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I am eclectic in theory and practice.  I used to be constructivist and used to think that the end result of education was autonomy.  Indeed this independence still influences my work greatly but now I think that the end result of education is to know oneself.  It seems to me that all the big decisions that one will make in life (who we’ll love, where we’ll live, what job we’ll do) are made at an intuitive level of thinking.  Intuition is developed and thrives in a psychologically safe environment complete with intellectual risk-taking, comfort with ambiguity, and complexity.  Historically, these concepts have been reserved for the best and brightest among us identified and receiving gifted education services.  Indeed, Jean Piaget the father of Constructivism didn’t think that children could reason abstractly until twelve years of age or older and that many adults would never reach this stage of formal operations.  I suggest in this presentation that developing a comfort with ambiguity and complexity is for every child since we’ve reached a point in our scientific-technological society when knowing facts is insufficient for holding many jobs.  Instead it is much more important to find, learn, and use information in productive and creative ways and this requires thinking.  My second objective in this presentation is to show that with support children much younger than twelve can reason in the abstract.  The pedagogical vehicle I will use to make this a reality is the essay.

In school we use the word essay mistakenly in my opinion.  In fact, I have heard the thesis/support format of a report or research paper called an essay.  Nothing could be farther from the truth.  In the thesis/support model the purpose is to show what you know but in the essay the purpose is to come to know—an essay is the ultimate writing to learn experience and all too often absent from education.  To gain clarity I’ll compare these two genres below.

	Thesis/Support
	Essay

	Thesis (Thinking Stops)
	Hypothesis (Thinking Begins)

	Traditional
	Exploratory (Search for Possible Truth)

	Expert Voice
	Tentative Voice

	One Topic
	More than One Topic

	Conclusion (Restate Thesis No Growth)
	Open-Minded Inquiry

	
	Confirming/Conflicting Evidence

	
	Revise Hypothesis

	
	Many Associations/Connections

	
	Divergent (Subject Shifts)

	
	Temporary Synthesis (Thinking Continues)


The essay is a living, evolving genre that has gone through periods of change dating from Plato’s Republic to the present but for my presentation here I will begin speaking of the essay the way that the French thinker and writer Montaigne used the essay.  To essay literally means to try, to attempt, to assay.  We should think of essay as a verb and not a noun.  It is a process not a product.  The essay is a movement, a map of one’s thinking so to speak complete with false starts, dead ends, losing oneself, and leaving the topic altogether.  The essay can be rambling, searching, hunting, and making meaning, which may end in the truth but it certainly doesn’t have to.  The essay is simply a chronological map of one’s thinking over time—a journey in which complexity is embraced, multiple perspectives are taken, and if the essayist is lucky, then perhaps the essay is something to share, but that just like finding the truth is not the goal, rather the goal of the essay is to learn.

ACTIVITY ONE CHRONO-LOGIC
Chrono-logic is the movement of the essay.  Specifically the movement of one’s thinking from a tentative hypothesis towards a conclusion, which is nothing more than the search for meaning.  Heilker has invented an excellent lesson to empower students to think and write chronologically.  Have students take out a piece of paper.  Ask them to draw a line down the center vertically.  Label the left side what do you think the poem is about and label the right side why do you think the way you do.  Now say to students, “I’m going to read you a poem…what do you think it’s going to be about?”  They may balk but insist that they do this.  Hey they know you, you’ve read them poems.  They can do this.  Then give them the title of the poem and ask, “What do you think the poem is about?”  After they’ve written their thoughts, work through the poem line by line (I usually do every two lines).  When you have read through the entire poem then have the students go to the right column and write why they thought the way they did, in other words what’s the evidence?  I usually have them do this in an ongoing way throughout the poem.  The essay then is to simply turn the t-chart into narrative prose and behold a first draft essay recording the chrono-logic thinking involved in analyzing a poem.

ACTIVITY TWO ANTI-SCHOLASTICISM
Because I think that a poet would rather a reader water ski across the surface of his poem instead of trying to beat a confession out of it I move kids quickly away from analyzing poems and into other areas like advertisements.  Any print ad will do but I think the ones that work best are the ones that indirectly sell the product being advertised.  Upon showing students the ad ask them to essay if the ad is effective or not.  Sometimes I remind students to work from a hypothesis and use tentative language but not always.  Usually if I insist that they write for ten-minutes, then most students will explore more than one perspective because each time you look at the ad and write about it you will see something different—something more complex.

ACTIVITY THREE EXPLORATION & SKEPTICISM
UFOs are unidentified free writing objects.  Place an object that is not recognizable in the center of the room and have each student brainstorm a working thesis as to what they think the object is.  Obscure car parts, tools, and etcetera make good items.  If you think the item is too easily recognized, then consider hiding it in a bag and having a student describe the object to the class.  The class can draw what they think it is and write what they think it is…share the variety of working thesis statements, and then show the item allowing students to revise their thesis statements.

ACTIVITY FOUR CONFIRMING/CONFLICTING EVIDENCE & REVISION

Cooperative thinking and essaying

When we read critical essays we often imagine the essayists are brilliant thinkers and writers who are good at understanding literature and complexities and that we are not.  We only see the final essay in the text and the process behind the essay is never exposed.  Read a poem that is subject to more than one interpretation and have students make a personal connection to the poem by taking a golden line from the poem and free writing about it.  Have students share in small groups.  Then have students free write what they think the poem is about.  Have students share in small groups.  Then allow students to revise their original thesis (most will)…could you now write a thesis/support paper for a class assignment?

I’m not advocating throwing out the thesis/support paper.  However, I am suggesting that this is a limited genre that should get no more attention in a classroom than say Haiku.  The essay on the other hand should be alive and well and be written daily across the curriculum in my opinion.  An essay works if it is purely a written search for meaning from the paradigm of emotion.  Another inward heuristic that works in an essay is our life experience.  Two outward searches for meaning are logic and evidence.  All four are limited and an essay works best when all four perspectives are alive and in use by the essayist.
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STUDENT THOUGHTS ON ESSAYING

Writing makes my life better by letting my feelings and emotions out.  When you are writing in your journal or an essay you are telling the truth.

Jennifer

Yesterday the poem we dissected…last year I wouldn’t have been able to do that.   Writing helps me think about things.  Writing is different than anything else and this year I’ve come to understand more by writing…writing is thinking on paper.

Caroline

By writing and hearing others’ writing has helped me to realize that it’s okay to change my opinions on things.  It’s okay to switch back and forth between sides.

Kailey

Writing has definitely helped me find out about myself.  I write things that I would never say out loud.  I have found out the most about myself this year than any other year.  When I do a madman free write or an essay my hand takes control and most of the time I am amazed at what I’m writing.

Ryan

I will keep a journal but not to write about my feelings just to write about things I see and extend it.

Isaiah

Writing is a way to express myself through words I thought I would never use.  I surprised myself many times when writing an essay.  Things I never thought I would say or write just popped out of my head and onto the paper.  This made my brain grow and I see the world differently.

Courtney

APPENDIX

since feeling is first

who pays attention

to the syntax of things

will never wholly kiss you;

wholly to be a fool

while Spring is in the world

my blood approves,

and kisses are a better fate

than wisdom

lady I swear by all flowers.  Don’t cry

--the best gesture of my brain is less than

your eyelids’ flutter which says

we are for each other: then

laugh, leaning back in my arms

for life’s not a paragraph

And death I think is no parenthesis




--e.e. cummings

Sophia’s T-Chart and Essay

What do you think the poem is about?

I think it’s about something sad or angry

Something emotional or…that’s it it’s about how you shouldn’t judge things by how they sound but by how they feel

I have no possible clue, something about kisses, wholly something, wisdom, and I am majorly confused something about some crying lady

I think I know!  It’s about life!  How life is a wild thing and death isn’t just something to say like “Oh well he died….by the way…”

Why do you think the way you do?

He always gives us sad and angry stuff

Because it says “feeling” and “who pays attention to the syntax of things”

Because it’s confusing and I don’t understand and because he says, “lady I swear by all flowers don’t cry”

“Life is not a paragraph and death I think is no parenthesis”

Sophia’s Essay Combining the two columns


Maneno said he was going to read us a poem and I thought he was going to read us a sad or angry poem because he always reads us sad or angry poems.  Then he read us the first line and I thought it was going to be an emotional poem since the first line said, “since feeling is first.”  He read us the second and third lines, “who pays attention to the syntax of things.”  What’s---oh syntax is sound.  Who pays attention to the syntax of things.  It’s about how you shouldn’t judge things by what they sound like, but what they feel like because it says: “since feeling is first who pays attention to the syntax of things,” that’s what it sounds like to me.


Then Maneno read another line and now I have no clue.  The language is too confusing---“since feeling is first, who pays attention to the syntax of things will never wholly kiss you: wholly to be a fool when Spring is in the world.”  Whoa.  Then another couple of lines.  I still don’t get it.  Something about kisses, wholly something, wisdom and boy I’m confused.  “Since feeling is first, who pays attention to the sound of things will never wholly kiss you: wholly to be a fool when spring is in the air.  My blood approves and kisses are a better fate than wisdom.”  Another line: something about a lady, “lady I swear by all flowers don’t cry…”  Weird.  Another line, “the best gesture of my brain is less than your eyelids’ flutter,” which says…


I think I know!  It’s about (well this stanza anyway) how life is a wild thing that cannot be put into a paragraph and death is nothing to just say like “Oh yeah he died, by the way…”  “We are for each other: then laugh leaning back in my arms for life’s not a paragraph And death’s not a parenthesis.”

Fire and Ice by Robert Frost

Some say the world will end in fire,

Some say ice.

From what I’ve tasted of desire

I hold with those who favor fire.

But if it had to perish twice,

I think I know enough of hate

To say that for destruction ice

Is also great

And would suffice.
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