September 4, 2007

Dear English 9 Student,
Welcome to English 9! Since it’s the beginning of the school year—and for most of you the beginning of your career in high school as well—I thought it would be a good opportunity to discuss our expectations for English 9. What do you want to learn about in English? What issues are interesting to you? What teaching strategies have been successful for you in the past? If you were to imagine the most ideal English class in the world, what would it look like on a typical day? What would you be doing? 

When I ask myself these questions, I see a classroom where students can be serious about exploring life, can follow where their curiosity leads, question reality, and find new ways to understand themselves and their place in the world. Reading and writing can empower us to do these things. For example, Robert Coles in his autobiographical book, The Call of Stories, describes how a patient of his identified so completely with the main characters in Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye, that he was able to adopt a “new angle of vision” in life. In other words, the characters showed the patient a new way of understanding life, as if he were climbing out of a dark cave for the very first time and suddenly seeing the world from the top of Mt. Rainier. Similarly, Ray Manzarek, the keyboardist for the Doors, once claimed that if the band members had never read Jack Kerouac’s novel On the Road, the Doors would “never have existed.” The book inspired them to become the band. For me, the autobiography of Paramhansa Yogananda and the poetry of Emily Dickinson, Walt Whitman, and William Blake inspired me to believe that I could become the person I wanted to become. These authors invited me to see the world as they had seen it, to write poetry, and even to teach English—believe it or not.

But we can’t just sit back and let it happen, like watching a TV show. We need to question literature, argue with it, imagine with it, bring it to life, disagree with it, imitate it, parody it, make friends with it, and demand that it answer our most important questions. Writing is an important tool for making these demands. By writing we learn how to question the world and ourselves. It teaches us to wrestle with ourselves in order to understand who we are, just as we might wrestle with literature to pry meaning out of its grip. Where do our ideas come from? How can we find our own unique, authentic voice? How can we use that voice to contribute to the community? As the novelist James Baldwin once said, “When you’re writing, you’re trying to find out something which you don’t know.” Writing is miraculous that way. It reveals things about ourselves that we never knew were there. So in the English class that I am imagining, I see a lot of writing and reflecting and wondering and questioning and practicing and experimenting with words because the act of writing—just like reading—has the power to reveal new landscapes and new ways of seeing them.

Now that I have given you an impression of how I see an ideal English class, tell me how you picture yours. Look at the questions I asked at the beginning of my letter. I want you to write a letter back to me that answers one or more of those questions in detail. Tell me what interests you and what your English class would look like. Why would it look that way? Use lots of examples and explanations to make your ideas clear to me. Organize your letter using paragraphs and transitions. And format your letter appropriately—you can model it on my letter to you. Your letter should also be double-spaced, 12-point font, and one and a half to two pages in length (600 words). Please be honest and straightforward. The information and insights that you provide will help us make English 9 both constructive and enjoyable.

Sincerely,

Mr. Blake                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

