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INTRODUCTION

Last year, the 33rd edition of the UMass Amherst Writing Program’s
Student Writing Anthology broadened both its goals and content en route to
realizing our ultimate vision: to make this book a campus-wide resource, used
at every level, as an integral part of the University’s effort to both celebrate and
improve student writing on campus. In past editions, we had imagined our
largest audience to be students enrolled in our First Year Writing courses
(Englwrit 111, 112, and 112H), and we primarily published texts from the
first three units of College Writing, blended with essays from our Basic Writing
course, Englwrit 111. Essays were not identified by course or unit.

Last year we began by rebuilding the book to include separate and clearly
identifiable sections for essays from each unit of Basic Writing and adding
selections from Unit IV of College Writing. But the most ambitious and
important change came by requesting submissions from the representatives
of more than 70 Junior Year Writing courses. We divided the book into
three sections and clearly identified the goals of the texts that emerged from
each unit of our First Year courses and the texts published from Junior Year
Writing courses. It was an experiment, but one I believed in for a very long
time: to showcase various genres of academic writing; to open a window to
a wide range of perspectives on a wide range of topics; and to illustrate the
range of stylistics open to academic writers in the 21st century.

Prompted by the tripling of the number of texts submitted this year, I
am prepared to say that this new venture is on its way to realizing its goals.
Junior Year Writing instructors submitted three times the number of texts
we received last year, making selection highly competitive. Teachers in our
111 and 112 classes discussed how beneficial the Junior Year texts had been
in their teaching. Various calls and requests from Junior Year Writing
instructors indicated that they too wanted to make use of the texts that
were published. And Du Bois Library called, requesting copies.

e
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This year marks our 34th edition of 7he Student Writing Anthology, and
the book promises to be our most exciting edition to date. The contribu-
tions from Basic Writing, a complex course that fulfills a diversity require-
ment because of its emphasis on issues of U.S. linguistic diversity, always
offer crucial insights into this increasingly important issue. Students read
and write about the numerous literacies through which they negotiate their
worlds, as they examine how these literacies contribute to identity con-
struction. The excellent writing from this course asks us to consider how
various efforts to normalize these multiple literacies lead to the oppression
of some identities and discourse communities at the expense of others.
Such essential considerations of language, education, culture, and the val-
ues of our society should engage all of us.

Our section devoted to College Writing has also been expanded; as with
last year’s edition, we have included examples of texts from our fourth unit,
called “TBA” because each of our teachers composes a unique project based
on his or her personal strengths and interests. Many extraordinary projects
emerge from Unit Four, and often include collaborative writing, experi-
mental approaches to academic writing, and publishing texts for specific
purposes and audiences. Often, collaboratively written and edited books
are created for community outreach as well as college audiences. These
TBA assignments are as diverse and intellectually stimulating as the teach-
ers and students who create them—and again, their content and style reach
across disciplines and class level.

This year we have added yet another unit from College Writing—our
fifth paper, called “The Final Reflection.” Throughout the course, students
reflect on various aspects of their drafting, revision process, and the final
product of their work. In the “Final Reflection,” which takes the place of a
final exam, students look back over the whole body of work they have pro-
duced in the course, consider their struggles and successes, then synthesize
into one paper what they have learned about writing, their writing process,
and what they believe lies ahead of them in their journeys as writers. These
papers offer sound advice and insight to any writer. They are so insightful
and entertaining, I could barely restrain myself from sharing them with my
current students.
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Our Junior Year section has also expanded, not so much in terms of the
number of essays, but in the variety of genres, the differing lengths of the
texts, and the multiplicity of lessons these texts teach us about writing.
More detail about these selections will come in the introduction to the
Junior Year Writing section.

I remember last year, as I read through the final page proofs for this
year’s book, feeling amazed at the polish and depth of thought of these
young writers. It struck me that many of the texts would not look out of
place in an anthology of works by professional authors, and I felt that in
some ways, calling the work “student writing” was inappropriate. But taken
from another perspective, the fact that it is thinking and writing produced
by authors still relatively young, with so many more opportunities to
develop their talents, makes the reading that much more enjoyable and, at
times, astonishing.

We invite our readers to discover the many rhetorical choices available
to us in academic writing and to learn from the wealth of ideas and expe-
riences that emerge from each writer’s personal context. Finally, we hope
our readers will enjoy the excellent work produced by our UMass Amherst
students.

Patricia Zukowski

Chair, Anthology Committee

Assistant Director
University Writing Program
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Part 1

Preface

This collection of essays represents some of the excellent writing done by students
in the Basic Writing course (English Writing 111) during 2009. Basic Writing
here at the University of Massachusetts is a prerequisite for College Writing for
some students and also grants US Diversity credit. In this course, students read
and write about the myriad literacies by which and through which they nego-
tiate their worlds and how these literacies contribute to identity construction.
In unit 1, students explore the idea of multiple literacies and discourse commu-
nities, focusing their writing on a literacy with which they have experience. In
unit 11, they read texts which examine literacies from an academic perspective
and then apply this lens to a home literacy. In unit 111, the class examines lit-
eracies of power and how certain groups and institutions are supported and
normalized by the language society forwards. In unit IV, students examine edu-
cational literacies and how schools work to validate or deny certain literacies,
identities, and discourse communities at the expense of others. The essays in this
anthology represent important critical work on a topic of increasing importance
to the students in this class, and indeed to us all.
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HOW I WAS CREATED

Randy Dominguez
Unit I: Mapping Literacies

G rowing up in the Bronx, I was accustomed to talking like everyone
around me. “Wadd up ma niggas,” was commonly how the boys (my
friends) and I greeted each other back home. Though the outside world
would consider this language offensive, it was normal to me and I did not
know any better. To top everything off, my boys mocked me about being
a Mexican who spoke Spanish like them, “como un Dominicano” or spoke
Spanish way too fast for anyone to comprehend. We would clown (or joke)
around with each other because we were part of an unspoken crew, regard-
less of my heritage being different from theirs. A normal weekday with the
crew meant hanging out on the porch while sipping some Arizona Grape
Drink from the local bodega, eating chicken fried rice, and reminiscing
about our craziest moments until it was too dark to see. By high school my
world had been spun upside down. All my ties with the crew had been sev-
ered when I was sent to board at Carson Long Military Institute (CLMI)
in Pennsylvania. My connections had been lost because cell phones were
not permitted and the few that I had tried to sneak in were confiscated by
officers. My parents thought sending me away would be an eye-opening
experience for me, and I would be lying if I said it was not.

There, I lived with cadets from all over the world: Russia, China, and
Taiwan just to name a few. This was a culture shock to me— new faces,
customs, and languages, not to mention candy (©). I even learned how to
speak bits of Russian from my roommate. I quickly had to memorize mil-
itary code in order to communicate effectively with my platoon and com-
munity. This included, but was not limited to, saluting, figuring out what
18:00 meant, and most importantly, acknowledging my superiors. I did
not enjoy dropping my books on the floor every time I had to salute
oncoming officers or superiors because it made me realize that I was liter-

ally less of a person in their presence. I had to memorize countless com-

e
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mands in regards to pivoting and flanking. A small fraction of these com-
mands were right turn, half turn, right flank, rear march, and so on.
Learning how to shoot a Springfield rifle that appeared to be dated back
from the Civil War was no easy matter (I am exaggerating). The guns were
heavy and awkward, but with instruction from my honor guard director, I
mastered the technique. I had actually become so skilled with the rifle that
I enlisted in the elite drill team and we finished second overall in the state
competition. Changing the ways in which I used to express myself back
home was not easy but with much persistence it paid off.

I could honestly say that I was the most ignorant person in the insti-
tute. I had a bad habit of calling everything I hated or disliked “gay.” I had
to learn how to properly express my positive or negative emotions. Time
flew by after I had mastered the dialect through countless hours spent in
the classroom. What motivated me to learn all the pledges, guidelines, and
chain-of-command was the fact that if I did not memorize them, there
were consequences. My recreational period would be spent in a classroom.
Not to mention that the recreational period only lasted a mere thirty min-
utes. I was homesick for a month or so, but after I got the hang of the rou-
tine, I quickly rose through the ranks. My hard work paid off when I was
appointed the rank of lieutenant, but even that was short-lived. I received
a scholarship to attend Amherst Regional High School (ARHS) the fol-
lowing year and jumped on it because my brother received the same deal.

Once in Amherst, [ realized I had to start all over again, but at least this
time I was not alone. The school curriculum left my brother and me in awe
of the variety of classes offered. Some of the classes I took were “Women in
Literature” and “Gay and Lesbian Literature,” which would have been sel-
dom at any other school. I took advantage of the classes offered and never
looked back, regardless of what my boys would say. If the word was put out
back home that I had enrolled myself in “Gay and Lesbian Literature” class,
my sexual orientation would be questioned, but I did not care because I
knew who I was. The opportunities presented to me at ARHS definitely
made me a more open person. At CLMI, I learned to disguise inappropri-
ate words with socially acceptable ones in order to express myself. When I
had arrived at ARHS, I still thought everything I hated or disliked was stu-

e
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HOW I WAS CREATED 7

pid or gay. Taking “Gay and Lesbian Literature” made me realize that homo-
sexuals have souls too. I know it sounds stupid, but this was what I took
from the class and I was able to kick my bad habits.

Going back home was a challenge because the way I spoke had drasti-
cally changed after being away for so long. I no longer spoke like everyone.
When I asked one of my boys “where are you,” the first thing he did was
ask me if I was now a white boy. Back home, the proper way to ask some-
one where they are is, “where you at ma dude?” I definitely did not return
home the same person I was before I left. Communicating with my boys
was not the only problem I encountered on my return.

On another occasion, I was at a Verizon store up the street from where
I lived purchasing a new phone. The employee assisting me asked me
where I was from. This was funny to me because a couple of years ago this
would not have been the situation. I proceeded to tell him that I was from
the block, an expression used to imply that I am from around here. He
smirked and could not believe me because of the way I spoke. In other
words, my English was too grammatically correct in order to be from
around these streets. What he said made me feel like an outsider because
once again, I was reminded that I no longer spoke the language like every-
one else.

Even on a daily basis, I have to deal with other people’s shit. My girl-
friend calls me out and teases me because of my tendency to switch dialects
when I talk to different people. She travels with me between New York and
Amberst, so she would be the first to notice my inconsistency. She asked
me if I was embarrassed to talk with my friends back home the way I talk
to my peers in Amherst. I denied it at first, but then gave in to her pretty
face and told her if anything, I do it unconsciously.

What I am trying to stress is that because of the way I talk, I am per-
ceived as an outsider back home. It bothers me because I will never be part
of the unspoken crew again. I do not purposely try to change the way I talk
whether I am here or back home. I am aware that my accent is not as thick
as it used to be, but I still like to think it is. The time I have spent away
from home does not seem like a long time, but it definitely had an impact
on my persona today.
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MISSING AND REBUILT

An-Chi Yao
Unit I: Mapping Literacies

didn’t have a chance to know my father. When I was little, all I remem-

bered was “Dad is in Europe, Japan, the United States, or China for
business; he might come back in the next few weeks.” I can hardly remem-
ber the details or structure of his face since I rarely saw him. I believe that
he knew this as well, because he never forgot to kiss my sleepy face when
he came home late at night or early in the morning. I lost my father when
I was at middle school. It was all too sudden, and I did not have time to
react and think. All T knew was that I would never have the chance to know
my father any deeper. The following years after my father passed away, I
heard stories from other people’s memories—people who knew my father
such as family members, church friends, childhood friends, and coworkers.

This is the story from my mother, one that I have heard over and over:
“Oh my goodness, Angie, you act just like your father, you know. I could-
n't believe it when you said you are going to science field. Ah! Hey! I am
TALKING to you! . .. Second children always like their father, and daugh-
ters always like their father. Tell you a little secret, he told me a few times
not to worry about you. But I did. Hey! Don’t make faces, I am being
SERIOUS! . . . He loved children, and he knew how they will be in the
future. I disagreed with him. I thought you were the troublemaker in the
house. Hey, PAY ATTENTION! Let me finish my words! . . . But look at
you now, I don’t have to worry about you. You are really independent and
close to God. And you must stay close to God like your father did. Hmm,
your Dad must be really proud of you in heaven. Okay, stop trying to know
what I am going to say! Go take care of your little sister.” Even as I wrote
down this oral story from her, I realized that I could not find the words to
describe my mother’s mixed emotions and the contradictory atmosphere

when she was sharing her memories with me.

e
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This is the story from my father’s best coworker. He called my Dad Sy
which is the abbreviation of my father’s first name. He told me this story in
the summer of 2009 when [ visited Taiwan: “C’mon, sit down. This is Sy’s
favorite restaurant and those dishes were his favorite. We always eat here as
late night snacks after work. Back then, I was young and new to the job. I
met Sy at work, and he took care of me. I followed Sy everywhere. I even quit
my job a few times and followed him into another company. Cmon, try this
fish, its very good. The Smart Card (the Charlie Card we use in Taiwan) was
invented by your Dad. Sy taught me a lot; knowledge, jobs, family, and reli-
gion. He was a really smart man. Wow, you do eat a lot, just like Sy. Cmon,
more rice. I heard about you from Sy, but I don’t know you personally until
half an hour ago, but I can see your Dad in you. Sy loved technology stuff
just like you do. Oh, one thing that I remember the most was we always talk
about cars, like EVERYDAY. Ah, it was a good time. Sy was waiting for the
best van to come out for his five children. He is a good father; I learned to
be a love-giver as a father from him, too. Also, Sy brought me into church
and introduced me to his God. I can’t even imagine what I would be like if
I had never met Sy and God in my life.” As I wrote down this oral story from
him, I found out that I could not explain how proud and happy I felt when
I heard the story from my father’s coworker.

This is the story of my grandmother. She used to call herself grandma.
“Your Dad was really nice, kind and smart. He is a good church boy; lis-
tened and did what Bible says. Grandma still have those letters he wrote to
us; to his Dad and grandma, when he was at college and then in military.
He always called us before he would fly to another country. Grandma did
not need to worry about him until now. Grandma still doesn’t know why
God chose to take him away from me. Grandma is old now, and my legs
won't walk. How could He take away my precious son? Your Dad should
stay and take care of his big family. Why doesnt God take grandma away
instead of your Dad? Grandma is old, and I can’t do anything.” As I wrote
down this oral story from her, I figured that I could not use the words to
describe my grandmother’s sad face, tones, wonders, and how she couldn’t
pull herself back from her memory when she was sharing it with me.

Lastly, these are pieces of stories from my father’s four God-sisters: “We
met your father at church, and we grew up together. We had a good time

e
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together at Bible study class, chorus for Sunday worship, and outdoor
activities,” second God-sister said. And fourth God-sister jumped in, “Hey.
Girls! Remember how we loved to pay visits to his house?” Second God-
sister replied, “Yup! It’s because his mom always makes good food. I hope
she can still cook them for all of us.” They all nodded in agreement. First
God-sister said, “I still remember deeply about the church field trips, he
always took care of us real well, like our big brother.” Their faces shone
with happiness when they talked about my father, however, I could not
fully describe the expression on my father’s four God-sisters’ faces when
they shared their memories with me; it looked like they were describing
how a hero saved their lives.

Some elements were lost when I was writing down the stories. I felt that
I could not use words to bring up the storytellers’ tones, their facial expres-
sions, their feelings, and my own feelings when I heard the stories. However,
some elements that were gained were when I pieced the stories together and
connected them to my memory of my father; I hope that someone who is
searching for answers can read this. It is because my father’s life and the way
he affected other people around him is a lesson worth learning. Those sto-
ries meant a lot to me. It gave me an identity, it supported my religious
beliefs, and it also gave me a new attitude towards society.

After hearing and revising those stories in my head, I now know more
about me as a daughter of my father. I adopted the personality of my father,
such as without noticing, I used to throw humorous facts when the atmos-
phere was tight and serious. Like my father, helping others without asking
anything in return is my happiness. For example, when I was in high
school, although my English speaking skills still needed improving, I start-
ed a few free tutoring programs and learning classes for people who need-
ed help, were interested in technology or the Chinese language. Moreover,
every time when [ think of my father’s face, he is always smiling and happy.
Therefore, I carry a smile everywhere and bring laughter to other people
which led me to the nickname of Sunflower from my closest friends.

My father was born into a Christian family and so was I. I understood
all the teachings in the Bible. However, I did not fully experience the teach-
ings in the Bible until my father passed away. For example, the Bible teach-
es me “Rest in the Lord and wait patiently for Him; Do not fret because of

e
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Him who prospers in His way” (Psalms 37.7), and “Commit everything
you do to the Lord. Trust Him, and He will help you” (Psalms 37.5). Their
meanings are easy to understand but hard to do when it happens. When
my father passed away, I could have complained “why” to God. Logically
speaking, my mother has to take care of five dependent children from age
three to seventeen. In addition, we were in the process of immigrating to
United States. How could we go through this without my father? I remem-
ber the Bible verses and simply trusted God who took my father away. I
deeply trusted that He had His plan upon us as my father followed God
throughout his life. I did not feel pity about how my siblings and I grew
up without a completed love from my father, or how my mother has to
take care of this big family. It is because the stories are burnt into my mem-
ories and support my belief towards God.

The most important lesson that I learned about my attitude towards the
society was patience. When I was in kindergarten, my father drove us back
from church once and we were all hungry. Unfortunately, we had hit the rush
hour in the biggest city of Taiwan. My father was waiting to make a turn and
we started to get impatient in the back seat. He did not say “be quiet” to us,
or drive forward and force the cars to let us pass through. He could have
thought, “I love my children and they are hungry. So I need to make a turn
NOW.” Instead, all he did was calmly say, “Just wait; there must be a chance
for us to turn.” From that time, I began to learn to be patient towards oth-
ers, not to people I know only and not to look for excuses.

Learning from my father’s stories in different perspectives, instead of
complaining and comparing as I did before, I became stronger emotional-
ly and became positive about my life. I will pass on the stories to my
younger brother and sisters and share the precious memories with them. So
when they look at the photo of my father, they would have him in their
memories as well. From the stories, I can see my father with my eyes, and
[ am proud to be his daughter. Now, I write unsent letters to my father and
tell him how I am, just like he wrote letters back home and told his par-
ents he was okay and to not worry about him. I pray to God who guides
my father’s life to also guide me through my hardships. By doing this, I feel
that I am close to my father. The stories rebuilt the missing chapter of the
book of my life.
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BEING SILENCED IS
NOT SO BAD

Molly Chen
Unit II: Bringing Literacies Home

«

o you want to eat lunch with us?” asked the teacher. I nodded
with hesitation but then shook my head.

“During my first few months in the fourth grade, which was the first
year after I came to the United States, | was silenced by fear. It was the fear
of not knowing a different language, of not being able to communicate
with a foreigner fluently. Every time my mouth opened to spill a word out,
it sunk back into my stomach as my teacher or the kids tilted their heads
sideways and asked, “Excuse me? What?” Despite how friendly they were,
I could not get myself to interact with them because I did not have a voice,
and, therefore, I did not own a personality. Eventually, my experience of
being silenced has brought a positive effect in my life by allowing me to
withdraw from fearing and conforming. It taught me that not being myself
and not having my real voice heard is as painful as being silenced.

My voice was never silenced before I came to the United States. I was
neither the girl who did not know how to speak the language nor the girl
who could not fit in. In China, I did everything with my friends, my class-
mates and my cousins and everyone all the time. Individuality was a
strange word for me because I never had to step outside the world and out-
side my discourse community, where it was a peaceful place for me to blend
in quietly or be treated just like everyone else. In my culture and discourse
community, a child should not be an individual with her own voice; she
would distract others, influence others to rebel. Individuality was equiva-
lent to rebellion. The children who silenced themselves when the elders
were present would automatically be considered as the respectful ones.
Every time my grandfather gave me a lecture on life, on school and on how

to be a good “individual,” I would silence myself and nod as if I was on the
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same page with him. So it turned out that I was his favorite grandchild
because I had the best manners and I always listened to him like a good
child. Therefore, in terms of being respectful, it was to silence myself, when
on the inside I was a child with a strong voice and big, wild dreams. A
strong voice, so sturdy and persevering that it wanted to correct her parents
that they were not always right, to tell her grandfather that she did not nec-
essarily have to attend Harvard to be successful. I had big dreams that were
so wild and outrageous, the desire to be someone different, someone who
wanted to be happy for herself instead of for her parents. For those reasons,
ever since I was little, I was always this “special” child. From that moment
on, I realized I was that particular kid with rebellious thoughts. I was that
“unacceptable” child. But in order to stay in the comforting discourse com-
munity of mine, I wore a mask that silenced my mouth and moreover, my
wild dreams and fanatical beliefs.

Despite the comfort that my old discourse community provided, I still
wanted to escape from a culture in which I had to be someone who I was
not. I was devastated by leaving my comfort zone when my parents decid-
ed to immigrate to the United States eight years ago. Aside from all the sad-
ness and homesickness, I was positive about coming to a strange country.
However, this positive attitude was crushed into scattered pieces when I
lost my voice to speak because my English was not fluent, at least not
smooth enough to have that voice heard. I had no confidence to stand up
and no longer sought to have a voice but rather to fit in.

Maxine Hong Kingston, in her essay “Silence,” was too timid to find
the courage to speak because she did not own the ability to speak coherent
English initially. Even after she attained such ability, her dark past stayed
inside her and muted her voice completely. She was silenced willingly.
However, she would lose her voice every time before composing a coherent
grammatical phrase, “I stand frozen, or I hold up the line with the com-
plete, grammatical sentence that comes squeaking out at impossible length”
(79). Just like Kingston, I did not possess the courage to speak up until I
compiled a decent phrase that contained proper grammar, and this process
usually took at least ten dreadful seconds. Consequently, I did not bother
to initiate a conversation with anyone because who knows how long that
would take me to arrange the proper grammar? Although my English and
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grammar essentially got strengthened and it took me less time to finally
compose a decent sentence, I was not being my real self: someone who
wished to directly say whatever was on her mind. As years went by, I found
myself unhappy trying to fit in even though by then my English was flu-
ent. I felt like a soulless person with an empty core, without a personality,
and without my real voice.

I found the courage to speak for myself by learning life lessons and
experiencing many struggles. Being silenced during my life, however,
brought a positive effect on me and helped me shape who I am today. I
have learned how to take risks in order to gain more knowledge that the
greatest pleasure comes with a chance of the greatest pain. I took risks like
gambling on how others perceive me with my voice that longs to be heard.
However, I found myself united with those with courage when I read
David Wallace’s work, “Take a risk; write the things that you've been hid-
ing under covers of silence or forced eloquence...Write yourself” (110).
Wallace came out of fear when he discovered the audacity to show others
his identity as a gay professor, including his poems on homosexuality.
According to Wallace, it is much easier to be who one really is contented-
ly than to be someone else to fit in, and this is always one of my biggest
beliefs in life. After all, silence is not so bad; it has taught me to accept dif-
ferences and take pride in them.
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SELF EXPRESSION

Jacob Eid
Unit II: Bringing Literacies Home

hat does it feel like to be unable to fully express yourself? In almost

any discourse community, individuals that are uncomfortable with
who they are often resort to some sort of silence. This silence takes many
forms; you can feel uncomfortable voicing your true self both in writing and
in speech. Silence, therefore, is an obstruction of one’s path to identifying a
true voice. Many of the authors in the book suffer some sort of silence; how-
ever, in overcoming that silence, they experience self-revelation. Both
Richard Rodriguez and David Wallace can be seen as succumbing to some
variation of silence. Although the type of silence they exhibit may be differ-
ent, the source of their silence is the same: their cultures discourage their lit-
eracy. In my own experiences, I have chosen to adopt some sort of silence
due to my culture’s view about what I had to say. When we as individuals
break the silence that our cultures impress upon us, we gain insight into
who we really are.

Rodriguez is raised to believe that he should be “feo, formal, and fuerte”
(92). Those ideals are considered acceptable of a man in the Mexican-
American culture Rodriguez was raised in. He found himself particularly at
odds with the formal trait. His explanation of formal helps to perfectly

illustrate what it means to possess it, as he explains:

I learned a great deal about being formal just by listening to the
way my father and other male relatives of his generation spoke. A
man was not silent necessarily. . . but a man was not talkative the
way a woman could be. . . More important than any of this was
the fact that 2 man never verbally revealed his emotions. (92)

Rodriguez was forced to think that he needed to conform to the formal
ideal, even though it was in violation of who he was. Rodriguez violated
the ideal in many respects. On its most basic level, the trait prohibited talk-
ing the way women did; however, Rodriguez admits, “Particularly in class
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or alone with my teacher I chattered” (92). The trait also prohibited him
from expressing his emotions; however, he needed to write about his inse-
curities in order to be comfortable with who he was. Rodriguez talks
throughout the whole story about his insecurities with his physical appear-
ance; however, had he adhered to the formal ideal, he would not be per-
mitted to do so. By violating the silence that his culture encourages him to
adopt, Rodriguez is able to gain comfort in who he is. By breaking the
silence, Rodriguez becomes comfortable with himself as someone who is
not formal and who has a dark complexion.

Wallace, as well as Rodriguez, receives cultural influence that inhibits
him from making use of his true literacy. Wallace is taught that homosex-
uality has no place in an academic setting as one of his teachers dismissed
any sexual tension between Socrates and his apprentice. Wallace is pres-
sured all throughout his academic career to suppress any talk of homosex-
uality. Later on in his life, Wallace decides to be more open about his
homosexuality by writing poems such as “Lifestyle”. As Wallace tells his
students, by expressing himself without any censorship, he is able to “recov-
er from a personal and educational history that refused to let him accept
himself” (107). In this case, overcoming a silence that was forced upon him
by certain cultural elements allowed him to accept himself.

My silence was brought on by the suppression of my Arab ethnicity as
well as my Muslim religion. Coincidentally, I was sent for the first time to
public school after 9/11. I was afraid of expressing myself in my writing as
either a Muslim or an Arab, due to the fact that the culture at the time was
one that was hostile towards both identities. Not only was my writing
affected by the fear of expressing myself as a Muslim or Arab, I was also
afraid of revealing my identity to my classmates. Over time, I grew to be
comfortable enough with my classmates to tell them that I was both
Muslim and Arab; they were very accepting. After receiving positive reac-
tions from my classmates, I started thinking of responses to writing
prompts that allowed me to express my Muslim and Arab identity. By over-
coming my silence about my identity, I was better able to express myself in
my writing.

In each of the three cases, the silence was brought on by the surrounding

culture’s influence. Rodriguez’s silence was caused by his effort to conform to
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certain standards that his Hispanic culture had ascribed to males. Wallace’s
silence was due to his surrounding culture telling him that homosexuality
was irrelevant to his identity. My silence was brought on by a fear of my iden-
tity being hated by the culture I took part in. In each case, the breaking of
silence allowed each individual to experience a level of self-revelation.
Rodriguez was able to accept himself as talkative and dark-skinned. Wallace
was able to accept himself as a homosexual, whereas his culture denied him
that acceptance. Lastly, I was able to express myself in my writing as an Arab
and Muslim individual without fear of rejection.
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WHAT ARE THE SYSTEMS OF
PRIVILEGE?

Boris Gluz
Unit I11: Exploring the Power of
Literacy and Literacies of Power

I n our society, it is very easy to manipulate dialogue with specific word-
ing and terminology. In any type of interaction, nobody has more con-
trol over what the sentences mean than the very people who say them. To
apply this concept to our readings, we have witnessed forms of inequality
that resulted from people using specific terms to categorize certain groups.
In “Making Systems of Privilege Visible,” Wildman and Davis state that we
classify people on a routine basis based on race, gender and class without
even thinking, and as a result, we might provide limited privileges to those
who we consider below us. After analyzing the multiple facets of Wildman
and Davis’ essay, this concept can then be applied to another reading called
“English-Only Triumphs, But The Costs Are High” by Alejandro Portes,
which indirectly implied that English speakers are privileged for knowing
the dominant language. Both of the writings demonstrate forms of
inequality among diverse groups.

In “Making Systems of Privilege Visible” by Wildman and Davis, the
authors mention that the word privilege is defined as “a special advantage,
immunity, permission, right or benefit granted to or enjoyed by an indi-
vidual, class, or caste” (Wildman and Davis 142). A privileged person
would see his/her privileges as a social norm that they go through and pay
very little attention to. As a result, those who have privileges have done very
litcle to help those who are not as fortunate. The story specifies that people
are given specific privileges as a result of their race, gender, and social rank-
ing, and a lot of the time this behavior occurs without thinking. In order
for a change to happen, we must break the barrier to make others aware of
the behavior.
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When Wildman and Davis talk about racial discrimination, they imply
that race is not a simple question of behavior, but rather of the forces that
work during the given moment. A person can be “white,” but this term
could easily describe an honest citizen who received special benefits because
he/she was born into the race. The racism in this situation is not deliber-
ate, but rather it is caused by the behavior with which the individuals
would subconsciously respond to one another. However, the author uses
the term “white supremacy” to describe the more extreme behavior in
which Caucasians show themselves to be superior, and the people who wit-
ness their behavior simply choose to ignore it. The real question that needs
to be asked is not whether a person is racist, but whether the racism results
from a social force or from an individual desire. “White people know they
do not want to be labeled racist, they become concerned with how to avoid
that label, rather than worrying about systemic racism and how to change
it” (Wildman and Davis 140). Another form of discrimination mentioned
in the story focuses on different genders.

When talking about gender discrimination, there are actually two dif-
ferent forms that exist. The first form would be classified as sexism, in
which the men are considered superior to women. This is gender discrim-
ination on the outer surface; people are aware of it, but on many occasions
would choose to simply ignore it. The story references a feminist named
Catherine MacKinnon who believes that “men’s physiology defines most
sports, their health needs largely define insurance coverage, their socially
designed biographies define workplace expectations and successful career
patterns... Their presence defines family, the inability to get along with
each other-their wars and rulerships-define history, their image defines god,
and their genitals define sex” (Wildman and Davis 143). In these situa-
tions, a person would benefit simply from being born into the dominant
gender. Wildman and Davis looked even deeper into the term “gender” by
saying that the world is “gendered” because there are other genders besides
just “man” and “woman,” and by affiliating gender with just two specific
types, we are leaving out the others that exist. The gender differences
between men and women are common, but they are only a portion of all
gender inequality that exists. The final form of discrimination observed by
Wildman and Davis is based on class.

e



000200010270576845_part_TI.gxp 5/11/10 3:O$M Page 23

WHAT ARE THE SYSTEMS OF PRIVILEGE? 23

Unlike discrimination based on gender and race, many people think
that discrimination based on class does not even exist. Gender and race
inequalities are usually based on a specific group, but when people use the
word class, they broadly define it with regards to someone’s wealth. Many
people would not even consider themselves to be poor, but rather on the
path towards becoming rich. This method of thinking might actually pre-
vent those who are struggling from seeking help, and as a result, further
perpetuate the silence. As time progresses, it becomes harder for people to
know that this action is going on, but in the United States this idea is very
common. “In a society where basic human needs, such as food, clothing
and shelter can only be met with money, the privilege of class and wealth
seems clear” (Wildman and Davis 147). Alejandro Portes demonstrates a
different kind of system of privileges.

To tie “English-Only Triumphs, But the Costs Are High” to Wildman
and Davis, it is indirectly stated that non-English speaking foreigners are
given fewer privileges. However, in this story, the ethnic groups do not
coexist as easily. In “Making System of Privilege Visible,” the diverse groups
of people can coexist but the dominant groups have the most power. In
“English-Only Triumphs, But the Costs Are High,” the dominant groups
are the English speakers, and the weaker groups are the immigrants whose
English is not as fluent. As time progresses, these foreigners eventually
assimilate with the crowd and lose their ability to speak more than one lan-
guage. “If one defines fluency as the ability to speak, understand, read and
write well, no second generation group was fluent in its mother tongue by
age 177 (Portes 168). The story discusses whether having multiple groups
of people assimilate into one actually benefits society. An argument can be
made that foreigners lose their abilities to speak more than one language
because of their surroundings, not necessarily because English speakers are
given more privileges. However, if the reader refers back to how Wildman
and Davis defined the word privilege, English speakers will actually fall
under the category of individuals with “a special advantage, immunity, per-
mission, right or benefit” (Portes 142). By these standards, an English
speaker is quite privileged.

It is fascinating how two essays that seem different from one another
can have similarities. “Making System of Privilege Visible” by Wildman
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and Davis, introduced the idea of an unfair distribution of “privileges”
among certain groups. Wildman and Davis especially use race, gender, and
class as the groups. Then as the word privilege is analyzed through a “lens”
it can be applied to other situations. I chose to apply it to “English-Only
Triumphs, But the Costs Are High” by Alejandro Portes, which demon-
strates through language difference.
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AN UNCONSCIOUS SYSTEM

Nicholas H. Gross
Unit I11: Exploring the Power of Literacy
and Literacies of Power

Nicholas H. Gross was born on Martha’s Vineyard in 1990. He has lived his entire
life on Martha’s Vineyard with both parents (Mary and Chris) and sister (Olivia).
Gross’ hobbies consist of surfing, fishing, disc golf, and art. In 2009, he attended
his first year at the University of Massachusetts Amberst, where he began to study
education. After reading Stephanie Wildman and Adrienne Davis’ essay about the
invisibility of privilege, Gross decided he was blind to the topic. Gross decided ro
base his essay on privilege coming from a place where privilege is very invisible.
Living on an island whose population is dominated by Caucasians, Gross talks
about the ability of making privilege visible and the unconscious contributions

made towards the System of Privilege.

B eing privileged is a difficult thing to determine because there is no
scale to base privilege on. We, as humans, tend to not see the privilege
within ourselves as much as we see how we are not privileged. Being priv-
ileged in America doesn’t come from luck or “occurrence” (Wildman and
Davis 138). Being privileged in America comes from a system of power.
This system is set up, designed to rank and to judge us, based on our lan-
guage, gender, and race.

I have never considered myself to be privileged because I am white. It
is a difficult thing to admit to, but I have come to realize that I am privi-
leged because of the color of my skin. In our country, I am given more
respect than any other race. I am thought more highly of, and expected
more of, because I am white. It is a difficult thing to grasp because it is hard
to see, but every day we are contributing to this system of privilege.
“Privilege is invisible only until looked for” (Wildman and Davis 138). It
was when I realized that I was privileged for being white that I realized our
country sees race as privilege.

Peggy Mclntosh described White privilege as an “invisible weightless

knapsack of special provisions, assurance, tools, maps, guides, clothes”
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(Wildman and Davis 1406). In other words, being White automatically puts
you ahead from anyone else. Stephanie Wildman and Adrienne Davis both
describe privilege as being “invisible” as well. If privilege is invisible, then how
do we know who holds privilege over others? Unfortunately in our country,
power and privilege are assumed to be held by the dominant race, White.

I believe that privilege and power work together. The people who hold
the most power in America tend to have the most privilege. Power is what
operates the system that is based on judgment and ranking, because who-
ever is in power makes the decisions to choose who is privileged.
Throughout history, White European men have held this power and used
it to run our society.

David Wellman describes this system as a “system of advantage based
on race” (Tatum 159). This system has been designed to change our
thoughts towards racism and prejudice without us even knowing. Through
television, newspapers, media, and movies, our minds are altered to believe
that being White is better than being “colored.” These things we see every
day contribute to a passive way of thinking, a way that doesn’t directly cre-
ate racism but has a large influence on the acceptance of it.

A movie such as Toy Story (Lasseter Docter, 1995), with all White char-
acters isn't telling you in words that being White is better, but it is giving
the notion, creating the invisibility of privilege. Even the Lion King (Allers
Minkoff, 1994) contributes to this system, having Simba (the good lion) a
light, yellow color, while the bad lions and hyenas are represented with
dark colors. We are given the images at such a young age that we aren’t fully
aware of what is being shown.

Another contribution to being privileged in America comes from how
well you speak English. Every day we hear accents and misused words by
foreign speaking people. Madorah Smith was a psychologist in the 1930s,
and she believed that “an important factor in the retardation of speech is
the attempt to make use of two languages” (Portes 168). These misunder-
standings of language helped the English language become so dominant in
our culture. In our country, speaking Standard English over any other lan-
guage will create more respect for yourself. This way of thinking treats
other languages as if they are incorrect. People are forced out of speaking

their native languages.
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Living in a system based on judgment and ranking due to one’s ability
to speak a language makes me immediately judge someone who has a dif-
ficult time using English words. I don't think in my head that I am better
than that person. I think when I speak to this person I will have to speak
slowly and use words that are easy to understand. Unconsciously, I see
myself above this person in our society. Having a conversation with some-
one who speaks English with a high proficiency and with a large vocabu-
lary also causes an unconscious judgment of believing they are intelligent.

An example of unconscious judgment due to language can be found in
Amy Tan’s essay, “Mother Tongue.” Tan’s mother is treated less than “nor-
mal,” or what an American citizen should be treated, because of her speech.
Both her New York stockbroker and her hospital deny her rights that most
likely would not have been denied if I, a white male, had been put in the
same situation.

The system of judgment, due to one’s ability, is not a very accepting sys-
tem. The language of gender, for example, often denies women’s accept-
ance. “The use of he as a generic pronoun, stated to include all people, but
making women in a room invisible when it is used, is seen as a norm”
(Wildman and Davis 144). This is a perfect example of the system based
on judgment and ranking. Without knowing it, everyone who has been put
in a situation such as this is contributing to the White male privilege.

In our America, a system of privilege has been set up in a way to glori-
fy the white male and belittle anyone and everyone besides him. Every day,
people of all races contribute to this system of White privilege subcon-
sciously. In order to stop the system of White privilege, we as people, need
to realize how we contribute to the system and how it influences our lives.
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FIGHTING FOR LITERACY

Ha Mi Dinh
Unit IV: Unschooling Literacy

English has never been my favorite subject. I have come to hate its
grammatical rules because there are always exceptions to them. Why
would we want a rule that has an exception to it? It is as if we are making
a law forbidding us to do something but we can break it easily because
there is another law allowing us to do so. These exceptions are the contra-
dictions to our language taught to us by our school. We are supposed to
learn all these English school grammar rules and exceptions so that we
know their existence and somehow apply to our daily life. However, it
becomes controversial when the English we learned in school is different
from what we speak at home and in society. The way we speak English to
others is different from the way we write English in our essays, which cre-
ates two different discourse communities. Min-zhan Lu comments that
schools should encourage students to be exposed to different voices, or dis-
course communities, so that students can resolve their conflicts of chang-
ing from one voice to another. Yet, our school system only introduces us to
Standard English and ignores other types of English spoken in our society.
Because our school system continuously teaches us Standard English, we
are struggling to acknowledge the existence of different types of English,
which leads to bias within our community.

In America, English is the main language to read, write and speak. The
school system teaches us the alphabet in preschool, then advances us to
grammar and sentence structures in elementary and middle school. It
teaches us the perfect grammar starting when we are little. In her essay,
Eleanor Kutz states that our school system teaches school grammar for the
sake of developing young writers. She writes that our students learn lan-
guage in school in order to produce edited pieces of writing. Because of
that, she states that our school system “ignores most explicit questions
about language and how it works” (178). Our school system does not take
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into account how language works in our society. It provides “little connec-
tion with what learners might need to know about language in the world,
and little connection to what they already know about language from their
daily lives” (Kutz 178). Because our school system only teaches us how to
read, write and speak Standard English, we have a hard time identifying
and connecting different voices from various discourse communities
together.

From my personal experience, I have tried to study French in school.
French is a very hard language to speak because of its pronunciation; how-
ever, writing it is not so bad. I practiced French every day with my teacher
in class for three years, but I still did not speak it comfortably with the
accent I wanted to have. As a result, my teacher did not understand what
I was trying to say most of the time. My teacher taught me all the gram-
matical rules, but she did not teach me how to speak French in a way that
French people could understand me. I only knew how to write French, or
in this case, standard French, but not the type of French that a person
would speak every day. However, it was not her fault because she was doing
what the school system required her to do. But if my teacher were to expose
me to French in different discourse communities, I could acknowledge
what different types of French sound like and gain confidence that people
can understand me when I speak French.

Furthermore, having the ability to switch from one voice to another can
only benefit us as students. Many of us have experienced a time before
when we were able to speak in one language so well but not in the other.
For example, Llarull describes a “strange phenomenon” he has as a bilin-
gual. He expresses how he can easily speak English some days, as if he is
completely “wired” into it and not into Spanish. But some other days, he
can speak Spanish better than English. He has a difficult time of switching
his voice from one to another because he does not acknowledge its presence
when with his family and friends or writing his essays. In addition to this,
Min-zhan Lu remarks in her essay on how schools should persuade stu-
dents to be exposed to different voices so they can have control of multiple
languages. Earlier in her life, Lu experiences a time where she has to learn
English at home and Standard Chinese at school while speaking Shanghai
dialect only to her servants. She learns to speak those languages “with no
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apparent friction” (191). Because she learns and acknowledges different
languages all at once, she does not have a problem of changing them as she
goes from home to school and school to home.

Opverall, we need to be exposed to different languages and voices so that
we can learn to control multiple discourses at once. Our school system only
covers and accepts Standard English, which makes it harder for us to accept
and acknowledge other types of English in our other discourse communi-
ties. At home, we speak English in a different way than we speak and write
English at school. Every sentence we say does not need to be completed.
When we are texting to our friends, we use instant-messaging language and
not Standard English. It is still acceptable because it is just another type of
language and voice in our culture. Standard English is not the only type of
English that exists in our life because people do not speak just one dis-
course but multiple discourses. But our school only accepts the Standard
English, so it creates a problem for us to know that there is more than just
Standard English in our life. In order to resolve this problem, school should
encourage students to be exposed to different discourses so that they can

acknowledge and control multiple languages at once.

Works Cited

Kutz, Eleanor. “Introduction’ from Language and Literacy: Studying Discourse in
Communities and Classrooms.” Reading Multiple Literacies: An Exploration of Language,
Identity and Power. Ed. UMass Basic Writing Collaborative. Boston: Pearson Custom
Publishing, 2009. 180-194. Print.

Lu, Min-zhan. “From Silence to Words: Writing as Struggle.” UMass Basic Writing
Collaborative. 190-204.



000200010270576845_part_TI.gxp 5/11/10 3:O$M Page 32



000200010270576845_part_I.gxp 5/12/10 2:1$M Page 33

EFFECTS OF MULTIPLE
LITERACIES

Neil Patel
Unit IV: Unschooling Literacy

nglish is becoming one of the universal languages in the world.

Everyone that can speak it speaks it perfectly, with an accent, or by bits
and pieces. However, English can cause some issues, especially for bilingual
people like myself, because I speak English and Gujrati. There are many ver-
sions of English but for me there are two: those are Standard English and
outside English. I have to balance Standard English, which is spoken in
English class, with outside English, which is more relaxed. Either type of
English gets to the same goal of understanding. But sometimes it causes fric-
tion in school. Speaking outside English for so many years and hours, writ-
ing in Standard English for less than an hour— it just becomes difficul.

I believe Standard English is known to be proper English, as the King
and Queen of England would speak. Speaking Standard English is quite
the task for me. As I am learning English, I still have trouble to this day. It
seems as though if you speak properly, people will not treat you different-
ly. An example would be in my English classroom. If the teacher asks a
question and I know the answer but I know my English is not the best, I
do not put my hand up. I do not want people to see me differently because
I cannot speak as properly as they can to get my point across.

Writing Standard English is still very difficult for me. I am still learning
the language everyday and I still feel as though I am “behind” everyone
else. When essays are assigned, I feel as though it is a test to prove my
English. I can nail thoughts in my head that make perfect sense, but writ-
ing them down is the biggest task. The idea of having a subject, a topic,
juicy adjectives, subject-verb agreement, and the tense of the verb puzzled
me. I would sometimes write the wrong “their” or use the wrong word so
other people would be confused when I read them my essay.
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On the other hand, Standard English can be easy with the help of the
language I already know. Having outside English as a guide, Standard
English becomes a little easier sometimes. Even though I have trouble with
Standard English, when a teacher or professor communicates with me, it is
usually in outside English like simply saying, “Make sure you do the next
assignment lickety-split.” English that I can understand and relate to helps
me understand the assignment a little bit better. I feel I need to write in
Standard English because it will show the reader that my essay is good com-
pared to the other essays that were written in Standard English.

Speaking outside English made me feel educated and a part of the soci-
ety where everyone and everything relies on English. To me, outside
English is professional or like Standard English, but it feels there is no
wrong answer when speaking it, like there has to be no sophistication when
speaking outside English compared to Standard English. Slang is often a
part of this language, like saying “Why ain’t you coming to English class?”
instead of saying “Why are you not coming to English class?” in a sophis-
ticated proper voice. Also, speaking outside English was a way to just get
the message across quickly.

I believe outside English is short, sweet and to the point whether it is
verbally expressed or on paper. Writing on a sticky note, I personally would
not write, “I have gone to the store.” Instead I would write, “Gone to
store,” completely leaving out the subject. It still gets the message across,
but the idea is that when I write like that or talk in outside English, there
would be no negative effects. If I forgot to include the subject when writ-
ing in school, my overall grade would be affected. The habit of speaking in
slang and quickly writing essays and talking in class becomes difficult. It
becomes difficult because being bilingual, like Gustavo Llarull, I am
“wired” on certain days. The days I am wired in my own language, Gujrati,
writing in Standard English is the hardest task because I cannot even write
the simplest sentence. The days where I am “wired” in English, which is
really outside English, I can write, but I still have difficulty in Standard
English.

The effects of having Standard English and outside English come
together bring friction and conflicts. Sometimes not knowing Standard
English can cause problems. When I started to learn Standard English, it
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felt as though I was learning a brand new language to add to my list. I per-
sonally remember one time I had to write an essay in Junior High English
class about a personal task. My task was about riding my bike without
training wheels. I passed the essay in the next day and then received it with
a big fat red “F” on the page. | was completely embarrassed and I spoke
with the teacher after class. She told me it had to be in Standard English
and not outside English. My ideas were a blur and everywhere because I
had slang and other shortcuts in my essay to get to my point. Back then I
thought people understood the way I wrote, but my teacher said to write
as if the person reading it had no clue of what you are talking about. She
meant that by when I wrote I had to write as though I had to hold the read-
er’s hand through the essay and guide them, talking about every little
detail. Talking in class or writing a quick exploratory, it is hard to write in
Standard English. Speaking outside English for the majority of the day and
only speaking Standard English for about less than an hour is like having a
baby run before it can even walk. When I wrote in outside English, my
ideas were just a blur, so then I would have to go back and add the subject,
the verb, and the correct tenses just to make it standard.

Having these two different literacies made me feel as though I am not
as perfect as the middle class American that has been speaking English all
their life. Min-zhan Lu said, “This incident confirmed in my mind what
my parents had always told me about the importance of English to one’s
life. Time and again, they told me of how my paternal grandfather, who
was well versed in classic Chinese, kept losing good-paying jobs because he
couldn’t speak English” (192). This is similar to my experience because
English is my second language and my parents told me to learn it for my
own future. Without Standard or outside English, it is hard to progress in
the United States or anywhere else where English is becoming popular.

English is the language that everyone speaks, from the United States to
across the globe. Standard English is the language that everyone must know
and write with. Outside English is the relaxed easy way of speaking and
getting the message across. It is the same English when you even commu-
nicate to your friends and family. Having two different literacies causes
conflict. I speak outside English and bring it to the English class, but as
soon as I step foot into the classroom, Standard English falls over me and
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the outside English vanishes. But sometimes a little piece stays so when the
teacher or professor communicates with me, I can still understand the
words they say to help me understand the assignment. Learning more and
more about Standard English can only help me in the classroom because
Standard English is the dominant English. As my parents stated, English
will be important in my life so I need to learn it to make me feel a part of
society. If I am a part of society, people would not judge me and would
actually treat me at the same level they are.
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Part 11

Preface
Unit I: Inquiring into Self

A philosophical tenet of the Writing Program, and of any writing community,
is that writing exists to be read; writers must also be readers—readers of a large
and diverse portfolio of works, texts, and genres. Among the important texts
and works to be studied, one’s “self,” is a text that absolutely must be read and
re-read with great attentiveness, for it serves as the foundation, upon which all
[future interpretation and interaction with texts can be built. In Unit I, stu-
dents were given the opportunity to discover new insights about themselves.
Through the process of writing, revising, receiving feedback from fellow writ-
ers, and re-writing, they were able to take on new perspectives of their own per-
sonal experiences. The essays created in this unit were written for a close, per-
sonal audience (i.e., fellow class members) and introduced key elements of the
rhetorical situation (context, purpose, audience). In this essay, students are the
ultimate authorities on the content about which they write.

The challenge to these writers was to look at their stories and their bodies as his-
tories and to examine themselves as they would examine a text. In this way, they
began re-seeing themselves through the lenses of larger contexts, and they inves-
tigated their experiences as the elements that have shaped them.
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WHEN THE MELTING
POT BURNS

Rebecca Cottman

Arroz Con Pollo and German Chocolate Cake

y Mom is Panamanian. Her skin is dark like brown sugar and her

hair black, like soft raven feathers. Her “b’s” sound like “v’s” and her
“v’s” sound like “bs.” Like Arroz Con Pollo. My Dad is American. His skin
is pale, like fresh snow in the early morning before snowplows come and
dirty it, and his hair brown, like a river of melted milk chocolate. His eyes
are artic pools of thought. Like German chocolate cake. I am nothing. I
have my Mom’s raven hair and my Dad’s thoughtful eyes. My skin is not
dark or pale, but in between. Like green mixed with orange, ugly. I am the
gray between the black and white. Mixed. Panamanian and American.
Which one do I choose? Where do I belong? The Panamanians say I'm
American. The Americans say 'm Panamanian. Neither side will have me.
I am stuck in limbo, an externally dark place where no sunlight ever pene-
trates. | am nine years old and I am alone. The only escape is if I choose
one. So which one do I choose? Panamanian or American? Orange or

green? Black or white? Arroz con pollo or German chocolate cake?

Without a Compass

When I was younger, about nine or ten, my neighborhood was a
stranger to me. I didn’t know many people there. To my young mind, their
houses were like little tiny ships bobbing up and down on a vast emerald
sea. Solitary. Each house had its own story with its own family but I knew
none of them. The sun shone but it did not illuminate their hopes and
dreams. The only houses and people I knew were the O’Connors who live
across the street. Austin and I play when there is snow—but only when
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there is snow. I knew Samantha, who lived next door, and we used to play
in the sand pile she had but she moved away. I knew Barbara who lives in
a brick house and has two brothers. She is mean, so we only play with her
when we have to. That was pretty much it. Unlike the rest of the neighbors
that moved in after us, we were left alone. New members were welcomed
with pies and visits by their neighbors but not us. We were the strange fam-
ily that built their own house. The family with the dark children and the
dark wife. Our solitary ship was marked like the malaria ships in the South,
marked with being different. If only I was one thing, if only I had two parts
of the same color, but the currents of time have separated me from that
neighborhood. Now, I am once again alone on my ship in this vast emer-
ald sea, stuck without a compass.

Go to School to Learn

Back when I was twelve, my Mom always told me that school was
important and essential to my success in the future. I remember my ele-
mentary school that went up to sixth grade. The white brick walls were
dewy with moisture from late summer showers. The black and white tiles
would squeak as I walked the long way to the back of the building where
fourth to sixth graders would all study and learn. The smell of dry erase
markers and coffee was a wonderful smell to me back then. I was excited
to learn and eager to please. One teacher, Connie, smelled like peppermint
and herbal tea. Her silver glasses’ chain glimmered in the fluorescent light
as she approached me that fateful Thursday afternoon. You see, I went to a
private school in Lexington, Massachusetts, which is predominantly white.
Obviously, I was not white, but back then I didn’t think it really mattered.

There is a special pizza lunch for people who are “of a different hue” so
that those of another race don't feel isolated or separate from the white and
privileged community in school. Now, here comes Connie with her silver
glasses and her unfortunately large body, jiggling. “Becca,” she says, “you
should join the pizza lunch today. Maybe you can find something more in
common with your kind.” My kind? 1 had friends, white friends, but still
friends. We had plenty in common except for our skin, and even in my
young mind I knew that it didn't really matter. Apparently, this old throw-
back, racist woman couldn’t see past that. I went home crying that day.
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Confused and hating my own color and my mutt status. That is when I
denied my Panamanian heritage. I just wanted to fit into what was normal,

and mixed was not normal. That was what I learned in school.

Golden House on an Emerald Hill

I live in a house where all the countries are represen