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Lisa, Rosa, and Paul

“I'M GLAD | WROTE, INSTEAD
OF JUST TELLING IT TO SOMEBODY”

(Grade 4)

Contributed by William McGinley & George Kamberelis

For the past several years, we have been working with Victoria
Rybicki and her fourth-grade children helping to create a literate
classroom community where children can use reading and writing in
ways that they find personally meaninaful and where their voices
can be heard and celebrated. Within this community, children have
been encouraged to discuss and write about their lives, their fam-
flies, and the community in which they live. Indeed, children have
responded to this invitation with excitement and enthusiasm, shar-
ing with one another many of their experiences, aspirations, and
visions for themselves, their families and friends, and their commu-
nity. They have been particularly enthusiastic about getting their
ideas and experiences “down on paper” and helping each other out
in all aspects of the writing process. At the end of each year, children
have published an anthology of their work, leaving a trace of them-
selves in the larger world.

Our work with Victoria and her children over the past sev-
eral years has clearly shown us that writing is much more than the
ability to communicate a particular message. The talk and texts pro-
duced by the children with whom we have worked have provided
us with insight into the many ways that children use writing to
understand themselves in relation to other people and the world in
which they Tive. In this chapter, the voices of three children illustrate
some of the personal and social functions that underlie and motivate
children’s writing.
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We begin with Lisa whose vision of family and ity life i
eml.)odied in her essay “Living the Black Isjife." ;:r? rtr;lrirsm;iletz;fjhles
envisages possible worlds for herself, for others, and for society
‘\Af?\ﬁe’remaining naively yet painfully aware of past and present social
Iryustices, Next, Rosa discusses how she came to write the published
piece shg called “My Mom” and how the story has functioned in her
life. Particularly intriguing is Rosa’s use of writing to externalize diffi-

. cult emotions and to create openings for social exchanges that help

her io‘ ‘work through those emotions. Finally, as Paul tatks about his
essay Enslaved, " he shares his serse of joy at thinking about himself
as a writer, the importance of self-expression through writing that he
has come to believe in, and his perceptions about the potential power
of the written word to transform social meanings and practices

rFIGURE 16-1 "Living in the Black Life”
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LISA: “PEOPLE SHOULD LOVE WHO THEY ARE AND
STAY TOGETHER”

I wrote about how Black life was, and how it is now, and stuff. |
wanted people to know about the history of Black people, and stuff
like that. Probably people want to know how [ knew about how it was
back then. When I read in the history books, they said that Black
people were slaves and they was treated bad. And then I thought, I'm
happy that I'm living in the Black life because White people are
treating me right.

My cousin gave me a suggestion to wrile about Blacks and how
they were treated. And Ms. Rybicki was reading us stories about
how some While people didn't like Blacks and how some Blacks
didn't like themselves. So | thought of some ideas . . . that's why
wrote my story. Some of it was in the 1950s. Some of it was in the
1850s. In the 1950s was Alabama and stuff like that, and some was
in the 1800s, about like Hardet Tubman. A lot of Blacks were treated
bad, like Martin Luther King was treated bad. Harriet Tubman and all
other Black Americans were treated bad.

Some people, some White people are prejudiced of us, like in
Mississippi, like the Ku Klux Klan. My mather said that my great
grandma, she didn’t like being Black. She wished she was Whiie so
people wouldn't beat on her "cause she was a slave back then. But
she got free, and she wished she was White, so she wouldn't have to
be hurt during the troubles,

| wanted to tell the world don't hate who you are—don't hate
being Black. If some people don't like being Black, don’t hate being
Black 100 "cause God made you a happy person. So be happy with
who you are. A White person could have that message if they don’t
like themself. . . . So don’t hate who you are and thank God for being
alive, whatever color you are. Jesse Jackson was preaching that on
TV one day. | want the world to know that. So, I'm glad I'm Black.

When peopie tead my story they can feel how it was painful living
in the Black life, how Blacks was beaten, and beaten on, and beaten
on like we was just animals. And they can try to stop it [racial injus-
tice]. The message is for Whites too. [ want White people to get the
message nol to try to start killing. If you don't like Blacks, don't just
beat on them. Try your best not to do nothin’ bad to them. If they
read my story, well, the people who don’t like Blacks will probably
change their ways. It makes me feel sad when | read my story, but 1
gol 1o get it out and show other people how it is, how 1 felt.

1 want people to understand how 1 really fell when [ wrote about
the Black life. See, | said the Black life was nice. But back then
[during slavery] it was very painful. So, | want people to see how
Blacks stayed together so they can understand how it was. They
stayed together and tried to get free, *cause if they got separated or
felt down when they were trying to run away, they just got beaten
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Writing my story made me feel good. I didn’t think of the accident
too much anymore—about how it happened and 1 was so scared.
The story helped me think of my mother as always there for me when
1need her, and it brought 10 me how it feels. When other people read
my story | would like them to know that me and my mom have great
times together. And my family, that we spend lots of time together.
I's important to me because | like telling about my mother a lot.

] think my story gives other people ideas—to talk, be together, and
have fun with their mother. If people don't have fun with their
maother, and they don't do a lot of things with their mother, my story
may give them ideas. Sometimes when my mother’s sick, [ still be
tired, but | still help my mother. Sometimes I get on my mother’s
nerves 'cause when me and my brother and sister be playing
together, I be just going down there to play with them. And then
when I go down there they start making noise, and then | may get in
trouble, and they may get in trouble. But [ ry to get along with my
mother and be good to her.

PAUL: “IT MAKES A BIG DIFFERENCE TO WRITE”

| never thought about writing about what happens to me. Before,
I would like tell about stuff that happened. 1'd tell like a story. But |
would never have dreamed about writing it down, It never came into
my mind. I'm the same person l use to be, but I can write. | knew lke
I could copy something down and wiite it really good. Something like
that. I could write up on the board. I could write what the teacher
writes about. Now [ can write about something that happened to one
of my family. My aunt was telling me about when my grandma and
my other aunt was litle girls, and they were chased by the bull. |
could tell about that, And when [ do write it, I can make another
copy. It changes me because [ can write about and other people can
read it.

I got my ideas for my story when [ was over at my cousins’ house,
and they taped this movie about Dr. Martin Luther King, and then |
was like thinking about it I got some more ideas from movies that
I've seen about slavery. [ saw Mississippi Burning and some about
Dr. Martin Luther King. And then it was Black History Month, and 1
was wondering what could 1 do for it. And we were talking about
slavery about that time, and then [just went on to write a story about
slavery.

I wanted to know why people be treated that way, and why did
they have to come to the northern side, because they didn't harm
White people so why should they harm Black people? I wanted to
know like why they hurt Black people? The laws was prejudiced
*cause they was back then when there was slaves, but then like in the
sixties when the White people met Dr. Martin Luther King, they was
like . . . Dr, Martin Luther King was showing them the right way, and
they didn't like that, so they try to do everything they could to get
them away from Dr, Martin Luther King. Like if they see somebody

FIGURE 16-3 “Enslaved”
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drinking out of the good water fountains, they would arrest them for
nothing—something like that, But don’t you see, I'm not so sure of
that of what really happened.

Eirst, | wrote my feelings to show other pecple how it was . . . to
show kids how it was back before our parents were bom, and before
we were bom. And 1 wrote it mostly so they can get around preju-
diced people like the Ku Klux Klan. We can turn around, and we can
join each other. It's like this because the color of our skin. Like if we
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FIGURE 16-3 “Enslaved” {continued)
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FIGURE 16-3  “Enslaved” (continued)
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take off our skin, we both look . ., if we take off our skin, we look the
same way.

In my story l think [ was trying o explain, to say something about
the family in times of slavery, because they took care of you, fed
vaou, clothed you, had a house, had a roof over our heads. And then
all of a sudden somebody would come and take it ail away from you
and ha_ve you wprking out in a cornfield somewhere. [ was thinking
abc;ur like what if my aunt and uncles were in this position. of being
a slave, or my grandma or grandmother, or m ] !
mother, or mother. v grandmother's

| started wit‘h this story and 1 just put it in the back of my writing
folder. I wasn’t even thinking about doin’, uh, "t we got into that

I will die -Lr;FWL wmy .fo.m;‘f‘y, :

discussion about guns and about viotence, and all that stuff like that.
Then it just made me remember about how I would be watching
shows like Dr. Martin Luther King, and videos, and 1 just started
thinking about i, for a Jong time. Two days. And Tjust thought about
it, and [ said to myself, “I think I should get back to my story, that 1
wrote.” So when the next day came | started working on it. Then, I
realized that's all 1 really knew about slavery. That's when [ asked
Michael, Dr. Johnson [a local university professor]. And then 1 got
most of my information from him.

At the same time [ was writing about drugs. 1 forget why. Then
once we started getting on to slavery on Black History Month, [ didn't
know that drugs could make you a slave. And then when we was
talkin’ about Anthony's story about guns and drugs and stuff, then 1
just added that into the story—about how drugs can make you a
slave, 'Cause | was thinkin” about my own uncle, My uncle was tellin’
me how drugs was affecting his life, and Ms. Rybicki was teflin’ us
how drugs can tell you what to do, and | was seein all this stuff on ™
about how drugs wes killin’ people. 1 had a little help from Mrs,
Rybicki, and she was showin’ me how drugs can make you a slave
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and how you can add drugs onto the slavery paper. She was tell-
ing me how it could take over your life. You would give anything
to get it, and my uncle he did it. He did anything to get him some,
just to go around the corner and get some drugs. What she was telling
me was true.

[ wrote my story because [ don'’t want anyone in my family to use
drugs, cause my uncle he was using drugs, but he helped hisself. He
wenit to this clinic, and he stayed there for five months. Now he only
smokes cigarettes. He don’t drink nothin’. He recovered hisself, And
he be at meetings and stuff, and he's havin’ speeches and stuff. They
can’t be doin’ it anymore, and stuff like that.

When somecne reads my story | like them to think about it. And if
they're on drugs, I'd like them to think about it and see how they .
could turn theyself around and become a normal person like my
uncle. Hmm, it's like a new version of slavery. What if drugs is telling
you to do and stuff. And you gonna do it! It's a different version. It's
still the same. You could get like addicted to it, and then you could do
like stupid stuff "cause it's telling you what to do.

I felt tike I really could write it. Then after I wrote it, I felt great . . .
because I wrote something that I could understand and get around.
1don't know. 1 would hope that people will actually read it And I felt
happy. If  meet more friends and stuff [ could show them and maybe
I could tuen them on to being a writer, but that is only if they want to
be a writer. It makes a big difference to write because if you write
about it and you put it in a book, more pecple get to know about it.
People that don’t even know you. Evenybody could get the message
that people all over the world should step doing drugs. Maybe they'l
stop crack houses, and that's good enough for me. Now | can wiite
something, like when something happened to me. It's like very
important to me bacause | never thought | would write about some-
thing-—never thought I'd be a writer.



