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“Literature ranges from simple songs and sayings to elaborate and
extended tales of human deeds. The most compelling literature

concerns persons whose feelings, thoughts, and actions engage us in 
the lived time of mortality. Ideas and abstractions, which systematically 

separate themselves from persons and from time, do not form the
essence of literature and do not

surpass it.”

–Roger Shattuck, Candor and Perversion



Editor’s Corner
 This Spring Issue features a string of socio-political essays and Posts that resonate with the 
recent unusual political notions and the fractured anomalies of political figures whose verbal confu-
sions mark our troubled time.
 
 Terry Roberts, my dear friend, once brilliant student at the North Carolina Governor’s School, 
and now Director of Paideia National Center, has wrought a book that plumbs the depths of what 
might be considered America’s “End Times” as it assesses the heft of a number of thoughtful politi-
cal/philosophical thinkers. Despite this distress, clear ideas from much earlier texts circle around and 
amplify the featured ideas found in his book.
 
 Before presenting Terry Roberts’s ideas and those of the great minds he explores, let me 
speak briefly about the ideas of three similar political thinkers that resonate with those he explores:
 
 The first of these texts carries us back to the days of Roosevelt’s New Deal, attributed to his 
colleague James Burns’s Transformational Leadership Theory (1978) where he outlined two simple 
but contending leadership styles. In the first and most typical, a leader merely Transacts with the 
electorate by providing them goods and services that fulfill their hopes, allowing the leader to attain 
whatever political ends she or he desires. Burns’s opposing and unusual Transformation allows the 
leader not necessarily to give supporters the social and economic needs they seek, but that their 
idea of what is best for everyone is developed in concert with the leader. Their ideas and hopes are 
therefore transformed to take on the basic beliefs of the leader’s—as well as their own—aspirations. 
Bribery or extracting needs is set aside, and new ideas about what is best for all are a part of a new 
belief system formed by carving out their common goals.
 
 Mortimer Adler’s Six Great Ideas (1981) shares some of Burns’s ideas about change but are 
driven by the force of two major contending ideas: Liberty and Equality. Adler believes that too 
much of either political idea will deny the desired political end, which is Justice. Those who call for 
evermore Liberty will curtail the possibility of full Justice for all, and in the obverse, those who push 
for total equality will override the best political outcome and extinguish the cause of Justice. Too 
much of either of the two desired political ends corrupts the potential for true Justice.
 
 Krystal Ball, an MSNBC political analyst, in covering the Romney-Obama election, spoke about 
two similar yet opposing presidential qualities that are important to balance (2012). She cited studies 
that claimed Honesty and Integrity were essential qualities in a true leader but added that a balance 
between Strength and Empathy were what marked such a leader (2012).
 
 These three slices of political research and social history may help further clarify Notes’s shift 
to a concern for political ideas and Posts that lean toward that frame of mind.
 
Joe Milner
Editor

But man, proud man,
Drest in a little brief authority,

Most ignorant of what he’s most assured,
His glassy essence, like an angry ape,

Plays such fantastic tricks before high heaven
As makes the angels weep.

-William Shakespeare (1564-1616)
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 A quick review of the current bookshelf reveals two common ways of looking at the state of 
human society in the first quarter of this century. One is that our age is characterized by an increasing-
ly fragile and dangerous mix of cultures driven by technological and economic forces almost beyond 
our control. According to this view, the world is economically flat, as Thomas Friedman argues in his 
2005 book, and most workers in developed countries are already competing with workers across the 
world. Furthermore, social and cultural change is steadily accelerating due to the dizzying pace of 
technological development. In other words, despite the best efforts of nationalist politicians and na-
tivist commentators who cry out for stronger borders and simpler racial identification, globalization is 
coming. In fact, according to Friedman and others, it’s already here. It’s here and most of us are not 
ready for it—either personally or professionally.
 A second view offers a somewhat longer approach and offers a more optimistic perspective. 
This second take on things is summed up in Steven Pinker’s 2011 book The Better Angels of Our Na-
ture: Why Violence has Declined. In this massive study, Pinker argues that, ephemeral news reports to 
the contrary, social violence has actually declined over the last several hundred years, and that human 
society is slowly becoming more civil. Pinker cites dozens of statistics to support his view that even in 
times of war or other social upheaval, our reaction as a species is less violent than it was in previous 
conflicts. In essence, Pinker argues that there has been a recent and marked “reduction in violence 
at many scales—in the family, in the neighborhood, between tribes and other armed factions, and 
among major nations and states” and that somehow our recent “history has engaged our psycholo-
gy” to produce more “peaceable societies” (xxiii).
 Although these two views—one more pessimistic and the other more optimistic—have dom-
inated the recent debates about the future, I’d like to propose a third, more nuanced approach that 
synthesizes both. In this view—articulated by cultural historians like Will and Ariel Durant and Jacques 
Barzun—human societies, like empires, rise and fall in more-or-less predictable patterns over thou-
sands of years. Periods of relative peace and even prosperity occur in bastions of cultural cohesion in 
which we are protected from chaos by the unifying effects of political due process or religious belief. 
Periods of certainty and calm, however, never last and are followed by periods of what Barzun calls 
decadence, in which the unifying forces dissolve, leaving us with what feels like social and even moral 
chaos. What is different about our current, post-modern age is that our current decadence seems 
especially volatile due to global economic and technological forces. In short, this particular age of 
uncertainty is accelerating at warp speed, and 2050 is tomorrow.
 Seen in this light—speed!—the 21st century holds very real, post-modern challenges for those 
of us who are living in it. And it is precisely those challenges that demand a creative response.
But first, what can we say about life in the 21st century, both thus far as well as the decades to come? 
Alongside Pinker’s convincing argument that human society writ large has become progressively less 
violent, there is compelling evidence that ours is a discontented and disoriented age. In Flow, psy-
chologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi provides a counterweight to Pinker’s statistics:

The three- to fourfold increase in social pathology over the last generation holds true in an 
astonishing number of areas. For instance, in 1955 there were 1,700,000 instances of clinical 
intervention involving mental patients across the country; by 1975 the number had climbed 
to 6,400,000. Perhaps not coincidentally, similar figures illustrate the increase in our national 
paranoia: during the decade from 1975 to 1985 the budget authorized to the Department of 
Defense climbed from $87.9 billion a year to $284.7 billion—more than a threefold increase 
[the 2018 budget is projected at $639.1 billion]. (15)

Life in an Asynchronous World
Terry Roberts
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All of this, and the most recent Time magazine article (February 12, 2018) on this subject documents 
the “new global arms race,” which quotes President Donald Trump as arguing in his first State of 
the Union address that “we must modernize and rebuild our nuclear arsenal” because of real and 
perceived global threats. Like Pinker, Csikszentmihalyi goes on to list a wide variety of more subtle 
statistics to support his thesis that contemporary life—even in successful, developed countries—is 
fundamentally dissatisfying and even chaotic.
 Can both Pinker and Csikszentmihalyi be right? Can post-modern, contemporary life be both 
improved (less violent) and fearful (more paranoid)? The answer is demonstrably Yes. As Csikszentmi-
hali himself writes, “despite having achieved previously undreamed-of miracles of progress, we seem 
more helpless in facing life than our less privileged ancestors” (15-16).
 The answer, I believe, lies in the third view of human history—neither optimistic nor pessimistic 
but cyclical. In his 1989 book, The Culture We Deserve, Jacques Barzun describes how “entire civili-
zations do perish.” In his last chapter, titled “Toward the Twenty-First Century,” Barzun compares our 
own time to previous periods of decadence.

The tremendous endings of Greece and Rome are not a myth. True, life somehow continues 
after the fall, but it is that very “somehow” which tells us that something above mere existence 
has disappeared. That something is what we call civilization. It is an expression of collective 
life cast in determinate ways, an expression that includes power, “growth,” a joyous or grim 
self-confidence, and other obvious signs of a going concern. But it consists also of tacit indi-
vidual faith in certain ideals and ways of life, seconded by a general faith in the rightness of the 
scheme. It follows that widespread disbelief in those intangibles, and the habits they produce 
in day-to-day existence, brings on the dissolution of the whole. (162-63)

Normally, we are protected by what Csikszentmihalyi labels the “shields” against discontent: “reli-
gion, patriotism, ethnic traditions, and habits instilled by social custom” (12). However, in The Culture 
We Deserve, Barzun goes on to explore why these shields—even science—no longer hold at the end 
of an epoch—they have never held thus—and why despair and indifference can be the result even in 
the midst of plenty. 
 Such, then, is the 21st century: a time when the old social and cultural order has dissolved and 
has yet to be replaced with a new. Physical violence has—Pinker would tell us—declined, and yet, 
psychological doubt and personal despair have risen as we wait for a new social and economic order 
to declare itself. And finally, the whole historical process is exacerbated by the fall of national and 
social borders due to rampant economic and technological revolution. 
 Given all of this volatility, what can we say with any certainty about life in 2050?
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Film Review: The Red Balloon (1956)
Brianna Brown

How to Utilize the Short Film The Red Balloon (1956) in a Middle and/or Secondary Classroom

 From its unassuming opening scene to its dramatic, uplifting end, this film accomplishes in less 
than 35 minutes what many films of six times its length never fully realize: under the guise of a simple 
plot, it creates a space to confront complex issues that range in application from the elementary So-
cial Studies to the secondary Foreign Language classroom. 

 Albert Lamorisse’s tale begins quite simply with a young Parisian boy (Pascal) who befriends a 
balloon that appears to (quite literally) have a mind of its own. However, this simple friendship soon 
faces many trials as the balloon is ostracized in public and private spaces, facing rejection from Pas-
cal’s school, Pascal’s family, Pascal’s church, and society at large. Even Pascal’s peers become a prob-
lem, as Pascal and the balloon become targets for the other boys. 

 Set against the backdrop of a muted post-World War II Paris, this story highlights many of the 
same human tendencies that led from the exclusion of to the outright discrimination against and sav-
agery toward Jews, Gypsies, homosexuals, intellectuals, those with disabilities, and those viewed as 
the “Other” in the pre-war Western world. Given the modern political climate in the United States 
and around the world, this story seems all too relevant today. As Pascal and his balloon face the en-
during challenges of bullying, non-conformity, and grief, they demonstrate that possibility of over-
coming these evils with courage, kindness, and a more than a little imagination.

Suggested Film Pairings

-Amélie (2001)
-The Boy in the Striped Pajamas (2008)
-Cast Away (2000)
-The Little Prince (2015)
-Peter Pan (2003)
-Sarah’s Key (2010)
-Up (2009) 
-White Mane (1953)

Suggested Text Pairings

-Harold and the Purple Crayon by Crockett Johnson
-The Little Prince by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry
-Lord of the Flies by William Golding
-Peter Pan in Kensington Gardens by J.M. Barrie
-Peter and Wendy by J.M. Barrie
-The Red Balloon by Albert Lamorisse
-Sarah’s Key by Tatiana de Rosnay
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Suggested Online Resources
BBC: “France opens archives of WW2 pro-Nazi Vichy regime”
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-35188755

BBC History: “Animated Map: The Fall of France”
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/worldwars/wwtwo/launch_ani_fall_france_campaign.shtml

BBC History: “The Fall of France”
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/worldwars/wwtwo/fall_france_01.shtml

Discovery Education: “The Normandy Invasion”
http://www.discoveryeducation.com/teachers/free-lesson-plans/the-normandy-invasion.cfm

Jonathan Yardley, The Washington Post: “A History of Paris during Nazi Occupation”
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/a-history-of-paris-during-nazi-occupation/2014/08/29/
fce9e112-222c-11e4-958c-268a320a60ce_story.html?utm_term=.5d9c557b6df3

United States Holocaust Memorial Museum: “Resources for Educators”
https://www.ushmm.org/educators

United States Holocaust Memorial Museum: “Holocaust Encyclopedia: France”
https://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/article.php?ModuleId=10005429

Yad Vasham: “The Holocaust in France”
 http://www.yadvashem.org/yv/en/holocaust/france/occupation.asp

Questions to Support Classroom Analysis

1. What might be the significance of the fact that Pascal first encounters the balloon tied to a lamp 
post?
2. When Pascal and the balloon are at the market, he comes face to face with a painting of a young 
girl, and the balloon confronts itself in a mirror. What might this scene represent? What might the 
painting and the mirror symbolize?
3. What do you think the balloon’s rejection at the school, at home, and at church is meant to repre-
sent?
4. What do you think of the boy who stomps on the balloon? Is he ending its suffering or is he the 
cruelest of the “murderers”? 
5. Why do you think the balloon meant so much to Pascal?
6. What do you think is the significance of the final scene? 
7. How do the children in the film interact with the balloon? How do the adults interact with it? What 
might the filmmakers be trying to suggest through these interactions?
8. Why do you think the filmmakers opted to have so little dialogue in the story?
9. How does the film make use of music (or the absence of it) to…

…indicate a shift or change in mood?
…create tension?
…foreshadow what will happen?

10. The boy’s balloon is red, the girl’s balloon is blue, and in the end there are balloons of many colors, 
yet the boy wears gray, the girl wears white, and the city of Paris is largely dull and muted. What do 
you think these color choices are meant to symbolize?



 English teachers are often the busiest of anyone in the school building. From memorizing ca-
nonical texts to correcting hundreds of comma splices on student papers, an English teacher’s work 
is never complete. 
 Therefore, with so many English teachers in survival mode, who has the time to stay abreast of 
cutting-edge pedagogy in order to refresh one’s lesson plans from year-to-year? 
 We now hope to ease that burden. This twice-a-year column will coalesce 3-4 teaching ideas 
from reputable English and education journals into one place for busy teachers to access, digest, and 
implement in their classroom with aplomb. 

1) Thesis Statement Writing
from ASCD (the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development) 

 Kids love to argue; however, when it comes to argumentation on paper, most teachers would 
agree that students need support. In a recent, informal study of 116 eighth graders, only 42 percent 
could properly define the phrase “thesis statement” (Thornblad and Gretchen). The foundation to 
argument writing requires a proper definition: “A thesis statement is one or more sentences on an 
issue or topic that takes a position and offers reasons for support” (Thornblad and Gretchen).

To start, provide students with the above definition and a graphic organizer similar to this one: 
                    
                                  

                 +                         +                =  

         Issue                    Position                                                                   Thesis Statement   
                                         Three Reasons for Support  
               
Students can write about any issue to get them acclimated to the process. For instance, “Superman is 
cool because he’s strong, he helps people in danger, and he can fly” (Thornblad and Gretchen). 
 To provide extra practice, consider a writing workshop where students progress through sev-
eral stations learning how to develop thesis statements with supporting evidence. 

 • Station 1: Give students pairs of thesis statements, and challenge them to select the 
strongest one. Repeat this task multiple times. Enhance this station with technology by provid-
ing a QR code that reveals the correct answers at the end. 
 • Station 2: Provide large-sized Legos with words on them where students must physically 
arrange the bricks to build a thesis statement. This tactile method will show students how to 
literally build a strong foundation for an essay or paper.
 • Station 3: Provide students with cogent thesis statements and have them work backwards 
filling in the components of the graphic organizer provided above. 
 • Station 4: Give students several weak thesis statements and challenge them to rewrite 
them.  
 • Station 5: Provide students quotes, statistics, and data about a particular topic and have 
them draft a thesis statement derived directly from the evidence. 

These activities and tools help students develop a growth mindset when writing evidence-based 
arguments. Learning how to write a strong thesis statement is a lifelong skill every student would 
benefit to master.

Teaching Research
Melanie Hyunh-Duc
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2) Book “Tasting” 
from Edutopia 

 If you’ve ever had an independent reading project in your class, you know there are several 
students who either didn’t read the novel or hated the novel they’ve selected.
 With the concept of “Book tasting,” students have the opportunity to sample all of the books 
on the list before committing to one. By devoting a few days to this activity, students gain more au-
tonomy in their selection and are more likely to not just complete the reading assignment but also 
enjoy it.

 • Step 1: Gather a plethora of titles and genres from wherever you can (school library, class-
room library, etc.). Arrange the classroom into multiple groups based on genre—realistic fic-
tion, literary nonfiction, fantasy, etc. Plan to have students in groups of four with four different 
titles in each group. 
 • Step 2: Before beginning, tell students they will be “tasting” every book at each group for 
the next two days. Provide students with an index card and a pencil, and have them choose a 
book from their table. For three minutes, they read that book. At the end of the three minutes, 
they write down the title and author and determine if they liked it. Then, they choose another 
book and repeat the process.
 • Step 3: After four times, the students move to another genre. At the end of the two days, 
students rank the books they liked. Tackett says, “I give them their first choice if possible, but 
sometimes they get their second choice if I don’t have enough copies of a particular book.”

 You may consider the rest of the reading assignment to occur at home, but if you choose to 
continue with reading workshops in-class, Tackett advises 35-minute silent-sustained reading with a 
10-minute mini-lesson on a skill, “like understanding how character traits are conveyed.” Tackett also 
advises “conferencing with students” once or twice a week and “having them work in small groups” 
based on data. These groups are structured as follows: guided reading (for struggling readers), strat-
egy groups (for students who have a specific need), and book clubs (advanced readers who need less 
hands-on support). 

3) Teaching Critical Media Literacy to Dismantle Racism
from English Education

 Critical literacy is defined as “the educational process that makes young people aware of the 
role that media play, both positively and problematically, in shaping social thought” (Morrell et al. 3). 
Though it often goes unnoticed, mainstream media “reinforces white supremacy,” as shown particu-
larly in disparate representation of white vs. black criminals, “which leads to antiblackness” (Baker-Bell 
et al. 130, 134). English educators have the opportunity and responsibility to teach critical media lit-
eracy skills to begin dismantling this pattern of racial injustice that often goes unnoticed. 
 Baker-Bell et al. identifies a “pedagogy of healing” that involves “urban debate, critical lan-
guage pedagogy, hip-hop-based pedagogy, and critical race pedagogy” (139). This article provides 
four lessons intended to help teachers think and teach students about the “struggle for racial and 
educational justice” (141). Here are two powerful ones, but check out the article itself for a more thor-
ough understanding of each lesson.

Lesson 1: Addressing Stereotypes. Begin class with this motivational quote: “Stereotypes do exist, 
but we have to walk through them.” (Forest Whitaker, The Robertson Treatment, 2010), and have 
desks arranged in a circle. After discussing the opening quotation and its meaning, guide students to

6
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write anonymously on a separate piece of paper a 1-2 word description of a visible identity marker 
that he/she believes has led to his/her own misunderstanding or stereotyping. In 30-second intervals, 
students will pass their papers to each participant in the class to write down an image or idea used to 
categorize people with this identity marker. Once the paper has been passed around and returned to 
the original student, time should be allotted to read each other’s remarks. Then, “this activity should 
elicit a rich discussion and lead to conversation about stereotypes and how students can dismantle, 
disrupt, dispute, and deconstruct them” (142). A note of caution, however: teachers must know their 
students and the class dynamic prior to implementing this lesson to ensure the discussion is helpful 
and constructive. The classroom community, led by the teacher, must remain focused on “creat[ing] a 
space in their classrooms where students can engage in an open and honest dialogue about the root 
of stereotypes” (141).

Lesson 2: Analyzing Negative Images. In this lesson, 3-4 students will work together in groups to 
analyze “language, images, and narratives that mainstream media” has constructed about minorities 
(143). Teachers can use photos of different billboards from around town, news clips, music, videos, 
newspaper articles, etc. for the analysis of images and implied messages (143). Questions students 
should answer include, “What narrative is being written?” and “How could this narrative stigmatize, 
characterize, and marginalize?” (143). Students can go further by creating a social media campaign 
or writing a letter to the organization to address the reinforced negative image that is being perpet-
uated by the media.
 In 2015, African Americans were killed by US police at twice the rate of White, Hispanic, and 
Native Americans (147). Baker-Bell et. al. challenges teachers to be a part of the solution rather than 
the problem. “Even the most well-intentioned educators avoid this topic for fear of misspeaking, 
sounding racist, not having answers, or causing more harm than help” (148).

Works Cited

Baker-Bell, April, et. al. “The Stories They Tell: Mainstream Media, Pedagogies of Healing, and Critical 
Media Literacy.” English Education, vol, 9, no. 2, January 2017, pp. 130-152.

Morrell, Ernest, et al. “Introduction.” Critical Media Pedagogy: Teaching for Achievement in City 
Schools. New York: Teachers College Press, 2013.

Tackett, Emma. “Giving Students a Little Taste of a Book.” Edutopia, 13 December 2017, https://
www.edutopia.org/article/giving-students-little-taste-book. Accessed 2 January 2018.

Thornblad, Corey and Gretchen Hazlin. “Thesis Writing Activities: Blocks, Graphic Organizers, and 
Superman.” ASCD, 24 August 2017, http://www.ascd.org/ascd-express/vol12/1224-thornblad.aspx. 
Accessed 2 January 2018. 
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The Great Scarf of Birds
Rebecca Brown

Is it a Banana Peel?

 Abstract art is always difficult to talk about. What looks like a banana peel to one person might 
look like a leaping dancer to another. Georgia O’Keeffe began her career with abstract work, moved 
away from the abstract to her exquisite paintings of flowers, bleached bones, and sun-bathed moun-
tains, and moved back to the purely abstract in her last years.
 Among those late painting is “Untitled (Abstraction Red Wave with Circle)” which is exhibit-
ed at the Georgia O’Keeffe Museum in Santa Fe. (The work can be seen by entering its title in your 
search engine.)
 At the risk of profaning both of them, I am placing that painting against a poem by John Up-
dike, “The Great Scarf of Birds.” It is the great gift of abstract art that it allows me to take that chance.
 The painting is stark. A calligraphy-like rising red stroke changes direction and drifts downward 
across the work. Hovering in the curve of the falling stroke is a perfect red circle. O’Keeffe did the 
painting in 1979, seven years before her death in 1986.
 Macular degeneration was claiming her vision. Feathery brush strokes evince careful design. It 
is both simple and complex. While it would be tempting to limit the red circle by saying that it reflects 
the Japanese flag and the Asian influence on her latter work, it is also possible to see that circle as 
being exactly the element that gives balance and grace to the linear stroke. 
 Rubbing Updike’s poem against the painting creates a friction that might give insight into 
both.

The Great Scarf of Birds

Ripe apples were caught like red fish in the nets
of their branches. The maples
were colored like apples,
part orange and red, part green.
The elms, already transparent trees, 
seemed swaying vases full of sky. The sky
was dramatic with great straggling V’s
of geese streaming south, mare’s-tails above them;
their trumpeting made us look up from golf.
The course sloped into salt marshes,
And this seemed to cause the abundance of birds.

As if out of the Bible or science fiction, 
a cloud appeared, a cloud of dots 
like iron filings which a magnet
underneath the paper undulates.
It dartingly darkened in spots,
paled, pulsed, compressed, distended, yet
held an identity firm: a flock 
of starlings, as much one things as a rock.
One will moved above the trees 
the liquid and hesitant drift.
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Come nearer, it became less marvelous,
more legible, and merely huge.
Like dutiful Lot, I turned my back.
Later, I lazily looked around.

The rise of the fairway above and behind us was tinted,
so evenly tinted I might not have noticed
but that at the rim of the delicate shadow
the starlings were thicker and outlined the flock 
as an ink stain in drying pronounces its edges.
The gradual rise of green was vastly covered;
I had thought nothing in nature could be so broad but grass.

And as
I watched, one bird,
prompted by accident or will to lead,
ceased resting; and, lifting in a casual billow,
the flock ascended as a lady’s scarf,
transparent, of gray, might be twitched 
by one corner, drawn upward and then,
decided against, negligently tossed toward a chair.
Melting all thought, the southward cloud withdrew into the air.

     John Updike
     The New Yorker. 10/27/62. p. 52

 The setting is clear:  it is a beautiful fall day, and the speaker (I will call him John for the purpos-
es of simplicity) in the poem is playing golf. The description is both poetic and reasonable. There is no 
trace of romanticism—of trying to make it more than it is. He works to capture what simply is. The first 
stanza describes the colors of the landscape and sky and tells of the abundance of birds. There is a 
thoroughly rational reason for there to be a lot of birds—the salt marshes are nearby. The eye pauses 
briefly at the geese “trumpeting.” Don’t geese honk?  
 The second stanza starts with the ominous announcement of something supernatural “out of 
the Bible or science fiction.” It is a flock of starlings, but there are enough of them to conjure images 
of a plague of locusts or Hitchcock’s The Birds. They seem solid, as much one thing as a rock; it is as 
if a sentient will holds them together.  
 The next stanza shows us that it is just a flock of birds, merely huge. Having noticed and named 
the flock of starlings, John returns to his game. The repeated “l” sounds—less marvelous, legible, 
merely, like, Lot, later, lazily looked—lull us into relaxing. 
 Then he looks around. The trumpeting in the first stanza did portend something momentous. 
The birds have landed, making a big ink stain on the green. That distant threatening flock is now im-
mediate and totally present. Darkness has descended.
 Then comes the miracle. One bird rises, and the entire flock follows. It looks as if a large scarf 
has been lifted by a corner and tossed aside. The shape of the last stanza (short two-word beginning 
to the long line at the end) mimics the flowing action of the “great scarf.”
 Simplifying the poem further, we see that the cycle is something we recognize:  Life goes along 
well. For whatever reason, darkness gathers and descends. Just as mysteriously, the darkness slowly 
dissipates. We know this story. 
 A good Calvinist, Updike might have called the dissipation of the darkness grace—something 



mysterious, unexpected, and beautiful. He repeats the word “will.” One will moves the ominous 
cloud; the one bird that lifts the scarf is prompted, perhaps, by will. His hand is light. He doesn’t in-
terpret; he merely shows us what he saw.
 In his “Rabbit” novels, Updike simply shows us like he does in this poem. He doesn’t add a 
moral or any other attempt at explanation. Rabbit is a flawed, short-sighted man who, in spite of the 
reader’s desire that he behave more wisely, is a character so much like us that we both empathize 
and sympathize. Then we read the second and third “Rabbit” books thinking Rabbit might grow in 
wisdom. Rabbit doesn’t change. He keeps on being himself; the lessons he might have learned earlier 
are forgotten. Just before he dies, he has a glimmering that much of what he had thought important 
was dross, but he never becomes bitter or cynical. He simply is, doing the best he can.
 Interestingly, Updike’s work is abstract in the same way that O’Keeffe’s painting of the red 
wave is abstract. His lack of commentary and judgment is striking. Ironically, O’Keeffe’s naming her 
work “red wave” makes it a little more definitive than Updike’s poem!  
 As the broader look at Updike’s other work enlightens this poem, so does a glance at O’Keef-
fe’s other works. We look at the paintings of the bones, for example, and we see life stripped down 
to its skeleton; after all the dross is decayed, there is still beauty. Life itself is elevated by those cattle 
skulls.
 The upswing and gentle flow of her strokes honor both the red mountains of her beloved New 
Mexico (and, yes, the painting could be a mountain with a moon—or a banana peel or a dancer or 
a red wave) and balance, grace, and simplicity. Everything unnecessary is stripped away. The dark-
ness—even the growing darkness of O’Keeffe’s macular degeneration—is not strong enough to stop 
the beauty.
 Both the upward movement of the red wave and the lifting of the great scarf of birds are op-
timistic actions. Both works of art are rich enough to ask us look at them again and again to plumb 
their meanings. Perhaps their lack of definition is what draws us to them. All great art, though, “holds 
a mirror up to nature,” and if we look long enough, we find our own meanings. When we leave and 
come back to the works again, we find that their meanings have shifted a little. Besides having great 
fun in our returns to these pieces, perhaps we gain a little wisdom from their balance, simplicity, and 
grace.
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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 let-
ters) and their students.  Readers report using these fragments as prompts for essays and discus-
sions and as catalysts for aspiring and reluctant readers and writers.

“My poems are all set to trip the reader head foremost into the boundless.”
       Robert Frost (1874 – 1963)

“We have a wilderness of mystery to make our way through in the centuries to come, and we shall 
need . . . not science alone. For perceiving significance where significance is at hand, we shall need 
minds at work from all sorts of brains . . . mostly the brains of poets of course. The poets, on whose 
shoulders the future rests, might, late nights . . . begin to see some meanings that elude the rest of 
us.”
       Lewis Thomas (1913 – 1993)

“Now, the poem is just this: a possibility, something that is only animated by the contact with a read-
er or a listener. There is one note common to all poems, without which there would be no poetry: 
participation. Each time the reader truly relives the poem, he reaches a state that we can call poetic. 
The experience can take this form or that, but it is always a going beyond oneself, a breaking of the 
temporal walls, to be another. “
       Octavio Paz (1914 – 1998)

Toward the end of his life, poet C. K. Williams said: “I don’t have to spend so much time mastering 
my craft, because I pretty much have that under control. But it’s still hard to find the right inspiration 
and the right voice and the right music to embody the inspiration. That’s the primary business of the 
poet: to bring the matter and the music together. The best poetry, when you’re reading it, you hear 
two voices simultaneously — the voice of the poet and your own voice.”
       C. K. Williams (1936 - 2015)
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Posts

Disconnecting the Internet to Make Connections
Lisa Kelly

“Getting My Attention Back”
Author: Craig Mod
Source: The Week; pages 48-49
Publication Date: December 23/December 29, 2017

Basic Concept:
This article documents the author’s search to regain his attention by going one month without using 
the internet.  He uses his time during a residency offered by the Virginia Center for the Creative Arts 
to disconnect himself from the internet while living on the grounds of an old estate in central Virginia.  
He describes his previous obsession with technology and the many hours that he lost through his 
daily use of technology, especially when he had become addicted to the game Clash of Clans.  Af-
ter reflecting upon the changes in his attention during the month of his digital fast and the positive 
feelings that came with it, he makes some rules for his everyday use of technology. Realizing that his 
“always-on, always-connected state” was inefficient, he decides to turn off the internet before bed 
and not turn it back on until after lunch.  He finds these rules “reasonable” enough to enforce upon 
himself to help him have more “clarity and purpose” and a healthier lifestyle.  

Comment:
The simple fact that the author gave up the internet for a month will create wonder and inspire dis-
cussion.  The feeling of being “on” all the time is certainly relatable to most.  How do we make use 
of our vast resources on the internet without losing our focus in life? Can we be connected electron-
ically all day and be connected to ourselves and others? The author’s reflections on his self-imposed 
technology restrictions certainly encourage the reader to take an introspective look at connections—
digital and personal.

Quotations:
“The more I thought about my attention, the more I thought about the limits to human scale.  How 
technologies amplify ourselves—the best and worst parts—in a way that is almost impossible for us 
to comprehend” (p. 49).

 “Attention is a muscle.  It must be exercised. Though, attention is duplicitous—it doesn’t feel like a 
muscle.  And exercising it doesn’t result in an appreciably healthier-looking body. But it does result 
in a sense of grounding, feeling rational, control of your emotions—a healthy mind” (p.49).  

Questions:
1.  The author states that “technologies amplify ourselves—the best and the worst parts” (p.49).  
Explain this statement and how it relates to you personally and to our world today.
2.  If attention is a muscle, how do we exercise this muscle? What muscles are we exercising with the 
use of technology, and what muscles are we neglecting?
3.  How much of your day is spent using technology? If you were asked to limit your technology 
use to just a few hours a day, could you do it? How could this change be beneficial? What problems 
might you encounter?
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Allied Texts:
Fahrenheit 451 by Ray Bradbury
1984 by George Orwell
The Circle by Dave Eggers
The Shallows: What the Internet is Doing to our Brains by Nicholas Carr
“Have Smartphones Destroyed a Generation?”  by Jean M. Twenge in The Atlantic, September 2017

Future Directions in Self-Healing Biotechnology
Sam O’Connor

Next Up for Robots: Synthetic Muscle
Author: Erin Blakemore
Source: The Week
Publication Date: May 23, 2016

Basic Concept:
This article highlights the work of Dr. Chao Wang, associate professor in the department of chemistry 
at University of California, Riverside. Dr. Wang’s research involves using a chemical process called 
crosslinking that would allow polymers to self-heal, and his future directions may extend into the 
fields of robotics and consumer electronics.

Comment:
Technology, as demonstrated by Dr. Wang’s research, is always changing and constantly improving. 
One of Dr. Wang’s future directions is the improvement of current robotics in the transition from 
mechanical to muscular structures. The article gives the examples of precise, steady-handed robots 
both disabling explosive devices and performing surgery; if robots should become more human-like 
in motion and function, will they eventually take over human roles in society?

Quotations:
“To achieve a substance that could heal itself again and again, Wang and his colleagues relied on 
crosslinking, a chemical process that links long and short chains of molecules together in a kind of 
fishnet pattern.”
“ ‘In the future,’ [Wang] says, ‘everything will self-heal. That would be an amazing world.’ “

Questions:
1. What implications does this technology have for humans and the place of robots in industry and 
society?
2. If robots’ self-healing is fully realized, could the perfection of life lead to listlessness, thus under-
cutting happiness?

Allied Texts: 
Isaac Asimov’s I, Robot
Philip K. Dick’s Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?
Ken Liu’s The Paper Menagerie and Other Stories
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Featured Authors

Brianna Brown
A graduate of the NC Teaching Fellows program at UNC-Chapel Hill and the WFU MA-Ed. program, 
Brianna Brown is in her eighth year of teaching. Brianna taught 10th grade English (World Literature) 
in Davie County and Wake County public schools for 7 years before making the radical shift to teach 
at a private middle school. She currently teaches 7th grade (Medieval) and 8th grade (American) Lit-
erature courses and coaches Middle and High School Cross-Country at Thales Academy in Rolesville, 
NC.

Rebecca Brown
A retired high school English teacher. She spent her last ten years of full-time teaching at the Uni-
versity of North Carolina School of the Arts. From 1985–2015, she worked as a consultant with Col-
lege Board training AP English teachers throughout the South and wherever College Board sent her. 
During the summers, she taught AP Institutes and was a director of the National Writing Project at 
Wake Forest University.

Melanie Hyunh-Duc
After receiving her B.A. in English with Honors from UNC-Chapel Hill in 2004 and her MAEd from 
Wake Forest University in 2005, Melanie has taught English and journalism at Northwest Guilford High 
School for the past 12 years. She received the Waddill Excellence in Teaching Award in 2010 and was 
Northwest’s Teacher of the Year in 2013. 

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 jour-
nals, two books on children’s literature and English pedagogy (as co-editor), and six editions of Bridg-
ing English (as co-author).

Sam O’Connor
Sam O’Connor is a third year Chemistry major at Wake Forest and serves as researcher for its nation-
ally recognized ethics debate team.



Submissions

Call for Articles and Posts
 
 NAL 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 sub-
mit 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 elsewhere.
• 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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