 
oppressors and abusers? Like all Buddhist practices, the practice of gratitude is an uphill climb.

 But that’s the point of practice. It’s supposed to be hard. That’s because acknowledging the 
reality of this suffering world is not the same thing as working for the cessation of suffering. We can 
acknowledge the way things are until the cows come home and still be stuck in our delusions and 
destructive patterns of behavior. And let’s be honest, it’s easy to be self-righteous about other peo-
ple – especially oppressors. It’s difficult to see the ways their suffering has led them to cause others 
to suffer. It’s harder still to practice seeing their inherent Buddha-nature and offering them gratitude 
and lovingkindness. I should also say that this can often be the work of a lifetime, and no one – espe-
cially not the survivors of abuse – should feel like they have to start by cultivating gratitude for their 
abusers. That would be unfair and abusive in its own right. They may never get to that place, and 
that’s okay. But even starting with the people we feel natural gratitude toward, our partners or close 
friends, our parents or children, there are times when they are so exasperating that lovingkindness 
and gratitude is the last thing we want to express. 

 That’s where our practice of gratitude needs to start. When we can practice gratitude and ex-
tend lovingkindness at the height of our annoyance with those we love, we’ve set our intention firmly 
in a direction away from suffering. Hopefully we will get to a place where gratitude as practice is 

A Buddhist Tale
John Kernodle
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constant in our lives. Unlike developing a skill, this kind of practice doesn’t really have an end point. 
Zen Master Raven expresses this through a dialogue between Raven and the skeptical Gray Wolf:
 
         Gray Wolf made one of her rare visits to the circle, and after a time she remarked, “The goal 
of practice seems to be just more practice.”
         Raven bobbed his head. “Well?”
         Gray Wolf hesitated, and then asked, “So there’s no end to it?”
         Raven hopped down from his perch to a little hummock beside Gray Wolf, put his beak to her 
ear, and murmured, “Thank goodness.”
 
         We can, in the end, become grateful even for the opportunity to practice gratitude in the first 
place. The beauty of practice is that there’s room in it for failure, room for awkwardness, room for 
discomfort, room for the entirety of our experience. Though the gratitude we find in our prayers or 
on our meditation cushions may filter out into the spirit we bring into the world and our encounter 
with others, at the end of the day the practice itself is for ourselves. It is through changing our own 
hearts, breaking our own destructive patterns, and shaking off our own misguided notions that we 
free ourselves from suffering. That freedom, and the expression of gratitude that follows, is capable 
of setting the whole world free.
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 The start of a new school year brings with it excitement and perhaps a bit of trepidation.  
Teachers often approach the fall semester with alacrity, vowing to implement innovative and refresh-
ing resources. 
 In fact, teachers’ willingness to experiment with pedagogy seems more likely to occur now, 
when new ideas are exciting rather than burdensome. Later in the year, when inundated by the mi-
nutiae of education, teachers may be tempted by the expedience of falling back on old lessons plans 
rather than grappling with something unfamiliar.
 Therefore, this issue’s column strives to capitalize on the fervor of a fresh start. Using research 
from reputable journals that examines language study and public speaking skills, this column hopes to 
provide English teachers with something useful for their classroom that can be put into action today.

From English Journal: “Power Play: From Grammar to Language Study” 

 This article from January 2018 explores how “moving from grammar instruction to language 
study empowers students and their writing” (Devereaux and Crovitz 19). Grammar is a terrain where 
students “resign themselves” to thinking “I’m not good at this, I don’t know this, I’ll never get this’” 
(19).
 However, there are ways to explore specific language choices and rhetorical devices under 
the umbrella of “language study” that de-stigmatizes the negative associations students have with 
grammar. According to Deveraux and Crovitz, “any language instruction (including writing) should 
leverage what students already know and can do...[and] respects them as language savvy” (20).
 Here are several activities that allow you to teach grammar covertly while simultaneously build-
ing upon students’ existing understanding of language.

  1) Word Endings (Parts of speech): 
  • On the board, write a list of words that feature various suffixes. (For example, “ish”   
     or “ous” for adjectives; “er” or “ion” for nouns, etc.) 
  • Ask students to select the nouns, and then identify one to serve as the base for an   
     “interesting and amusing new word” that is altered by applying a different suffix.
   o For example, for the noun monster, you can create “monsterism, monsterful,   
      monsterdom, monsterable, monsterless” (20).
  • Then ask students to create sentences using each of the new words. Example:   “The  
     monsterless house sat quietly in the woods.”  
  • After several sentences have been composed, ask the students to identify the func  
     tion of the new word in each sentence. 
  • Tada! Through this mini-lesson, students demonstrate knowledge of lexical catego  
     ries without even knowing they’ve done it. 

 2) Language Moves (Complex sentences):
  • First, show two sentences to the students in which one change in phrasing “paints   
     two different realities” (22):
   o Examples: 
    • Sentence A: Presidents Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush both cut   
    taxes deeply on the promise of economic payoffs, putting aside concerns  
    about deficits. 
 

Teaching Research
Melanie Huynh-Duc
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   • Sentence B: Presidents Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush both cut taxes   
   deeply on the promise of economic payoffs, putting the American people and   
   their needs first.
  • Point out to students the salient sentence structure: a clause that describes factual   
     events followed by a phrase that interprets the events through elaboration.    
           Grammatically, the phrases are doing the same thing, but “they are rhetorically   
     very different” (22). 
  • Then, allow students to write several simple sentences about events they have wit  
     nessed, followed by a modifying phrase. 
  • Through this activity, students can “experiment with controlling a reader’s under  
      standing of that event on what is emphasized,” thereby opening up “interesting con  
     versations about responsibility” and the distortion of the news (22). They also are   
     learning the development and the power of a complex sentence without realizing it.

 3) Scenario-based Language (Participles)
  • Rather than completing a worksheet that requires students to identify participles, stu  
     dents can create their own using the following theater-based scenario:
   o As a stage director, it is your responsibility to modify the script for actors in   
      order to “show that mood and tone are communicated through action and   
      posture” (23). 
    • Example 1: “John picks up the knife.” To show that he’s angry, add a   
    participial phrase: “Shaking with rage, John picks up the knife.”
    • Example 2:  “The young woman stands near the window.” 
    (mood: anxiety)
    • Example 3: “The president addresses the reporters.” 
    (mood: determination)
  • Scenario-based language in this context not only teaches them about participial   
     phrases but also helps them “understand how language gets things done” (24). 

 Ultimately, “language isn’t a matter of right and wrong” (24). Rather, we as teachers simply 
have to inspire students’ curiosity about language and “how language works in myriad ways around 
us” (24).

From ASCD: “Empowering English Language Learners through Language Dives”

 This article, published in May 2018, shows how a “spirit of inquiry” among students—partic-
ularly English Language Learners-- can be attained through what’s called a “language dive” (Jespon 
and Vilen). A language dive is when an instructor selects a “juicy sentence” to prompt a class-wide 
discussion that “unlocks the meaning of the text…and fortifies the meaning [students] are making 
themselves as writers and speakers.” 
 Language dives are incredible for their versatility. They can happen at “any grade level in any 
subject area” as long as the selected sentence “offers multiple opportunities for learning.” 
 Even more impressive is the data that shows the effectiveness of language dives. After a year 
of using language dives regularly at Lead Academy in Greenville, South Carolina, “school leaders saw 
a 24 percent increase in ELA proficiency as compared with the classrooms that didn’t use the dives.”
 The selected sentence for a successful language dive should
   • Come from a complex text, such as a primary source, authentic literature, or real   
  world nonfiction
  • Be relevant to the content and skills of the unit the students are studying
  • Contain language functions that relate to the content and tasks at hand  
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  • Contain complex language structure
  • Contain academic vocabulary or figurative language

Here are questions teachers can ask during a language dive to get students talking purposefully: 
 “Can you say more about that?”
 “Does it always work that way? Can you think of another example that is similar/different?”
 “How did X come up with that answer?”
 
 Similar to building students’ confidence with language as evinced by language study in the 
previous article, language dives empower students “how to use the academic constructions they read 
during school in their own writing,” which strengthens their “confidence and competence.” Ultimate-
ly, when students “investigate and articulate how writers use language to communicate ideas,” they 
are able to climb the “ladder of text complexity so that they can meet grade-level standards”—some-
thing that is vital for ELLs. 
 “As such, language dives are not just an effective instructional technique, they are a tool for 
equity.”

From Edutopia: “Honing Students’ Public Speaking Skills”

 Glossophobia (the fear of public speaking) affects 80 percent of the population (Wolpert-Gaw-
ron).  In fact, there’s an old adage that a person would rather be in the casket than have to deliver the 
eulogy. 
 However, today’s job market requires speaking and communicating effectively as “vital skills in 
terms of hiring and professional success” (Wolpert-Gawron). Therefore, in order to prepare students 
beyond just reading, writing, and arithmetic, all educators—English teachers in particular—are ex-
pected to develop “targeted lessons that are focused on oral presentation and verbal assessment.”
 Many teachers use the TED Talk format, but Wolpert-Gawron, a retired English teacher and 
Speech and Debate coach, said she discovered “a great divide in the presentation quality between 
those who could and those who couldn’t.” So she developed something called an “Ignite Talk,” which 
has “worked out better for high and low-ability learners, native speakers, and ELLs, and for both ex-
troverted and introverted students.”
 An Ignite Talk blends memoir/anecdote, argument/persuasion, and information/expository. 
They also “require the student to provide research and take a strong stance on an issue.” Generally, 
they take on this template:

  1. Hook
  2. Background Information
  3. Evidence
  4. Call to Action

 However, the most distinguishing factor of an Ignite Talk compared to a TED talk is its pacing. 
Specific timing guidelines “bring out the best in all learners, leveling the playing field for students.”  
Taciturn students have to muster material for a short period of time, and loquacious students are 
forced to be more concise.
 Ignite Talks last five minutes long, and they utilize 20 PowerPoint or Prezi slides that are pre-
set to automatically advance after 15 seconds per slide. Because of the speed, the slides have to be 
“highly visual,” and students “cannot rely on the slides as their script; there’s no room for bullet points 
or paragraphs.” This predetermined timing helps them avoid repetition for those who might ramble 
because they are underprepared. It also helps those “who suffer from presentation paralysis.” See 
Wolpert-Gawron’s rubric here.
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 In the end, Wolpert-Gawron says that Ignite Talks allow teachers to take “charge of preparing 
students to speak credibly and confidently out there in the world.”

Conclusion

 Teaching grammar, syntax, and public speaking skills in isolation using old fashioned methods 
no longer meets the needs of our 21st-century learners. Rather, it is better to develop students’ confi-
dence of their own capabilities, and using the above lessons and activities is a great place to start. The 
end result will be students’ deeper understanding--and perhaps appreciation--of grammar, rhetoric, 
and communication skills. What better gift can you give yourself or your students at the start of a new 
school year?
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Dickinson, Heade, and Hummingbirds
Becky Brown

 In the fall of 1882, Emily Dickinson wrote a poem and sent it to her acquaintance Mabel Loomis 
Todd. Todd had sent her a drawing of an Indian pipe, a native plant that resembles clay pipes. Dick-
inson wrote a note thanking her and telling her, “I cannot make an Indian Pipe, but please accept a 
Humming bird”  (Benfey, p. 202). The poem that she sent was “A Route of Evanescence.”
 Todd had recently been visited by artist Martin Johnson Heade who had taught her painting.  
Heade had made a name for himself by painting hummingbirds during the 1860’s and 1870’s. Some 
had been painted on trips to Brazil, and some had been painted from memory  (Stebbins, p. 145). He 
carried a portfolio of the works on his trip to Amherst to visit Todd and her friends  (Benfey, p. 191-
193).
 Dickinson’s “A Route of Evanescence” and Heade’s “Orchid with Two Hummingbirds” (RH-
MAA, Heade) offer us a glimpse of that circle of Amherst friends talking about hummingbirds. It is 
important to keep that setting in mind when, a hundred and seventy-five years later, we look at the 
two works. Otherwise, the rabbit holes we go down could get weird. 
 Emily Dickinson would have been familiar with the ruby-throated hummingbird, the only hum-
mingbird that appears in the Northeast (Stebbins, Life. p. 127).  It is about that hummingbird that she 
wrote the riddle:

 A Route of Evanescence
 With a revolving Wheel —
 A Resonance of Emerald —
 A Rush of Cochineal —
 And every Blossom on the Bush
 Adjusts its tumbled Head —
 The mail from Tunis, probably,
 An easy Morning’s Ride —   (Dickinson, p.619)

 Dickinson’s first four lines depicts the little bird’s appearance and speed. She mentions the 
glancing green of its feathers and the scarlet bib below the neck of the male bird.  Its ability to appear, 
dart around, and vanish lends it a transitory quality. She captures the whirring sound of the beating 
of its wings with repeated “r” sounds: route, with, revolving, wheel, resonance (Dickinson wants us 
to notice sound and uses a “sound” word), emerald, rush. Although the first helicopters would not 
appear until the next century, she imagines the bird’s ability to hover “with a revolving wheel.”
 The second four lines of the poem move the hummingbird from ephemeral to exotic. She has 
set us up for it by choosing “emerald” instead of green and “cochineal” instead of red. The blossom 
“adjusts its tumbled head” in the hummingbird’s presence. She uses “adjusts” instead of “raises” 
which might have logically followed her use of sound in the first four lines. We are alerted, therefore, 
to look for something different. A first reading might suggest that the blossom is reaching out to the 
hummingbird for its pollination. A second reading is that the hummingbird’s visit is so fast and eva-
nescent that the blossom is left (if it acts at all) shaking its tumbled head. 
 The hummingbird is fast. The message it is delivering to “every blossom on the bush” may be 
from Tunis—”and easy Morning’s Ride.” While all Dickinson biographies are sketchy, we can be pretty 
sure that she never went to Tunis. Tunis conjures turbaned dark men in long robes, calls to prayer from 
mosques, ships resting in harbor, and pirates—exotic images for Dickinson.
 Unlike Dickinson, Heade was well-traveled. He had visited and lived in both Europe and South 
America. When he when to Amherst in the summer of 1882, he had a series of paintings of various 
hummingbirds paired with tropical flowers. Both subjects were exotic to their audience. “Orchid with
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Two Hummingbirds” depicts two different species of hummingbirds in a steamy jungle-like setting 
and features a large brilliant pink cattleya orchid. A first look makes the viewer think the birds might 
be in some kind of mating dance. A Brazilian Fairy hummingbird hovers over a Phaon Comet hum-
mingbird which is perched on a branch (RHMAA). What one might describe as a sultry atmosphere, 
then, becomes merely humid. It’s not a mating dance; it is probably a hostile encounter. The misty 
foreground is lighted by a break in dark clouds. Other than the orchid in the foreground, the flora 
consists of ferns and dead-looking tree limbs draped in vines and moss. The background is a distant, 
nondescript hilly forest. 
 Hummingbirds aside, both the poem and the painting deserve a deeper look. The mid-nine-
teenth century was a fecund time for poets, artists, and scientists. Romantic notions of fifty years ear-
lier were being challenged in the atmosphere that fostered Darwin’s Origin of the Species, Audubon’s 
studies of birds, and even Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. Nature, in all its beauty, is a place where only 
the fittest survive. Scientific studies were replacing mere awe and adoration of nature. Big fish eat the 
little fish. All creatures do what we can to survive. 
 Against that backdrop, Dickinson’s “route of evanescence / with a revolving wheel” takes on a 
different aspect. She had lost close friends and her father by the time she wrote these lines, and her 
mother was an invalid who would die in November of that year. She recognized the essence of life in 
the transient, evanescent nature of the hummingbirds. The corpus of her work testifies to her seeing 
life as metaphor. 
 It can be forgiven, then, for us to look at the poem as being more than simply a poem about a 
hummingbird. The first quatrain with its emphasis on both the fading, fleeting and revolving nature of 
life with its flashes of color is balanced, in the second quatrain, by the joyful bowing to the inevitable 
in awe. The “mail from Tunis” is beyond our knowing and we are, simply, left in wonder. 
 Heade, on the other hand, takes a more realistic and less romantic approach. His humming-
birds and orchids are attempts at exact representation. The misty backdrop which might have seemed 
sultry had the two hummingbirds been doing a mating dance is, simply, the backdrop. On the other 
hand, in its essay on the painting, Reynolda House Museum of American Art notes, “The vines hang-
ing from lush foliage against an ominous gray sky create a dramatic backdrop and suggest Heade’s 
interest in the transitory effects of nature.” 
 At most, the hummingbirds are vying to fertilize the orchid. If we look hard for metaphor, the 
fact that the orchid, once fertilized, loses its blossom and sets a seed might support the “revolving 
Wheel” of Dickinson’s poem and indeed suggest that Heade was saying more than immediately 
meets the eye.
 Nevertheless, the careful reader (viewer) must ultimately concede that the painting is a science 
lecture more than it is a philosophical statement. 
 Juxtaposing the two pieces, then, gives us a good glimpse at the shift from the romantic, 
transcendental world to the growing interest in realism and scientific studies. Our twenty-first century 
ruminations on the works can be only speculations. Yet speculate we do. We listen closely for wisdom 
from the past even if it is evanescent. 
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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, we add descriptors to 
four writers who might be less familiar than the better-known writers we include. Two – Bacon and 
Sullivan – are English and another – Bayle – is French. The rest are American, though Americans and 
English clash over claiming Auden as their countryman!

“Some books are to be tasted, others to be swallowed, and some few to be chewed and digested.”
     Francis Bacon, essayist, philosopher, and statesman (1561 – 1626)

“There is not less wit nor less invention in applying rightly a thought one finds in a book, than in being 
the first author of that thought.” 
     Pierre Bayle, philosopher and writer (1647-1706)

“In a library we are surrounded by many hundreds of dear friends imprisoned by an enchanter in pa-
per and leathern boxes.“
     Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882) 

“One day work is hard, and another day it is easy; but if I had waited for inspiration I am afraid I should 
have done nothing. The miner does not sit at the top of the shaft waiting for the coal to come bub-
bling up to the surface. One must go deep down, and work out every vein carefully.” 
     Arthur Sullivan, composer (1842-1900) 

“I long to accomplish a great and noble task, but it is my chief duty to accomplish humble tasks as 
though they were great and noble. The world is moved along, not only by the mighty shoves of its 
heroes, but also by the aggregate of the tiny pushes of each honest worker.”
      Helen Adams Keller (1880-1968) 

“A real book is not one that we read, but one that reads us.”
     W. H. Auden (1907 – 1973)

“Everybody needs his memories. They keep the wolf of insignificance from the door.” 
     Saul Bellow (1915-2005)

 “A great book should leave you with many experiences, and slightly exhausted at the end. You live 
several lives while reading it.“
     William Styron (1925-2006)

“The words, the style always reflect a habit of mind. And the habit of mind comes in from a different 
angle... and then something strange and wonderful happens. And you see things differently. You 
see a different light is shed on it.” 
     John Leonard, critic (1939-2008)
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Film Review: Lady Bird (2017)
Brianna Brown

 To be perfectly candid, it is highly unlikely that school administrators will approve showing the 
film in its entirety. But in a way, that is part of its beauty. Lady Bird manages to capture in a very real 
way the raw social, emotional, sexual struggles of teen America with an incisive wit reminiscent of 
the beloved high school classic, The Breakfast Club (1985). Unlike The Breakfast Club, though, Lady 
Bird provides the all-too uncommon perspective of the female experience, as director Greta Gerwig 
allows us an unabashed glimpse into the female psyche through main character, Christine “Lady Bird’ 
McPherson.
 As Lady Bird attempts to navigate the intense pressures of high school life, she manages to 
epitomize the ironies of teen angst. She yearns for independence, but she craves nothing more than 
acceptance. She stands up for truth and justice, but is too afraid to be honest about her own feelings 
and circumstances.  She criticizes her hypercritical mother, even as she desperately longs for the ap-
proval that only her mother can give. In all of these circumstances, Gerwig’s juxtaposition of humor 
and gravity captures the poignancy that only real life can deliver. 

Suggested Film Pairings
Anywhere But Here (1999)
The Breakfast Club (1985)
The Edge of Seventeen (2016)
Girlhood (2014)
Peppermint Soda (1977)
Pretty in Pink (1986)
Real Women Have Curves (2002)
Smooth Talk (1985)
Thirteen (2003)
The Virgin Suicides (1999)

Suggested Text Pairings
Anywhere But Here by Mona Simpson
Are You My Mother? by Alison Bechdel
The Catcher in the Rye by J.D. Salinger
The Dud Avocado by Elaine Dundy
The Jane Austen Book Club by Karen Jay Fowler
The Joy Luck Club by Amy Tan
Middlemarch by George Eliot
Moods by Louisa May Alcott
Rosie by Anne Lamott
The White Album by Joan Didion

Questions to Support Classroom Analysis

1. Why do you think Lady Bird insists on running for office each year even though she’s convinced she       
won’t win?
2. Lady Bird has a very different relationship with her father than with her mother. Why do you think 
this is? 
3. Lady Bird struggles over the course of the film to figure out where she “fits in.” Have you ever ex-
perienced a similar struggle?
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4. A common theme in the film is that Lady Bird’s expectations are often out of touch with reality. In 
what circumstances did you find this to be true?
5. Another common theme in the film is the juxtaposition of humor and gravity. What were some of 
the situations that you found particularly poignant?
6. Sister Sarah (the principal) suggests to Lady Bird that “love” is essentially “[paying] attention.” 
What do you think she means by this? Do you agree?
7. Why do you think Lady Bird is concerned about whether or not her mother “likes” her even though 
her mother insists that she “loves” her?
8. Greta Gerwig (the director) has been praised for her use of color in the film. What did you notice 
about the color and lighting of different settings? What do you think Gerwig was trying to convey 
with this?
9. Lady Bird’s name is a point of contention throughout the film; in the end, she ends up calling herself 
“Christine.” Why do you think she is insistent on being called “Lady Bird” in the first place, and why 
do you think she ultimately changes her mind? What does this change suggest about her identity?
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Posts

Artificial Intelligence: A Threat to Humans?
Guy Hill

Source: The Week; page 18
Author: Editorial Staff
Publication Date: August 11th, 2017

Basic Concept:
This article is about artificial intelligence (AI) and its possible impact on society. Two men who are 
deeply involved in technology and its future use, Elon Musk, CEO of Tesla and Mark Zuckerberg, 
CEO of Facebook, disagree about how AI will affect society in the future. Musk says that we must be 
very careful with advanced AI, while Zuckerberg says that AI will only enhance your life experiences. 

Comment:
This is a very controversial topic because these two technological giants have very different and 
sometimes opposing views. As technology continues to creep into human existence, one does begin 
to wonder if all technological improvements are positive in nature. Is there a realistic risk and danger 
for technology to go awry or is this simply an irrational fear embedded deep in the human psyche 
that prevents us from embracing the interface between man and machine. 

Quotations:
“Musk fears the worst, telling a meeting of governors last month that AI must be regulated before 
it inevitably escapes our control.” 

“[Zuckerberg] insisted that AI would make our lives better, thanks to medical breakthroughs and 
safer self-driving cars.”

“Instead of feuding over who understands AI better, perhaps Zuckerberg and Musk should team 
up to address the AI issues really worth worrying about-like mothers displaced by Silicon Valley cre-
ations.”

Questions:
1. How far should we, as a society, allow artificial intelligence to interface and interact with our lives?

2. Is it possible for artificial intelligence to present a real danger to people’s well-being?

3. Will our morality and integrity as humans be the savior from, or the cause of, detrimental and 
harmful interactions technology has with humans?
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Activist Science and Technology Education
Bob Evans

Source: Journal for Activist Science and Technology Education (JASTE)
Editors: Mirjan Krstovic, Dave Del Gobbo, John Lawrence Bencze

Basic Concept:
This open journal provides a venue for high school students to publish reports of science projects 
they have designed and conducted. Uniquely, each project reported in JASTE has a socio-scientific 
issue (SSI) perspective and students not only report on their projects, but write about the implica-
tions of their research from the perspective of social criticism and strategies for change. These re-
ports also provide a fertile source of fresh ideas for discussion by other students.  

Comment:
Given the wide availability of unsubstantiated opinions about SSI on the Internet, this journal pro-
vides a refreshing combination of research-based student positions and recommendations. The con-
nection between research questions and the results provides clear examples of how scientifically 
based positions have more authority than do those without a research basis. These student generat-
ed research reports also provide enough detail for discussion by other students since the claims and 
arguments of the researchers are openly displayed and therefore can be challenged and criticised. 

Quotations:
‘JASTE is a journal for active promotion of social justice and environmental sustainability through 
science and technology education. This issue features a set of papers written by high school students 
about their research-informed and negotiated action projects aimed at addressing harms they de-
termined in relationships among fields of science and technology and societies and environments.’

‘Major goals of instruction in this approach are to educate students for social criticism and social 
change and to teach them decision-making skills. To empower students and help them acquire po-
litical efficacy, the school must help them become reflective social critics and skilled participants in 
social change. The traditional goal of school has been to socialize students so they would accept un-
questioningly the existing ideologies, institutions, and practices within society and the nation-state 
(Banks, J. A., & Banks, C. A. M. (Eds.). (2010). Multicultural education: Issues and perspectives. John 
Wiley & Sons).

Questions:
1. Do business leaders seem to ignore the need for water conservation even though serious short-
ages may cause a catastrophic problem?

2. How should the huge population centers of the world address the misuse of the world’s water 
supply? Should action be mandatory?

3. What other ways can students educate others and get involved in mitigating global issues?
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