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No one speaks the truth always.  We all lie, consciously and unconsciously.  I ask you to try for truths.  I am going to try for them in what I say and write here.  You’ll be astonished by the difference made by a constant effort to raise the level of truth in this room.  In this class you will not try to sound like a writer.  You will tell truths and be a writer.








--Ken Macrorie

Welcome to ninth grade English, where our job is to read, think, listen, speak, and write.  Consider this class a reading and writing workshop to provide space, time, and instruction for literary communication.  Your reading, all related to myth, will include novels, stories, poems, plays, and essays.  Your writing will be varied, too: essays, poems, stories, blog entries, analyses, reflections, and memoirs.  You will read and write steadily, and you will often be able to design your writing’s form.  Our connection will be literary, shaped not only by my interests as a reader and writer, but by yours, too.

classes

Bosque’s upper school English classes meet five times every two weeks, three 85-minute meetings and two 80-minute meetings.  Our classes will include writing, discussion, reading quizzes, and writing workshop lessons.
discussion
We will conduct our discussions as shared inquiries guided by thought provoking questions about the prior night’s reading.  Everyone is meant to speak every class, and everyone is also meant to listen to his or her peers.  Speaking and listening are both key skills we will sharpen.  A literate person is not one who has read a prescribed set of books.  Rather, he or she is one who reads actively, thinks critically, and expresses ideas comfortably.  Our job in discussion is to practice thinking, speaking, and listening.  Practice strengthens any skill, and English class discussions provide us with a forum to practice thinking, speaking, and listening.

reading questions

Our units shall be ordered by the major texts we study.  Each unit will have a big question we will seek to understand.  Keeping the big question in mind helps us to think about why we bother to read the text.  Questions about the reading will be given to you, sometimes as homework questions and sometimes as reading quiz questions.  Either way, your opportunity to write answers to the questions sharpens your thinking skills.  Writing is a form of thinking.  Expressing our thoughts is often the best way to understand them.  We will think on paper about our reading often.

independent reading

Each quarter, you will write me a letter about a book you read on your own.  Your work for this course is to grow as a reader, writer, and thinker, and doing so requires you to read.  Taking the initiative to read books of your own choosing allows you to express your taste in books, and writing a reflective letter about four such books provides you a chance to write.  

writing workshop

A literate person expresses ideas orally and through writing.  When our class is in writing workshop mode, we work to strengthen our writing skills.  The best way to do so is to write often, share our writing, and practice editing with others. 

tools

You will keep copies of everything you write—digital copies and paper copies.

1. writer’s notebook (otherwise known as your English binder)
2. electronic archive (a thumb drive, and the digital file in Bosque server)

3. classroom archive (a one-inch three-ring binder kept on classroom shelf)

4. final portfolio (year-end selection of your favorite pieces)

Keeping these tools up to date and in order matters.  Here’s how they work:

1. writer’s notebook (your English binder)
This is a notebook you will write in every class.  Often, I will offer you a prompt to spur a focused free-write.  A focused free-write is a short burst of timed writing, utterly rough, done without editing at all.  Focused free-writes allow us to spew thoughts onto the page without worrying about their form.  Since our writing often demonstrates our thinking not only to others, but also to ourselves, we learn what we think when we write.  Your writers’ notebook is also for your notes on class lessons about a feature of writing or reading, and it is where you write draft ideas and pre-writing ideas for more formal pieces of writing.  A writer’s notebook is a place to think and learn on paper.  (See Joan Didion’s On Keeping a Notebook).  Bring it to class every day.  Learn to love it.
2. electronic archives (a thumb drive and a digital file in Bosque server)
Here is where you keep electronic copies of all typed writing. Always save a copy of any and all typed drafts in your digital file. Save everything—in two places.  Backing up files in a second place assures you will not lose them if one computer crashes.  On days when we have peer conferences about drafts of your writing, you will need to access the electronic copy of your draft as well as the paper copy you will have brought in to mark up with your peers.  Even if you have a laptop, save your written work on a thumb drive.  Buildings burn down, computers are stolen.  Save a backup copy on a thumbdrive.
3. classroom archive (a one-inch, three-ring binder kept on classroom shelf)
All typed printed writing is stored in your classroom archive, a three-ring binder you keep on the classroom shelf designated for your section. 
4. final portfolio (year-end selection of your favorite pieces)
For the year’s final project, you will create your own final portfolio.  In order to do so, you will use both the paper copies of your written work you will have stored in your classroom archive all year, and the digital copies stored in your electronic archive (your thumb drive).  In May, you will cull five pieces from the twenty you will write this year.  They will be your five most important pieces, as determined by you, and you will collect, polish, and display them as a portrait of your writing life this year.  You will make sevetral new pieces of writing to round out your final portfolio: a reflective paragraph to introduce each chosen piece, a self-portrait essay, a reading log, a dedication, a table of contents, and a Dear Reader letter inviting your portfolio readers to understand how you grew as a reader and a writer this year.  
assessment

Your grade will depend upon your engagement with peers in class discussions and with the course’s main tools: your writer’s notebook, your formal writing, your upkeep of your classroom archive, and your performance on reading quizzes.
texts





author’s gender/nationality—thumbnail sketch
The Alchemist, Coelho


man/Brazilian—boy goes on a journey

The Odyssey, Homer, trans. Fitzgerald
oral culture/Greek—warrior hero’s journey

The Penelopiad, Atwood
woman/Canadian—hero’s wife speaks

Macbeth, Shakespeare
man(?)/English—ambition gone awry
The Book of Job, trans. Mitchell

man/a man loses all he has & must cope
J.B., MacLeish



man/American—Job in the modern era

Song of Solomon, Toni Morrison
woman/American—young man’s odyssey 

Fifth Business, Robertson Davies

man/Canadian—boy’s secret echoes

motifs

myth-rooted literature, hero’s journey, coming of age, finding one’s voice 
integrity

Two students each have a paper to write on a novel, Sol and Lou.  Their methods differ.  

Sol reads the novel, pen in hand, marking passages that speak to him and writing his own ideas in the margin.  When he’s finished reading the book, Sol either jots an outline of his ideas for his essay, or he writes a focused free-write to find out what he thinks he wants to write his essay about.  If he’s written an outline first, he writes his essay’s first draft as an extended free-write, in one sitting.  If he’s written a free-write first, he then reads his free-write, brackets the sentences he can use as building blocks for an outline, and cuts and pastes those building blocks (ideas he discovered by free-writing) into an outline.  He then uses his outline to write a more focused draft.

Lou reads parts of the novel, but he also reads the Spark Notes synopsis and critique of the novel.  When he is ready to write his paper, he consults the Spark Notes themes to see what he might write about.  He borrows ideas from the guy who wrote the Spark Notes, and patches them into an essay.

Sol is a student with integrity; Lou denies himself an opportunity to grow as a thinker.  Emulate Sol; pity Lou.

Do not read Spark Notes or their ilk.  Read the assigned class texts and grapple with them.  The brain is a muscle; it grows stronger with exercise.  This class requires you to read, think, listen, speak, and write so you will learn to recognize and nurture your own ideas.  Train yourself to develop your ideas with integrity.
