A Genre Study on Newspaper Column Writing

By Joyce Hansen

Rationale

“If a thick piece of paper is placed under my windshield wiper in New York City, it’s either a parking ticket or a flyer for a 900 number.” 

-Randy Bomer, A Time For Meaning

We English Language Arts teachers are in the business of social integration. Yes, we teach books. We teach vocabulary and grammar and the five-paragraph essay. More deeply, though, we teach schemas for categorizing and processing the world. Our students come to us in our educational settings with the expectations of learning. They are already aware of the nature of the classroom project when they arrive. Already, they have been classified; they are young, they are inexperienced, most are still dependent upon parents or guardians for the basic necessities of life. They classify themselves: in garment and posture, in slang and in preference for music and brand name, and in hobby and habit and in use of time. Genre is nothing new to our students. By using a genre study as a medium for teaching skill sets, we are simply integrating what is already apparent to our students socially into intellectual pursuit. We’re helping to extend categorical assumptions into insight. 

As teachers, we are in the business of turning insight into expression. We want our students to learn, but also to communicate that learning. They need to be able to read, listen and view, when we present them with opportunities for enlightenment. However, without the ability to then speak and write about that learning, they are in no better position to socially participate than they were before they began. And in order to speak and write, we must help each student to find her voice. This is not a very easy thing to do, but once it is achieved the results will be lasting. It will not only benefit a student’s writing, but also her thinking. Often, by learning how to express one’s thoughts in writing, one is able to achieve greater depths in logical thinking. Once a student has a voice, a recognizable voice that has been shaped by meaningful practice, that voice is much more ready to stand up and speak out. It is empowering to find your voice, and a first step in advocacy and civilian participation. One way to really focus on this is to teach newspaper column writing. 

Columns include a variety of genres. Students may choose to write about human interests or football or fine cuisine. They have the opportunity to write about what matters most to them, and that will promote engagement. When writing a column, one student may choose to write in a playful manner. Another student may write in a more academic way. The diversity within this field is copious. To this measure, the students will create a wide range of written products that are stimulating, and individual, and different. Column writing promotes diversity within a classroom; it actually thrives on it. Through this kind of genre study, our classes will learn to recognize how multiplicity is beneficial. And through that understanding, we will be promoting tolerance.

Students will become aware of the fact that columns are most effective if the opinions they express are meaningful to the readerships. If a columnist doesn’t gather readers, she gets fired. So, it is important for the writer to keep in mind reasons why her opinion matters to her audience. This cognizance will help our students to develop the ability to place their own opinions about the world around them in a greater context. Everyone has a viewpoint, but to write about that viewpoint you need to think about the people you are writing for, and write about topics that matter to them. Audience awareness is one of the fundamental keys to good writing. 

Although the newspaper column seems to provide a lot of meaningful learning, how can it help us when it comes to testing? Why would we ever want to learn about a particular genre when we could be doing multiple choice preparations during that time? The high stakes exams are a large part of our everyday planning; their results, better or worse, can lead to funding gaps, teaching slants, and even curricular leveling. It is because of these circumstances that we must move toward teaching styles that create opportunities for students to learn as much as possible before these exams. The genre study allows teachers that very opportunity, for it promotes learning reading and writing as a categorical practice. 

A genre study offers an organized, meaningful approach to text as it studies one particular kind of text with all of its inherent components. By going into great detail with one specific kind of writing, a student is able to recognize how writing in general is commissioned by guidelines. This understanding promotes greater literacy, as it offers what Randy Bomer calls a “mental frame” in his book Time for Meaning. This frame suits the student with a newfound standard set. It is through this that students recognize not just text, but context.

The newspaper column is a fantastic way to begin working on skills needed for high stakes tests. It is persuasive by nature, and students will be required to hone their commentary skills and present a point of view that is clear and focused. The word count limits on columns also provide practice for making meaningful arguments within written constraints. All of these aspects of column writing translate directly to exam performance.
In the following genre study, I will present ideas for incorporating newspaper column writing into a curriculum, with an emphasis on these aspects as primary ingredients to good writing. We will begin with the history of the column, and then we will get into the components of a good column. Next, we will look at the function of a newspaper column in a community, a society, and a culture. Last, we will discuss ways to use newspaper columns in the classroom. At the end of this genre study, there are some appendices where additional material is included. Throughout the text I will be referring to these appendices, as the need arises. Hopefully, by the end of this work you will be able to teach a similar genre study in your own classroom. 
The Importance of Rubric

Providing a rubric for expectations is one way to keep your students on track, while making your assessment fair and simple. When students are aware of where they need to focus their energies, they will know immediately if they are meeting your expectations for them. Additionally, this will drastically cut down on complaints from students claiming to be unaware of the level of work that is required. You should pass out a rubric at the very beginning of the unit, so that the guidelines can be referred to as you continue through the various components of the craft of column writing and through each draft. In this way, you will be able to provide students with all the most essential portions of writing evaluation, in a way that directly corresponds with the criteria and format of the NYS Regents’ rubric. Please refer to Appendix A for an example of a rubric for this genre study. 

Newspaper Column: Definition

The word “column” has been used in the publishing world to denote the “vertical division of the page” since around the mid-1400s. This usage coincides with Johannes Gutenberg’s contributions to the improvement of the printing press. According to the Online Etymology Dictionary, the word “column” derives from the Latin word “columna,” meaning “pillar.” In a newspaper, print is divided into long vertical rows, for ease of reading. These obviously resemble the architectural structures for which they are named. The images below are available through Creative Commons online (see the Words Cited page for details.) On the left, there is an architectural column, on the right there is a newspaper column. It is rather easy to see the similarities between the shapes of these two things.
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Headline  


In the eighteenth century, the word “column” was used to refer to a feature article that appears regularly in a newspaper. The word “columnist” began to appear in America in 1920. Now there are columnists all over the world, writing commentary on topics of interest to themselves, their editors, and their audiences. The current definition of “column” is “an article giving opinions or perspectives,” according to Dictionary.com (see Works Cited.) A typical column is between 500 and 750 words, and is published monthly, weekly, or even daily. 

The History of the Column

Journalism owes it livelihood to the printing press. Johannes Gutenberg, a German inventor circa 1400, revolutionized the printing process with refinements and mechanizations. However, movable clay type can be traced back even further to China and inventor Bi Sheng, sometime shortly after 1041 A.D. Even before that, the first dated example of block printing is a Buddhist scripture called the Diamond Sutra, created in 868. 
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On the left, you see an image of the Diamond Sutra, the very first book ever printed. This image is available from Creative Commons on the internet. This text currently resides in the British Library. 

Newspapers began popping up in Europe in the 17th century. The Oxford Gazette was the first newspaper in English that was regularly published. 

Sam G. Riley writes in The American Newspaper Columnist, “The roots of column writing in American journalism can be traced to letter writing. Even though rudimentary columns go back to the late 1700s, the column form we know today began just prior to the Civil War” in the mid-19th century.” Riley discusses the letters of Lydia Maria Child in 1841, and names her weekly letters to New York’s National Anti-Slavery Standard as candidates for early columns. The Encyclopedia of American Journalism states that columnists “began appearing in daily newspapers in the late 1800’s,” and it names George Ade of the Chicago Record and Ringgold “Ring” Lardner of the Chicago Tribune as excellent early examples on page 110. In the same passage, the Encyclopedia of American Journalism also mentions William Penn Adair “Will” Rogers as an early syndicated columnist during the 1920’s, meaning that his columns were sold to other newspapers. From that point gossip columns emerged, political columns (in the advent of the World Wars,) and even columns offering advice. “Dear Abby,” perhaps one of the most well-known advice columns in America, began mid-century. Writer Pauline Phillips adopted the pen name Abigail Van Buren and started writing “Dear Abby” in 1956. Today the column is still in print, though it is well-known that the column is written by Amy Dickenson, a woman from Freeville, NY, a small town about five miles from Cortland. With the advent of the digital age, blogs are the Web 2.0 version of the more familiar column in print. Many newspaper columnists write columns that appear both in print and online.
The Components of a Column

The newspaper column has five typical parts. It has a headline, byline, lead, explanation, and additional information. The headline is a short statement which grabs the reader’s attention, and refers to the event described in the column. The byline is the name of the columnist.

The column’s beginning paragraph is called a lead. The lead gives the reader most of the details of the column. It addresses big questions: Who? What? Where? When? Why? and How? There are many different kinds of leads, including allusion, anecdote, contrast, description, example, and quotation. For a list of those refer to Appendix C, and the Washington Post Mini-Lesson. The purpose of the lead is to interest the reader and to grab attention so that the reader will finish the column. A columnist will vary her lead approach so as to keep her column fresh each week.  

Next, the column has a body or an explanation. The body of the column provides additional details or fleshes out answers to the questions that were mentioned in the lead. This section can include quotes or facts that will interest the reader. 

The last part of the column is the least important: the additional information. This part is subject to line editing when editor needs more space. This paragraph should not contain anything that can’t be removed from the rest of the piece during editing. Sometimes this last paragraph will contain a reference to a similar event in the past, or a comparison. Overall, the deletion of this paragraph should not affect the rest of the column.
The Function of the Column

Newspapers are filled with information which is (generally accepted as) opinion-free. When customers buy a newspaper, they are seeking out a connection to the world around them and a briefing on events they may have missed. A newspaper columnist analyzes and interprets that information and provides perspective. Unlike a reporter, who remains objective about the events she writes about, the columnist strives to provide subjective a subjective approach to the world. In Inside Journalism, Marc Fisher of the New York Post says:

Unlike a good reporter, who tries to hide his personality, the good columnist often tries to become a personality. In that way, a columnist can help give a newspaper its character and make it more interesting for readers. (Washington Post 7)
A news story on the local Humane Society, for example, may mention the amount of money that it costs the community to care for homeless animals. A column might mention how terrible it is that animals have to suffer, when there are such caring and loving local families who could easily adopt from the shelter.

A column differs from an editorial only in the publisher’s identification with its content. An editorial expresses an opinion that is also shared by the editors or publishers of the publication, or the station or network where the columnist’s work is broadcast. A column simply expresses an opinion, any opinion, which the columnist holds. It could be very different from the opinions of the publishers. In order to avoid public protest of some written opinion, publishers simply label the opinions they do not publicly support as columns. This label acts as a categorical disclaimer to the content. A column doesn’t differ from a blog in any way other than format.   

Columnists provide readers with both information and entertainment. They use personal knowledge, research, and interviews as their tools to produce commentary for public consumption. Often, a columnist will attend events; she might go to a social activity, a news meeting, or a convention, for example. These excursions function as key research that will enhance column writing with experience. The more experience a columnist has, the more in depth her writing becomes. Readers who have more experience than a columnist may dismiss any work which is obviously unresearched. It is imperative that the columnist knows first what she is writing about, so that her opinions are authentic and meaningful to her audience. 
One of the most obvious goals of a columnist is to present a point of view.  The writer must be able to clearly express her stance. Her work may persuade readers to adopt similar beliefs, or it may provide insight, or even linguistic modeling for thought and opinion formation. Fisher says, “Columnists should make readers laugh, cry, think and care” (9). Indeed, the most difficult aspect of column writing is expressing something that readers will care about. To write a good column, a writer must constantly keep in mind the question: “Why should people care what I think?” We will examine several ways in which this vital objective is achieved when we examine the genre’s conventions later in this genre study. 

In general, there is no “general” description for a columnist. One might specialize in a particular field: she might write about politics, sports, or fashion. A columnist might write in a humorous or a serious tone. The topic for the column might be based upon a columnist’s interests, or it might be assigned by an editor or the board of the publication. The columnist might be local, appearing in only one newspaper, or syndicated in regional, national, or international papers. The one thing that all column writers share, though, is the ability to exercise creativity and subjectivity within an arena that is mostly factual and only representative of events. Columnists that are extremely gifted may receive the Pulitzer Prize for Commentary, as an award for their exemplary writing. 

The viewpoints expressed by a columnist are often indicative of a much larger thought process that acknowledges the backgrounds and represents the views of the columnist’s audience. Korby Cummer, for instance, writes a cooking column for The Atlantic. A link to his column “The Rise of the Sardine” is provided in Appendix B. Cummer uses words like “bon vivants” shows his awareness of his audience’s openness to a cosmopolitan lifestyle.  His poetic descriptions of underwater fish feedlots as suggestive of artwork by Matisse reveal his knowledge of his readers’ education in the humanities. If a columnist’s deepest goal is to make his opinions matter to the reader, he must continually strive to understand those persons. The topics brought into the light and the writer’s reflections on these events, can be seen as a kind of compendium of interest as far as the columnist’s geographical circulation reaches. The columnist will not write about things that his audience is unconcerned with because he will lose readers. A reader won’t pick up The Atlantic to find that Cummer’s latest piece discusses tire irons and brake differentials unless he is using these auto terms as a clever comparison to some kind of exotic culinary method. He would not write a whole column devoted to tying shoes because that would be too elementary for his audience. In the same token, the columnist will strive to bring new perspective to topics that are ever-present, in order to offer the readers more fruit for thought and discussion. With this in mind, students should be taught before anything else to establish their audience. 

Finding Useful Columns 
As the media industry transitions from hard copy to the digital sphere, it isn’t difficult to sift through online newspapers in search of a column worthy of discussion in your classroom. Check out Appendix B for a list of suggestions to get started.

To begin, I suggest visiting the website for the National Society of Newspaper Columnists (http://www.columnists.com/) and clicking on the “Column Writing” link under the category “Contests” in the left-hand margin. Here you will see the 2008 Column Contest Winners, as divided by subject and circulation. This site will help to focus your search on columnists who have been recognized for outstanding journalistic work. 

I also recommend looking through your local paper to add a bit of regional charm to your unit. Your students might even recognize the topic your local column discusses or even the columnist. Even better: you might find a local sports columnist who mentions your school’s athletics program or championship team. This kind of personal connection to the writing unit may engage students far more than examples of political columns that are simply “well-written.”
Use a variety of columns in your classroom as examples. The list of possible columns in Appendix B is in no way complete or extensive, but it offers a brief look at a few of the available options. Again, I strongly advocate searching out the award-winners. It’s the easiest method of narrowing the selection. Assume the columns you have selected to share in class are the only examples of column writing your students have ever read. Expect that they will choose to write columns from one of the categories you present, and prepare to offer options that will facilitate engagement. You will want to instruct the students from the beginning of the unit to decide which type of column would best represent their interests. One way to make this process easier is to ask the students to pick their favorite columns, and ask them describe the reasons for their choices in writing. It should become evident which type of column each student decides is the most relevant to his experience.  

In Appendix B, I’ve also added some good examples of sports, political, food, fashion, and advice columns. These are by no means the most supreme examples in the world; they are just some that I have found that might be of use when considering columns that are right for a particular grade, reading level, district, community, and socio-economic circumstance. The important thing is to include different types of columns for the students. This way, they will be able to draw connections between the columns, and understand similarities in the writing even when the topics are dissimilar.

Needless to say, some of the examples in Appendix B contain vocabulary that will be new to students. These unfamiliar words provide very “teachable moments,” and I would never suggest that a teacher select only columns that contain vocabulary words the students have already mastered. “Teachable moments” should come up in your class. If they don’t, then you might not be challenging your students enough. I would advise that you read the columns through and make a note of all the definitions that might in fact be the key to a classroom filled with engagement. Additionally, Appendix B includes columns that may include profanity, like the “Commie Girl” column, for instance. I do not make apologies for recommending this column, as I think it offers another kind of teachable moment. Here we see how profanities and strong language are used appropriately in a column. It gives the teacher the opportunity to discuss why it would be inappropriate for the students to do this; and that would lead to a meaningful debate on the effect of profanities in journalistic writing.  

Perhaps this would be a good place to bring in Dr. Janet Allen, internationally-renowned literacy consultant and founder of The Literacy Leadership Collaborative. She provided a Keynote speech at the NYSEC 58th Annual Conference in Albany, New York in 2008, in which she detailed a strategy she called “expert groups.” To promote student-directed learning, a teacher can use this strategy by anticipating words and concepts that might call for further explanation in class. The teacher will compile a list of all the words and concepts that students may ask questions about, and then allow students in the classroom to become “experts” on those things. Post the list on a class website or in the room, and have each student sign up for one topic. Then, spend one day in the library researching, and have the students produce written notes to prompt their memories. Continue on with your lessons as usual and when you get to one of the topics on the list, allow the resident expert to explain it to the rest of the class. This will openly promote confidence in students as they are able to feel like “experts,” while giving them practice researching and presenting. To employ this strategy during a column genre study, go through your column and make a list of words that might need some explanation for accessibility. Then, publish this list and let students sign up to become experts on one of the words. Visit the library and give the students the opportunity to research and document. When you arrive at these words in the text, allow the resident experts to explain them to the rest of the class. This method gently allows for indirect instruction. 
Using a Column Genre Study in the Classroom
A list that summarizes the following steps appears after this section.

The first thing for a teacher to do to begin this genre study would be to bring in some great examples of newspaper columns. Among other sources, I suggest using Bill Ervolino’s column, “Beloved Pooch Could Shed a Few Pounds,” as it appears in the Bergen County Record online. It’s a humor column and it’s very accessible to younger readers. Another great column is Donna Ladd’s “Let’s do the time warp aga-inn” which discusses social justice. This is a good example of a more serious tone. You should also consider showing examples from your student newspaper if you have student columnists. Never underestimate the power of peer influence, and the delight associated with knowing the writer personally. 

Then, I would suggest that a teacher do a mini-lesson on the parts of the column. Refer to Appendix C for this mini-lesson. First you would go over the five parts of the column, the headline, byline, lead, explanation, and additional information. Then you would divide the students into groups and give them newspapers and magazines and ask them to cut out the columns. Instruct the students to circle and then cut out the parts of the column. Once all the students have done this, ask them to jumble all of the parts of the columns together in the middle of each group. The students will then work collaboratively to create a mosaic column that consists of each of the five parts. Then the students will take turns reading their silly columns to the class. One way to accomplish the mosaic column organization would be to provide a graphic organizer to the students so that they know exactly where each part of the column goes. You may also want to provide a handout to the students with each of the terms, and let them fill in definitions as each term is discussed. Once the class is familiar with the format, the real writing can begin. 

Every day, the students should be required to keep a writer’s notebook. Randy Bomer discusses a writer’s notebook as “a workbench for writing projects.” This book is a place where students can continue to write and develop work that may eventually be used in columns. This writer’s notebook can be kept all year and used continually to record thoughts from previous work in class. If you haven’t begun to require each student to keep a writer’s notebook at the start of this genre study, you may want to begin to do that now. 

How do you begin to get students to fill up an empty writer’s notebook? Bomer says, “[O]ne important way to let kids rehearse for writing [is] to get them talking” (49). He suggests that you tell a story about yourself, and then ask students to think about (and share) their own stories that may have popped into their heads while listening. You can try this as a whole class to start, and then once the students become comfortable with the process, divide them into smaller groups and repeat. This kind of writing is based upon memory. A different way to inspire ideas for the notebook is to teach a freewrite. “[W]rite as much as you can as fast as you can for a certain amount of time […] without allowing yourself to stop” (Bomer 52). It might be difficult for students to force themselves to write even when they have no topic, but with some practice it may produce some thoughtful words or discoveries. 

After your students have filled the notebook some, you may choose to do another one of Bomer’s strategies to inspire writing. You might ask your students to “begin writing by reading their notebooks and pausing to write new thoughts in dialogue with themselves in the white space” (Bomer 53).The students will draw from these ideas to create several rough thoughts that may become columns. Writer’s notebooks provide inspiration and room for discovery before the actual drafting begins.

If you decide to begin one writer’s notebook entry with the memory strategy, you may tell the class a story about a recent camping trip. This story inspires one student to write about Girl Scouts, and about how she earned a special patch called “Mountains and Rivers” when she learned about how to live off the land. The student brought in the patch and used it as inspiration for her entry on the following day. Here is a hypothetical writer’s notebook entry for her.
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When I was younger, I was really into Girl Scouts. My mom’s a troop leader, and I guess that’s why. Once we went camping in the Adirondack Mountains, and we talked about their history. It was pretty cool to learn about that. My mom used to hike in the mountains when she was younger. She taught me how to build a fire if I’m cold. You have to be careful because you don’t want to start a forest fire. Sometimes there’s roots underground that you can’t even see, so you have to be careful that your fire doesn’t catch those roots and spread. My mom also taught my troop how to identify Poison Oak and Poison Ivy.   –Marcia Hypothetical 
As Marcia shares her story with the class, you might suggest that she learn more about her local Girl Scout Troop and write a community column describing recent Troop activities. Marcia might also turn this entry into an advice column, in which she offers her audience wilderness survival tips. There are several variations on any topic, so it is important to encourage your students to think about their writing from different angles. 

Objects may serve as further inspiration for writer’s notebooks, like Marcia’s patch. Images, sounds, and smells can work the same way. Push yourself to present the students with several different kinds of inspiration. If you have a lot of athletes, consider bringing in sporting equipment. Put a basketball, a soccer cleat, a jersey, and a hat in front of the class one day. Or, let them bring in their own objects. Make sure you give the students ample opportunity for notebook writing, so that topic selection for writing the column is simplified.  
Give the students time in class to pick one idea from the notebook for further development. Once the topic is chosen, the teacher should do a mini-lesson on the importance of an audience. The students will divide into groups, and then present their ideas to each other, asking for suggestions. A student might say, “I want to write about my cousin’s motorcycle.” The other students will suggest the things they might like to hear about this topic. Each student will write down these suggestions, and hopefully become better aware of her audience. Once the group work is done, the students should be able to flesh out the basic points they would want to cover when writing. Remind your students to keep their rubrics handy, so that they are following the guidelines as they create.

For homework, the students will write a draft of their columns and bring it to class the following day. Instruct them to use their peer suggestions, their writer’s notebook, and their knowledge of the parts of the column to create a rough draft. 

When the students bring in their drafts, the teacher will do a mini-lesson on leads. See the Washington Post mini-lesson in Appendix C. Give the students the handout and discuss the different kinds of leads together. Put the students into groups, and give each group a different type of lead. Ask the groups to decide which type of lead theirs is, and then explain why they decided on this lead to the rest of the class. Once everyone has finished, have each student select an entry from his writer’s notebooks and write a specific kind of lead for it as a warm-up. When they are finished writing, have them share their leads with their groups. Ask the groups to guess which kind of lead was just shared. Then, ask the students to re-write this lead using a different approach. 

For homework, the students will work individually to rewrite their own leads in the draft of their columns. Instruct them to use the lesson and clearly select a kind of lead that was discussed during this rewrite. 

At the beginning of the next class, the students will turn in an amended rough draft to a peer partner for reviewing. Peer editing is very important. In “The Facebook Generation: Homework and Social Networking,” which appears in the November issue of The English Journal, Stacy M. Kitsis says, “To most students, an audience of their peers is the most meaningful forum out there” (31). For a peer edit to be successful, it needs to be explicitly organized and managed. Students need to be aware of not only the expectations for the project, but also the questions that they need to address while in the process. For this reason, I have included a peer editing question sheet in Appendix D. 

After the peer review sheet, the students will then return the columns to the columnists. The teacher will then do a mini-lesson on interviewing. Adding quotes to a piece of writing can really enhance it, incorporating spoken language and personal thought. See Appendix C for details. Divide the class into groups. Create and pass out scripts to your groups, and explain that you will be role playing in class. Have each group present their interview scenario, and model taking notes during the acting. Instruct each student to keep his own notes in a graphic organizer to remind him of the basics of the interview process.   

For homework the students will conduct an interview and then revise their columns to incorporate some aspect of the interview, paying specific attention to using peer comments. 

In class, the teacher will do a mini-lesson on headlines. See Appendix C for this mini-lesson. This is really the last part of the project, as it is only by knowing what the column is about that the headline can truly be representative. Divide the students into groups and give them each several columns. Have them cut the headlines off the columns and mix the columns and headlines all together in a paper bag. Then, instruct the groups to exchange paper bags. Each student will now select a column from the new bag, and the group members will help to find the appropriate headline. Once the students have had an opportunity to do this, they will turn to their writer’s notebooks and create headlines for one of their entries. After they have written a headline, they will share it with their groups. The group members will guess what the column is supposed to be about, based upon the headline. If the headline is good, the guesses will be spot on. It should become quickly apparent which headlines need work. 

For homework the students will revise their column headlines and polish the work into a Draft 2.

After the second draft is handed in, and you have had time to make comments, you will return the columns to your students. You will want to discuss the importance of voice to them. I suggest doing a practice listening portion of the Regents examination. See Appendix C for a mini-lesson incorporating voice and the Regents exam. This will give them good test prep, while producing several different versions of writing about the same exact material. By sharing these pieces of writing in class, the students will be able to see how they all have different voices- even when talking about the same exact thing.
For homework the students will revise their columns one last time, paying special attention to voice. Instruct them to find words and experiences that they think represent their own individualism. The next day, students will turn in a final draft.
Publishing should take place at the end of this process. These columns can be sent as submissions to the school newspaper and even to a local newspaper or to a newspaper online. Seeing these pieces of writing in print should provide a great deal of pride for the classroom. 

As a culminating project, you may want to do a classroom reflection on the column writing process. The group can sit together in a circle and even use Socratic seminar as a method for this kind of communication. The class as a group can work to discuss why column writing is important and what they may have learned about themselves or one another in the process. You may prompt your class with questions, so that the seminar has direction. Here is a short list of example questions you might want to consider when writing your own.

· Why did you pick your topic?

· What did your peers suggest to you that you didn’t even think about?

· How were you surprised during the writing process?

· What was difficult for you?

· Does column writing make a difference in the world? How? Why?

· How could a column be dangerous? 

· Can a columnist be dangerous?

· Should people be able to write anything they want?

· Is it okay to write things that offend people in columns?

· If everyone wrote columns, how would you know whose to read? 

· What kinds of columns are the most fun for you to read?

· If you were going to write another column, right now, what would you write about? Why?

I would also suggest that the students prepare a portfolio at the end of this unit. They should include photocopies of the writer’s notebook pages that were uses as workspace and as inspiration. The first draft, peer review, second draft, headline writing exercise, lead exercise, and final copy should all be included. Finally, the students should produce a reflection based upon the class reflection that they use as an ending of the portfolio. The students should also include a copy of the published column. It is through this kind of work that the students will be able to recognize the long journey from idea to published writing. They should develop a sense of pride in working on their own piece for an amount of time. 
Schedule for Genre Study

1. Begin a writer’s notebook (or continue to use it)

2. Create and publish expert topics, and let students sign up

3. Spend one day in the library becoming experts and preparing for the unit ahead

4. Give students examples of good columns, making sure to provide a variety of styles and topics, pausing for experts to share research

5. Pass out a rubric

6. Mini-lesson on the parts of the column

7. Have students select a topic from writer’s notebooks

8. Mini-lesson on the importance of audience

9. Students share topics in groups, write down peer suggestions for development

10. Draft 1 

11. Mini-lesson on leads

12.  Students revise columns

13. Peer Editing

14. Mini-lesson on interviewing

15. Students conduct an interview and revise columns

16. Mini-lesson on headlines

17. Draft 2

18. Teacher response

19. Mini-lesson on developing a voice

20. Students revise their columns one last time, paying special attention to voice

21. Final Draft

22. Publishing

23. Socratic seminar on the column writing process, group reflection

24. Individual reflection

25. Portfolio

Rationale and Detailed List of Mini-lessons

In order to write a really great column, the students need to know some very basic things. These are your guides for the mini-lessons. Every lesson should have an immediate purpose, and everything you teach in class should directly correspond with revision. For the actual mini-lessons, see Appendix C.
· Mini-lesson on the parts of the column- this is a formula for success. Unless you provide the students with the exact components of a column, your students will not be cognizant of the process. You can’t bake a cake without ingredients. 

· Mini-lesson on importance of audience- this lesson will help students to understand one of the fundamentals of writing. All writing is for an audience; there is no reason to preserve any thought in written language other than to eventually share it. Once students become aware of their audiences, their writing will become more effective communication.

· Mini-lesson on leads- this is one of the cardinal rules of writing: use an attention-getting beginning. This lesson directly translates to every other kind of writing that the students will undertake.

· Mini-lesson on interviewing- in addition to providing an opportunity in class to discuss embedding quotes into text, this lesson promotes writing, listening, and speaking for social interaction. It is ELA Standard 4.

· Mini-lesson on headlines- being able to sum up a piece of writing into a short phrase has a lot of benefits. This is necessary for a column, but also a useful skill in the job market. It can become the method for naming workshops, sending memos, writing e-mail tag-lines, constructing social networking pages, and more.  

· Mini-lesson on developing a voice- this is perhaps the most difficult of all the lessons, but also the most rewarding. When a student is able to find her voice, she will be that much more prepared to use it as she negotiates the world.
Closure

I am confident that a genre study on newspaper columns would be worthwhile in a classroom. The lessons used to develop a good column will translate to social skills, benefit student writing, encourage participation and engagement through choice, celebrate diversity, and offer exam practice in effective communication within the written constraints of word limits. It is my hope that you will find this genre study useful as you find ways to make meaning in your own classroom.
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List of Possible Columns to Use:

HUMOR

· Bill Ervolino “Beloved pooch could stand to shed a few pounds” 

http://www.northjersey.com/betterliving/family/Beloved_pooch_could_stand_to_shed_a_few_pounds.html
· Saralee Perel “The visit of a lifetime” http://www.capecodonline.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20081003/LIFE/810030303/-1/LIFE0705
SPORTS

· Terry Pluto “Cleveland Browns’ ineptitude inspires much angst”

http://www.cleveland.com/pluto/index.ssf?/base/sports-0/1225704759260500.xml&coll=2
· Christine Brennan “For fair ball, postseason baseball format needs tweak”

http://www.usatoday.com/sports/columnist/brennan/2008-10-08-baseball-playoff-format_N.htm?loc=interstitialskip
FASHION

· Robin Givhan “The Olsen Twins: America’s Perpetual Pint-Size Ingenues”

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/10/31/AR2008103100786.html
· Brenda Kinsel “Fashion: School of Style”

http://brendakinsel.com/fashioncolumns.html
FOOD

· Corby Kummer “The Rise of the Sardine”

http://www.theatlantic.com/doc/200707/sardines
· Julia M. Usher “Prep School: Braising a magical transformation from tough to tender”

http://www.saucemagazine.com/article/16/6
POLITICS

· Rebecca Schoenkopf “Commie Girl: FLESH!”

http://www.ocweekly.com/2003-07-17/columns/flesh/
· Katha Pollitt “Backlash Spectacular”

http://www.thenation.com/doc/20080526/pollitt
GENERAL INTEREST

· Ben Fong-Torres “You’re reading an award winning column”

http://www.asianconnections.com/a/?article_id=409
· Donna Ladd “[Editor’s Note] Let’s do the time warp aga-inn”
http://www.jacksonfreepress.com/index.php/site/comments/editors_note_lets_do_the_time_warp_aga_inn/
ADVICE

· Dear Abby “Woman needs to master her fear before taking the wheel”

http://www.kansascity.com/238/story/879806.html
· Amy Dickenson “She doesn’t go along with the crowd” 

http://www.chicagotribune.com/features/columnists/advice/chi-ask-amy-1112nov12,0,5115489.column
Two examples from the list above:
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By BILL ERVOLINO
COLUMNIST

Editor's note: Bill Ervolino is on vacation. While he is away, we are rerunning some of his favorite columns.

"An overweight dog is usually not a healthy dog," pet expert Barbara Fougere wrote recently.

Actually, Fougere wrote this article a while ago, but I didn't read it until recently because my dog hid it under a bureau.

Yes, Jasper is a few pounds overweight, but not enough for my vet to be concerned.

"She could lose a pound or two" was the vet's advice during our last visit several months ago.

"Is that all?" I asked.

"Yes, but I wouldn't worry about it too much. As far as I can tell, she seems healthy and fine."

That visit was in October, and Jasper may have gained another pound or two since then. But that's her "winter weight" — isn't it?

"Winter weight" is a catchy phrase I was introduced to nine years ago by my friend Carm when I first started noticing that Jasper was expanding her horizons.

"Does she look fat to you?" I asked Carm.

"Yeah, but that's OK," he replied. "That's her winter weight. She's preparing for the cold weather. All dogs do that."

"Oh. Well, that's a relief!"

Unfortunately, we live in a society where one part of the population is obsessed with eating and the other part is obsessed with losing weight and/or telling other people how fat they are.

My sister-in-law Joyce falls into the latter category. She weighs 24 pounds and is forever talking about carbs, calories and cellulite. She also insists on referring to my dog as "fat little Jasper."

She did this at Christmas. She did this at Thanksgiving. She did this on my birthday.

"Uncle Billy's here!" Joyce called out to my niece. "And he brought fat little Jasper with him!"

"That is not fat; that is her winter weight," I pointed out at my birthday dinner, which was held — inconveniently — during the third week in July.

Naturally, Joyce was skeptical: "Winter weight? In the middle of summer?"

"Of course!" I shrieked. "It's ... uh ... global warming! The whole planet's screwed up! Don't you people read the papers?"

I then went on and on about how the polar ice caps are melting and birds aren't flying south anymore.

Meanwhile, Joyce and my brother Donald have two dachshunds — DJ and Jake — who are apparently the perfect weight because perfect Joyce gives them only this perfect dry dog food that is recommended by four out of five veterinarians and zero out of seven dogs.

Jasper eats the healthiest dry food I can find in the morning and then has chicken and carrots — cooked by yours truly — for dinner. Is she overweight? Slightly. But she is also happy and healthy.

Meanwhile, svelte DJ and slender Jake are emotional wrecks. But I have given up trying to intervene on their behalf because I only get yelled at. (And ridiculed — for having a fat little dog!)

Never mind that back in July, while Jasper was running around their enormous back yard, DJ and Jake sat listlessly in the shade.

"They don't move around a whole lot," my brother Donald pointed out.

"That's probably because they're starving to death," I replied.

Not surprisingly, the subject came up again a few months later.

"I have to put up a new fence," Donald said on Thanksgiving. "The dogs keep running away."

"Yeah, that happens sometimes," I said. "They probably want to live with people who will feed them."

"But we do feed them!"

"Don, come on!" I said. "They're dogs. They need meat."

Then again, maybe they don't.

When I returned to my brother's house on Christmas Eve, I saw that DJ and Jake had begun chewing Joyce's new dining room set.

"What's that?" I asked when I noticed the gnarly leg of their dining room table.

"Oh, the dogs keep chewing on it," my brother explained. "They've chewed up two legs on the table, and now they're starting on the chairs. Why? Doesn't Jasper chew on your furniture?"

"Never," I replied. "She has toys and bones. Perhaps if you gave Jake and DJ real food they wouldn't eat wood and upholstery!"

Overhearing us, Joyce jumped into the conversation: "Absolutely not! Dogs should eat dog food, not people food! It will only make them fat! Like Jasper!"

Fine. Whatever.

Last I heard, DJ and Jake had eaten the dining room table, six chairs and the mahogany chest of drawers in the guest room.

But they're healthy! It must be all that vitamin W in the wood.

E-mail: ervolino@northjersey.com

The Olsen Twins: America's Perpetual Pint-Size Ingénues

By Robin Givhan
Washington Post Staff Writer 
Sunday, November 2, 2008; Page M01 
NEW YORK 

The Olsen twins, who have written a new book called "Influence," occupy a curious place in popular culture. They have one foot in adult society and one foot in childhood. When those two worlds collide, the result creeps us out. And it makes the Olsens strangely compelling viewing. 

The former child stars are the head honchos of a wildly successful empire that includes DVDs, collectibles and clothes, and is worth hundreds of millions of dollars. They have been embraced as fashion icons by designers as aggressively urbane and sophisticated as Chanel's Karl Lagerfeld, Calvin Klein's Francisco Costa and Christian Dior's John Galliano. They appear to be astute businesswomen intent on expanding their reach. 

And yet, Mary-Kate and Ashley, who stand not much taller than 5 feet, have a bashful carriage and eyes as big as saucers, thus giving them the appearance of perpetually wide-eyed innocence. Within the fashion crowd, they became famous for just-rolled-out-of-bed dishevelment that made them look as if they were little beggars dressed in too-big adult clothes. They have a fan base dominated by preteens and adolescents, but it also includes men who are old enough that their Olsen fascination has an air of "Lolita" repugnance. In the foreword to "Influence," the book's editor, Derek Blasberg, repeatedly refers to them as "girls," even though they are 22 and he is only 26 and they are the boss and he is not. 

One can't help but look at the Olsens like animated kewpie dolls, pop culture tchotchkes. 

Their book is composed of interviews the twins conducted with people they admire such as Lagerfeld, Galliano and Diane von Furstenberg, photographers Peter Beard and Terry Richardson, and writer Bob Colacello. 

The interviews range from the aggravating to the illuminating. Beard, for example, comes across as an eccentric showboat who incorporates animal blood into his artwork. As he describes his experimentation with blood, he manages to be pretentious above all else. 

The book has been published by Razorbill, which is a young-adult imprint of Penguin. But it has the look of a glossy coffee-table book, sells for $35 and includes a Richardson photograph of Batman and Robin smooching, images from artist Richard Prince's naughty-nurses series and no small number of pictures of the authors with smoky eyes, pouting lips and tousled hair. This mixed message suggests that the target audience is either preternaturally mature 11-year-olds with a significant budget for books, stunted 40-year-olds with a "Full House" obsession, or both. 

To celebrate the book's publication, the co-authors, who also interviewed each other, have been making the publicity rounds, mostly in the awkwardly guarded manner that is common among celebrities who are used to being paparazzi bait. 

Ashley Olsen, for instance, appeared on "Good Morning America" and spoke with Diane Sawyer. The morning host insisted that they stand next to each other so the audience could take note of just how teeny-tiny the millionaire author is compared with the statuesque journalist. We couldn't help but wonder: Would Sawyer have been so inclined to treat the equally diminutive actress Jada Pinkett Smith or former labor secretary Robert Reich like a Travelocity gnome? There's something about the Olsens that makes them seem like trinkets. Perhaps it is their barely there public presence. They can waft into a room virtually unnoticed, with no evidence of a larger-than-life personality to fill up the space that their physiques cannot. 

As part of their promotional spree, the two attended a book party at Barneys New York on Monday evening. The champagne was Dom Perignon, and the hors d'oeuvres were a mix of truffles, foie gras and caviar. The authors were not planning to speak, read or sign books, but they would be well-fed and libated. It was enough for them to simply be on view. 

Assembling the book took more than a year and was daunting, one of them said. It might have been Mary-Kate. But it could just as easily could have been Ashley. It was impossible to tell them apart. 

Both authors appeared on "Oprah" to talk about the book. It was a bit nerve-racking, one of the twins said. It went so fast, the other one added. The most probing Oprah question was about what the young women eat for breakfast, which seemed to be a coy way of finding out how Mary-Kate was doing after confronting her eating disorder four years ago. 

One of the most interesting interviews in the book is with Colacello, who was editor of Interview magazine during its Andy Warhol heyday. Colacello gives his interrogators much more than their questions alone would elicit. And at one point, he muses about fame and celebrity and how both have become confused with infamy. It's a topic that gets at the heart of the public Olsens. 

They were blessed -- or cursed -- with early fame thanks to "Full House," a terribly unfunny family sitcom that ran from 1987 to 1995. And no matter what they have achieved beyond that, those images remain the most potent ones in the popular imagination. All their projects since taking control of their mega-millions seem to be part of a constant battle to move beyond that youthful success. To be adult. To be serious. To be individuals. 

But they are trapped by the big-eyed adorableness that brought them fame in the first place and, to some degree, continues to fuel it. They don't come across as jaded or cynical or battered -- not like Lindsay Lohan and Britney Spears. The Olsens exude fragility. Their demeanor is defined by concern: for their circumstances, for the crowd, for their inability to locate the nearest exit. 

Their beauty is childlike. Whenever they are dressed up in cocktail attire or couture, they look as though they are playing a game. 

We know them as twins. That's what their fame is based on, two toddlers who shared one role. They are Mary-Kate-and-Ashley. No last names necessary. As individuals, they do not seem fully realized. As adults, they are a blur. When we see Ashley solo in the middle of a cocktail party, we wonder: Where is her other half? What is she doing? And who left this child alone in a room crowded with adults? 

Mini-Lesson # 1

The Parts of the Newspaper Column

The newspaper column has five typical parts. It has a headline, byline, lead, explanation, and additional information. 

Materials needed: 

· Newspapers (five to seven, depending on class size)

· Scissors 

· Glue or paste 

· Parts of the Column Template 

1. First, the teacher should pull an example of a newspaper column up on the overhead screen, on a computer or projector. The students have just spent the previous class reading a variety of newspaper columns, and discussing what ones really stood out to them. She should point to each part, and name it, giving a brief description. (5 minutes)

2. Next, have the students arrange their chairs in groups of four. (30 seconds)

3. Pass out newspapers, and let the students find their own columns to cut out. Give one pair of scissors to each group. The students will have to take turns, and share the newspapers. Make sure your newspapers have enough columns for everyone in the group. Ask them to cut out the column they choose, while remaining respectful of the other members in the group. (No fighting over columns.) (8 minutes)

4. Once everyone has a column, ask them to use a pen and circle the parts of the column. Then, ask the students to cut out these elements. As a group, the students should then jumble their cut out pieces on the desks so that all the pieces of the columns are mixed. (5 minutes)

5. The teacher should then ask the students as a group to create a mosaic column. Have them select one headline, one byline, one lead, one explanation, and one additional information part from the mixed pieces. (5 minutes)

6. Pass out glue, and have them paste these five parts altogether to form one (ridiculous) column. Give them a sheet of paper that has a column outside printed on it. For an example of what this will look like, see below. (2 minutes)

7. Then, allow the students to take turns reading their silly columns to the class. (15 minutes)

This lesson will provide a tactile element for those kinesthetic learners, a speaking element for the linguistic learners, and a social element for the interpersonal learners.

November 20, 2008                      Editor: Joyce Hansen

What is a column? 
A column analyzes and interprets information, provides subjective perspective, and functions as a written commentary. Columnists seek to inform and entertain readers. They use news, interviews, and research as their tools. Sometimes they attend social events, or political rallys, or athletic competitions. Above all else, they attempt to make people care about their opinions, and think about the world around them from a new perspective.

Column v. Editorial
A Definition

An editorial expresses an opinion that is also shared by the editors or publishers of the publication, or the station or network where the columnist’s work is broadcast. 

A column simply expresses an opinion, any opinion, which the columnist holds. It could be very different from the opinions of the publishers. In order to avoid mail in protest of some written opinion, the publishers simply label the work “column,” meaning: everybody has a right to free speech. Just to be clear, we don’t agree with what this nutcase says. He’s a “columnist,” not an “editor.”  

Parts of a Column

There are five parts in a column. 

Headline: Short, attention-getting statement about the event. 

Byline: The author’s name. 

Lead paragraph: This has ALL the who, what, when, where, why and how in it. A writer must find the answers to these questions and write them into the opening sentence(s) of the article. 

Explanation: After the lead paragraph has been written, the writer must decide what other facts or details the reader might want to know. The writer must make sure that he/she has enough information to answer any important questions a reader might have after reading the headline and the lead paragraph. This section can also include direct quotes from witnesses or bystanders. 

Additional Information: This information is the least important. Thus, if the news article is too long for the space it needs to fill, it can be shortened without rewriting any other part. This part can include information about a similar event. 

 

Inspiration & Tone
Columnists clearly present a point of view using facts, quotations and their own opinions. They derive inspiration from their own lives, and the lives of the people around them.  
Some columnists write in a serious tone. Others write with humor. There is a wide variety of different types of columns, and no one way describes the way a column writer sounds. This is one way to help students find their voices.
There are political columns, humor columns, and advice columns. There are columns on sports, fashion and society, cooking, and more. For any subject, you might find a column to correspond. This is one reason that column writing may work successfully in the classroom. There is a little something for everyone.
Example Parts of the Column Template

Mini-lesson #2

The Importance of Audience

Written Assignment using Columns and Poetry

The audience is an important part of the column writing process, and students should be aware that they are writing for an audience. This lesson is aimed at using several examples of poetry to decipher textual cues which suggest a target audience.

Materials needed:

· Audience Question Sheet

· Examples of Poetry-Handout

· Access to YouTube for video example

· Writer’s notebooks

1. First the teacher should explain briefly that every piece of writing should be aimed at a specific audience. (3 minutes) Give some examples:

· Report Cards are written for… 

· (students, parents, administrators, future teachers or employers)

· Street Signs are written for…

· (motorists, pedestrians, tourists)

· Letters are written for…

· (family members, friends, pen pals)

2. Discuss how certain audiences have characteristics that influence the writing. (2 minutes) Give some examples:

· Permission slips include information parents might need to know about…

· (the event, the time, the cost)

· Instructional manuals for i-pods, written for consumers that are unfamiliar with the product might have…

· (technical jargon, diagrams, a number to call for tech help)

· Grocery lists written as memory cues might not use…

· (sentences, instructions, descriptive language)

3. Pass out the Audience Question Sheet and read the questions aloud to the students. (3 minutes)

4. Pass out the poetry examples and have the students get into groups of 3. (2 minutes)

5. Read the first example to the students. Then, have the students discuss the answers to the questions in their small groups. Give the students roles: one student will write the answers down, and the other two students will present their findings to the class. (5 minutes)

6. Watch the second example on YouTube. Again, have the students write the answers down and then share with the rest of the class. (7 minutes)

7. Read the third example to the students. Let the students discuss the answers once more. This last one is a difficult poem, so you may want to circulate during the discussions and offer thoughts to groups that may be struggling. Again, have the students present their findings to the class. (10 minutes)

8. For the remainder of the class, assign an entry in the writer’s notebooks. Ask the students to discuss their target audience. They should include age, geographical location, level of education, socioeconomic circumstances, hobbies, interests, and any other pertinent information. Also, ask the students to write words/details/information they might specifically include to engage this audience. 

Audience Question Sheet

1. Who is the audience for each poem? Guess. 

2. What do you know about the audience? 

3. What words or language are cues for you?

4. What ways did the author present the material to encourage a specific audience?

5. Are you the intended audience of this piece? Why or why not?

6. What kind of audience would be inappropriate for this piece of poetry? Why?

Examples of poetry- Handout


Example 1:

I'm Getting Sick of Peanut Butter
I look inside my lunch box,

and, oh, what do I see?

A peanut butter sandwich

staring glumly back at me.

I know I had one yesterday,

and, yes, the day before.

In fact, that's all I've eaten

for at least a month or more.

I'm sure tomorrow afternoon

the outlook's just as bleak.

I'll bet I'm having peanut butter

every day this week.

I'm getting sick of peanut butter

sandwiches for lunch.

Why can't I have baloney

or potato chips to munch?

I wish I had lasagna

or a piece of pumpkin pie.

Another day of peanut butter

might just make me cry.

But still this awful sandwich

is in every lunch I take.

You see, it is the only thing

that I know how to make.

--Kenn Nesbitt

(Available at http://www.poetry4kids.com/poem-85.html)

Example 2:

The next example is available on YouTube, the URL is listed below the screen shot. This is a slam poem called “Like You Know,” written and performed by Taylor Mali. You will need to make sure your school has unblocked YouTube so that you don’t run into technical problems the day of this lesson. It might be easier for you to embed the video on your class website before class and then refer to it when you get to this portion of the lesson.
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(This video can be found at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SCNIBV87wV4)

Example 3:

“The Waste Land” (excerpt)

T.S. Eliot

	I. THE BURIAL OF THE DEAD



APRIL is the cruellest month, breeding
	 

	Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing
	 

	Memory and desire, stirring
	 

	Dull roots with spring rain.
	 

	Winter kept us warm, covering
	         5

	Earth in forgetful snow, feeding
	 

	A little life with dried tubers.
	 

	Summer surprised us, coming over the Starnbergersee
	 

	With a shower of rain; we stopped in the colonnade,
	 

	And went on in sunlight, into the Hofgarten,
	  10

	And drank coffee, and talked for an hour.
	 

	Bin gar keine Russin, stamm' aus Litauen, echt deutsch.
	 

	And when we were children, staying at the archduke's,
	 

	My cousin's, he took me out on a sled,
	 

	And I was frightened. He said, Marie,
	  15

	Marie, hold on tight. And down we went.
	 

	In the mountains, there you feel free.
	 

	I read, much of the night, and go south in the winter.
	 

	 
	

	What are the roots that clutch, what branches grow
	 

	Out of this stony rubbish? Son of man,
	  20

	You cannot say, or guess, for you know only
	 

	A heap of broken images, where the sun beats,
	 

	And the dead tree gives no shelter, the cricket no relief,
	 

	And the dry stone no sound of water. Only
	 

	There is shadow under this red rock,
	  25

	(Come in under the shadow of this red rock),
	 

	And I will show you something different from either
	 

	Your shadow at morning striding behind you
	 

	Or your shadow at evening rising to meet you;
	 

	I will show you fear in a handful of dust.
	  30

	                Frisch weht der Wind
	 

	                Der Heimat zu.
	 

	                Mein Irisch Kind,
	 

	                Wo weilest du?
	 

	'You gave me hyacinths first a year ago;
	  35

	'They called me the hyacinth girl.'
	 

	—Yet when we came back, late, from the Hyacinth garden,
	 

	Your arms full, and your hair wet, I could not
	 

	Speak, and my eyes failed, I was neither
	 

	Living nor dead, and I knew nothing,
	  40

	Looking into the heart of light, the silence.
	 

	Od' und leer das Meer.
	


	Madame Sosostris, famous clairvoyante,
	 

	Had a bad cold, nevertheless
	 

	Is known to be the wisest woman in Europe,
	  45

	With a wicked pack of cards. Here, said she,
	 

	Is your card, the drowned Phoenician Sailor,
	 

	(Those are pearls that were his eyes. Look!)
	 

	Here is Belladonna, the Lady of the Rocks,
	 

	The lady of situations.
	  50

	Here is the man with three staves, and here the Wheel,
	 

	And here is the one-eyed merchant, and this card,
	 

	Which is blank, is something he carries on his back,
	 

	Which I am forbidden to see. I do not find
	 

	The Hanged Man. Fear death by water.
	  55

	I see crowds of people, walking round in a ring.
	 

	Thank you. If you see dear Mrs. Equitone,
	 

	Tell her I bring the horoscope myself:
	 

	One must be so careful these days.
	 

	 
	

	Unreal City,
	  60

	Under the brown fog of a winter dawn,
	 

	A crowd flowed over London Bridge, so many,
	 

	I had not thought death had undone so many.
	 

	Sighs, short and infrequent, were exhaled,
	 

	And each man fixed his eyes before his feet.
	  65

	Flowed up the hill and down King William Street,
	 

	To where Saint Mary Woolnoth kept the hours
	 

	With a dead sound on the final stroke of nine.
	 

	There I saw one I knew, and stopped him, crying 'Stetson!
	 

	'You who were with me in the ships at Mylae!
	  70

	'That corpse you planted last year in your garden,
	 

	'Has it begun to sprout? Will it bloom this year?
	 

	'Or has the sudden frost disturbed its bed?
	 

	'Oh keep the Dog far hence, that's friend to men,
	 

	'Or with his nails he'll dig it up again!
	  75

	'You! hypocrite lecteur!—mon semblable,—mon frère!'
	 

	 
	


Mini-lesson # 3

The Washington Post Lesson on Leads

Available at 

http://www.washpost.com/nielessonplans.nsf/0/901BC44C516D38D585256D1F0065148F/$File/8-ColumnD.pdf
The following mini-lesson, beginning with the line that says “NAME” in larger font is available through The Washington Post lesson plans in journalism project. This was one of the most useful tools I found while doing research for this project. I would use this as a frame work for my lesson on leads, though I would definitely develop these instructions a little more thoroughly. 

First, I would make copies of these examples. The following lesson plan is printable from the site listed, so the actual hand-out might suffice without modification. However, it would probably work equally well to go over these as group work. Using group work may, in fact, work to the teacher’s benefit: it will include everyone in the class as both teachers and learners. 

1. The teacher could easily organize the students into groups of two and ask the students to pick one of these leads out of a hat. Then, the partners will read through the explanation together, rephrase it in their own words, and then explain it to the class. 

2. As the explanations are happening, the teacher should take notes on the dry-erase or smart board, noting the names of the different types of leads. When the leads are all mentioned, the teacher should field any remaining questions regarding the types of leads before moving on.

3. Once all the students understand the types of leads, the teacher would instruct the students to go to their writer’s notebooks. S/he asks them to select an entry and write a lead for it, using one of these methods. 

4. Then, when all the students have finished their leads, the teacher asks the partners to share their leads with one another. 

5. After sharing, the teacher instructs the students to rewrite the lead, using a different method.

6. When the students have finished that, the teacher asks for any volunteers to share out with the class. 

7. Throughout this process, the teacher should be writing her/his own leads, and during the share out time, s/he should be the first to volunteer. This way, her/his writing can be an opportunity to model for the students. 
NAME ________________________________________________
Take the Lead

The first paragraph of a news story is called the lead. The traditional news lead provides the reader with most, if not all, of the five Ws and one H of the story—who, what, where, when, why and how. 

The leads of news stories, editorials, columns and other feature stories are all important: Information is given, a setting is conveyed, an attitude is established or perspective is presented.

Write a lead on the back of this paper. Then change the lead by beginning with a different part of speech or approach. Try different types of leads several times until you have written a leads that grabs the reader and conveys an attitude appropriate for the content of your story.

These examples are from The Washington Post. Use them as models.

TRADITIONAL NEWS LEAD
BEIJING, April 25 (Friday)—Police cordoned off 2,000 patients and medical staff members at two major Beijing hospitals Thursday and the government sent hundreds of students to a quarantine facility outside the capital, declaring it would isolate anyone who might be infected with the SARS virus.

—John Pomfret

“China Seals Hospitals to Fight SARS” April 25, 2003, A1

ALLUSION
President Bush resembles both the Little Red Hen and Aladdin as the war in Iraq subsides. He has baked a loaf of liberation and hope for that broken Arab country—with precious little help from presumed friends. To accomplish that, he rubbed the magic lamp of U.S. military technology and summoned a genie with powers to remake the world.

Fairy tales persist because they capture essential truths about the human condition.

—Jim Hoagland

“Wars Tailor Made”

April 27, 2003, B7

ANECDOTE
The lasting, even impacting impression from the NBA playoffs so far is not of Kevin Garnett exhorting his teammates from the bench during overtime, nor Tracy McGrady swooping toward the basket, nor Allen Iverson dropping a double-nickel on the Hornets. It’s the unforgettable sight of Maurice Cheeks leaving his team’s bench Friday in Portland to put his arm around 13-year-old Natalie Gilbert as she stood at mid-court holding a microphone but having fumbled the words to our national anthem, all alone and visibly in despair.

—Michael Wilbon

“Cheeks Lends Harmony To 1st Round of Playoffs”

April 29, 2003, D1

ATMOSPHERE
Deep inside a decrepit Anacostia school building with a deadbolted front door, down the hall from the teacher bellowing, “Get your damn face out of his damn face,” beneath one of the Soviet-style wall posters that the District schools never seem to get enough of (“Competency Requires That Workers Are Able To Productively Use: Resources, Information, Interpersonal Skills ...”), despite every barrier to success you can imagine, there’s magic inside Mr. Bennett and Ms. Sanker’s Chess Club room.

—Marc Fisher

“Freed by Chess, Cornered by D.C. Priorities”

April 29, 2003, B1

CONTRAST
The 107th Congress is concluding a two-year run that lurched from high drama to dreary deadlock, from notable achievements to embarrassing failures. From a pinnacle of bipartisanship after the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks, it plunged into some of the fiercest partisan strife that Capitol Hill has seen in years.

—Helen Dewar

“107th Congress Sped, Then Sputtered”

October 20, 2002, A9

DELAYED LEAD
First we will mourn the brave and beautiful who fell out of the sky. Then, however, we will proceed to the usual post-catastrophe ritual: investigation and recrimination. We will search for the culprits. Some human agent will be hauled out to bear the blame. And we will search for the cause: flying foam, wing damage, insulating tiles, whatever —we will find it. But we will miss the point.

—Charles Krauthammer

“It’s Time to Dream Higher”

Feb. 4, 2003, A25

DESCRIPTION
EAST OF THE EUPHRATES RIVER, Iraq—Near the crest of the bridge across the Euphrates that Task Force 3-69 Armor of the 1st Brigade of the 3rd Infantry Division seized yesterday afternoon was a body that lay twisted from its fall. He had been an old man—poor, not a regular soldier—judging from his clothes. He was lying on his back, not far from one of several burning skeletons 

of the small trucks that Saddam Hussein’s willing and unwilling irregulars employed. The tanks and Bradleys and Humvees and bulldozers and rocket launchers, and all the rest of the massive stuff that makes up the U.S. Army on the march, rumbled past him, pushing on.

—Michael Kelly

“Across the Euphrates”

April 3, 2003, A23

EXAMPLE
In 1880, abolitionist and author Frederick Douglass lived at Cedar Hill, his house in Anacostia, with his first wife and four granddaughters. His census form listed his race as “mulatto,” his age as 60 and his occupation as “U.S. Marshall,” for which he is now less well known than for his speeches and books.

—D’Vera Cohn

“Snapshots of Americans From 1880 Census”

October 24, 2002, B1

HISTORIC PERSPECTIVE/CONTEXT
Every powerful nation sustains itself with a historical narrative. Rome imagined a barbarian world panting for its embrace. The British and French chased colonial expansion while convinced of their civilizing mission. The United States reigns as the world’s hyperpower, but believes itself a humble republic rising only reluctantly to war.

—Michael Powell

“How America Picks Its Fights”

March 25, 2003, C1

HUMOR/ALLUSION
An old baseball joke: A manager says his team needs just two more players to become a pennant contender. But, he says, “The players are Ruth and Gehrig.”

Iraq needs only four people to achieve post-Saddam Hussein success. Unfortunately they are George Washington, James Madison, Alexander Hamilton and John Marshall.

—George F. Will

“Wanted in Iraq: A Few Good Founders”

April 24, 2003, A25

PUNCH
He always promised he’d be back.

—David Montgomery

“Bullets Shatter a Brother’s Hopes”

April 29, 2003, C1

QUESTION
WATERVILLE, Maine—I never thought the United States would need a Franco-American Anti-Defamation League. But who would have imagined that guilt of being French-by-association would become the stuff of McCarthyism-lite in 2003?

—E.J. Dionne Jr.

“Freedom-Fried Republicans”

April 25, 2003, A23

QUOTATION
“His [tax plan] seems to go places where I’m not going to hear from my constituents.”

With that oblique endorsement of tax increases on District businesses, freshman D.C. Council member Adrian Fenty, an up-and-coming lawmaker from Ward 4, gave voice to the politician’s tax creed, as expressed by the famous former Senate Finance Committee chairman, Louisiana’s Russell Long. The politician’s guiding principle of tax reform, Long said, is: “Don’t tax you, don’t tax me. Tax that fellow behind the tree.”

—Colbert King

“How the District CanSave Lives and Money”

April 26, 2003, A25

REPRESENTATIVE/ANECDOTE
Most mornings, 4-year-old Dorian Cardenas Rios searches his family’s tiny Langley Park apartment for scraps of paper and crayons to pack in his Scooby-Doo backpack, so desperate is he to go to preschool.

—Brigid Schulte

“County Faces a Tough Call on Head Start”

April 26, 2003, A1

SUSPENDED INTEREST
She hadn’t been back to China in 20 years, and she was intent on taking it all in: the shiny new gated suburbs, the big gulps of gritty smog, the familiar taste of tender stewed snake.

—Michael Laris

“In N. Va., a Perilous Trip With a Chinese Virus”

April 20, 2003, A1

TIME
SEATTLE—One week before the midterm elections, American voters are distracted, anxious and unsure, driven to vote—or not—by a laundry list of issues without an overriding theme. And neither Republicans nor Democrats appear to be favored.

—William Booth and Dan Balz

“Many Voters Wary as Crucial Election Nears”

Mini-lesson #4
Interviewing like a Champ
The interview is an important part of the data collection and research process for a columnist. There are several important rules for conducting an interview that should be established in class before the students begin to do interviews on their own.  

Materials needed:

· At least 9 envelopes

· Index cards or note cards, at least 20

· Interviewing like a Champ hand out (or a graphic organizer for taking notes)

· Short text lines for students to read during role play (I suggest you make these up, keeping your class interests in mind. I have modeled some here for inspiration.)

· Props for the one group that is role playing the “noisy” scenario, these can be classroom objects like staplers, hole punches, pencil sharpeners, scissors, etc.

1. First the teacher shows a short clip of an interview taking place. Watching the interview before beginning the lesson will prepare the students for what is to come during the class. This will engage the visual learners and function as the anticipatory set. I suggest you select an interview with a person of interest to your particular class. Here is a humorous spoof on the interview process available on YouTube.com, created by Monty Python at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zP0sqRMzkwo, just to get you started in your own search process. (5 minutes)

 2. Next, introduce the topic of the day and discuss how column writers sometimes need to conduct interviews for research. When interviewing, there are a number of things to keep in mind. Tell the students that they will be participating as actors today as well as audience members, and that their jobs will be to figure out what interviewing tip is being presented during each role-play. Give the students the graphic organizer and tell them that they will keep notes as the role plays continue, so that they remember all the interviewing tips. (5 minutes)

3. Divide the class into at least nine groups. You may divide the class into more groups than that, if you want to cover any additional interviewing tips I may not have included. Eight of these groups will have two people each, and one group will have as many students as are left over. (2 minutes)

4. Pass out the envelopes with the written (typed, I suggest) scripts inside. While you are passing out these envelopes to each group, explain that one person will assume the role of the interviewer; the other will be the interviewee. Ask them to decide which person will play which role, and tell them the interviewer always begins the exercise. I would number the envelopes so that there is no question about what order the groups perform. The group that has more than two people will need props, as mentioned in the materials section of this lesson, so make sure you have those available. (3 minutes)

5. Begin the role-play, and have the students in Group 1 present their interview. Then, ask the students what was right/wrong about the interview. Then, model taking notes to remember this pointer on the board or overhead projector. Continue on, one at a time, allowing the groups to present their role plays until they have all finished. At the end of the lesson, the students should have a graphic organizer full of notes, and a basic idea about how to conduct an effective interview.  (20 minutes)

6. Allow the students to then quietly construct 5 questions in their notebooks. Then, have them interview their group partner quietly. Instruct them to take notes during this interview. (3 minutes)

7. When all the interviews are complete, ask for volunteers to share their findings with the class. (final moments)
Below, you will find a Teacher Checklist for the interviewing tips I have focused on in this lesson. Feel free to add your own tips to this portion of the lesson. I have also included examples of scripts that may be used, but I suggest that you modify these to be age and reading level appropriate for your own class, taking into account their interests.

Make sure I cover these things with my scripts: Teacher Checklist 

· Find a quiet place for the interview. (Group of more than 2)

Script example:
Prop person 1: pick up the stapler and make ten staples in this script as soon as the interviewer says “Thank you.”

Prop Person 2: pick up the hold puncher and make ten holes in this script as soon as the interviewer says “Thank you.”

Prop Person 3: sharpen your pencil for the duration of the interview.

Interviewer: Thank you for meeting with me today. Would you tell me a little more about your love for small rocks?

Interviewee: Yes, you’re welcome. I have always liked rocks. Especially small ones. I think it started back when I was a child. I used to live near a few rocks and I would pick them up now and then. 

· Tell the interviewee the length of the interview, and make sure it is alright with her/him that you will be taking notes and/or recording the interview. (Group of 2)

Script example:

Interviewer: Thank you for letting me interview you. This interview will take about 15 minutes, and I will be taking notes so that I remember what you have said. Is that okay?

Interviewee: Yes, I am going to see a popular rock band in 20 minutes so that should be fine.

· Do not use your cell phone, personal computer, or electronic devices during the interview. (Group of 2)

Script example:

Interviewer: Yes, will you please tell me more about your favorite flavors of licorice?

Interviewee: Sure, I like the red kind.

Interviewer: Oh, sorry, my friend is texting me on my cell phone. Can you hang on just a minute?

· Questions should be open-ended: yes/no questions don’t yield very detailed information, and should only be used with a follow-up.

Script example:

Interviewer: Do you like muffins?

Interviewee: Yes.

· Ask questions that are neutral, without passing judgment on the interviewee. 

Script example:

Interviewer: You haven’t ever burped at the dinner table like a pig, HAVE YOU?

Interviewee: Yes, sometimes.

· Remain neutral in response to answers; don’t show that you are shocked or pleased as that may influence future responses from the interviewee.

Script example:

Interviewer: What is the best sport?

Interviewee: I think it’s probably football.

Interviewer: NO YOU DON’T, REALLY? Oh my gosh, I would never have said that.

· Don’t loose control of the interview, or let the interviewee start getting off topic or asking you questions. Since you have a limited amount of time, you will want to make sure you don’t run out of time before you’ve gotten enough good material to use in your column. 

Script example:

Interviewer: Will you tell me a little more about how you first got into skydiving?

Interviewee: Last night I went to see this movie with my friends. It was amazing, it was called District B-13. It had all this action and stuff in it. Did you ever see it?

Interviewer: No. I had a lot of homework last night. About skydiving, how did you get into it? 

Interviewee: You should really go, just take a bunch of your friends. It’s awesome. What’s your favorite kind of movie?

Interviewer: I like action movies a lot. And comedy. Probably comedy is my favorite.

· Ask questions only once.

Script example:

Interviewer: So you like to eat macaroni.

Interviewee: Yes.

Interviewer: When you go out to eat, do you eat macaroni?

Interviewee: Sometimes.

Interviewer: You really like it?

Interviewee: I guess.

· Pause periodically to make sure your recording device is still working, and that you are not missing anything important due to electronic error or malfunction. 

Script example: 

Interviewer: You’ve said some really amazing things in the past five minutes. Would you mind if I stopped for a second to make sure my microphone is working?

Interviewee: Sure, no problem.

Interviewer: Thanks.

The following is an example of a graphic organizer that you could use in class. Feel free to make up your own, or use your own method for note taking. 

Interviewing like a Champ


Mini-lesson #5

Writing Headlines

The headline is the first thing a reader usually sees when she picks up a newspaper column. Unless there is a large photo or image of interest to the reader embedded within the column, the headline may be the determining factor in whether or not the column gets read. The headline has to accurately represent the column, as well. If it announces “Dog Shows Lack Cats,” a reader would expect the focus of the column to be on exactly that. This is one way that readers are able to sift through information quickly and efficiently as they consume the newsprint or online text. Students must learn how to sum up their column into a headline that accurately represents the column topic while grabbing attention.   

Materials needed:

· Examples of newspaper columns, enough for everyone in the class

· Scissors

· Paper bags

· Writer’s notebooks

1. Tell the students that headlines are an important part of the newspaper column, and explain why. You may want to use the explanation at the top of this lesson plan for specifics. (3 minutes)

2. Divide the class into small groups, and pass out the newspaper columns and scissors. Give each group a paper bag. Instruct the groups to cut their headlines off the top of their columns. (2 minutes)

3. Ask each group to put all the headlines and columns from their groups into their paper bag and shake it. Then, have the groups exchange bags. (30 seconds)

4. Once everyone has finished this, have them gather their columns and headlines together and exchange them with another group.  (30 seconds)

5. Have the students open their new paper bags, and select one column each. Ask them to read the column to their small groups and find the appropriate headline. (10 minutes)

6. Once everyone has completed this task, have the students turn to their writer’s notebooks and pick an entry. Ask them to practice writing a headline for it. (15 minutes) 

7. Ask the students to share their headlines in their small groups. When a student shares his headline, instruct the other group members to tell him what they think his column is about. Suggest that students take notes if they like. (10 minutes)

Writer’s notebooks Mini-lesson #6

Developing a voice- Regents exam listening portion
Developing a voice is one of the most difficult things a writer learns, but also the most rewarding. In this lesson you will present a practice listening portion of the Regents exam and ask the students to take notes during the reading. Then, you will assign a written presentation. At the end of the class period, you will select volunteers to share their presentations. Since topic is the same, these presentations may be similar. However, they will not be exactly the same because each student has his own voice. This will become apparent as the volunteers share. Your aim is to give students the opportunity to realize that their own voices need to stand out in these Regents essays, as everyone is writing about the same basic thing.

Materials needed:

· Sample listening portion of the Regents exam

1. Announce that you will be practicing the listening portion of the Regents exam today. Ask the students to get out paper and a pen. (30 seconds)

2. Read the instructions for the Regents, and then read the listening portion. (8 minutes)

3. Ask the students to write their presentations. (25 minutes)

4. Request volunteers for sharing. If no one volunteers, simply pick students. (3 minutes)

5. Ask some follow up questions to the class after comparing several presentations. (2 minutes)

· What did Student A say that was different than Student B?

· What do you know about Student B, after listening to his presentation?

· Who was Student C’s target audience? How can you tell?

· In what ways were the presentations different?

· In what ways were they the same?

6. Sum up how each student has a different voice, and that it is expressed through language, experience, and attention to the audience.

The following is a sample presentation question from the Regents exam. 

The University of the State of New York

REGENTS HIGH SCHOOL EXAMINATION

COMPREHENSIVE EXAMINATION

IN

ENGLISH

SESSION ONE

Wednesday, June 18, 2008 — 9:15 a.m. to 12:15 p.m., only
Part A

Overview: For this part of the test, you will listen to an account about Madame Marie Curie, answer some

multiple-choice questions, and write a response based on the situation described below. You will hear the

account twice. You may take notes on the next page anytime you wish during the readings.

The Situation: Your science class is exploring qualities that make scientists

successful. You have decided to make a presentation to your class on the

qualities that made Madame Marie Curie a successful scientist. In

preparation for writing your presentation, listen to an account by writer and

historian Barbara Goldsmith about Madame Marie Curie. Then use

relevant information from the account to write your presentation.

Your Task: Write a presentation for your science class in which you describe the qualities

that made Madame Marie Curie a successful scientist.

Guidelines:

Be sure to

• Tell your audience what they need to know about Madame Marie Curie and the

qualities that made her a successful scientist

• Use specific, accurate, and relevant information from the account to support your

description

• Use a tone and level of language appropriate for a presentation to a science class

• Organize your ideas in a logical and coherent manner

• Indicate any words taken directly from the account by using quotation marks or

referring to the speaker

• Follow the conventions of standard written English
DIRECTIONS FOR TEACHERS

LISTENING SECTION

COMPREHENSIVE EXAMINATION IN ENGLISH

Wednesday, June 18, 2008 — 9:15 a.m. to 12:15 p.m., only

BE SURE THAT THE LISTENING SECTION IS ADMINISTERED TO EVERY STUDENT.
Listening Passage

When I was a teenager, a class assignment was to find a hero or heroine, someone who

inspires you to be the best person you can be. Perhaps because she seemed exotic, I chose Madame Curie. I cut a photograph of her out of a newspaper and tacked it up on my bulletin board. Underneath, I put her quotation, “Nothing in life is to be feared, it is only to be understood.” Good advice, I thought. In truth, I didn’t know much about her—just a few facts and, I found out later, a lot of misconceptions. I knew that in 1893 Madame Curie became the first woman to secure a degree in physics at the Sorbonne in Paris—one of only two women in a science program of more than 1000 men. She was first in her class. She was the first woman to be appointed a professor at that institution. She was the first woman to win not one but two Nobel Prizes: the first in 1903 for her contribution to the discovery of radioactivity and the second in 1911 for her isolation of the elements polonium and radium. At the beginning of the 20th century, the luminous element radium was hailed as an almost magical substance. Its discovery was thought to be Marie Curie’s greatest accomplishment. Radium destroyed cancers and other deep-seated tumors, but it also became a world-class fad when it was added to cosmetics, toothpaste, tea and tonics. Since it glowed in the dark, it was used for paint, watch dials, costumes and toys, among other products. Radium was widely utilized until people began to die from overexposure to it—as did Madame Curie, her daughter Irène and countless others. In fact, Marie Curie’s great discovery was not the element radium but the uses of radioactivity, the fierce invisible energy released by atoms that could be used for the good of humanity or for its destruction. Her discovery paved the path to the atom bomb but also to harnessing the energy we now use to improve our daily lives. Her insight that radioactivity was an atomic property led to scientific discoveries that are being made right now.… As I began to research Marie Curie’s papers, I discovered not the idol of my youth but a real woman who was forced to cope with many of the same problems we have today: trying to balance a career with family life, raising children as a single mother, fighting the prejudice that often follows successful professional women, and having to prove again and again her worth to others and to herself.

The Marie Curie I found was not what I’d expected. She wasn’t French; she wasn’t even

Marie. She was born Marya Salomee Sklodowska in 1867 in Warsaw, Poland (a country

that, at that time, technically did not exist, having been taken over by three other countries after Napoleon’s defeat at Waterloo in 1815). In school she was forced to speak and write only in Russian. Her father, once a respected physics professor, was dismissed for trying to

teach Polish pride. When Marya was 7, her sister died of typhus; four years later, her mother succumbed to tuberculosis. But this brave child later wrote, “Never let one be beaten down by persons or by events.”

Her family was desperately poor—poor in a way that a stamp, or a skuttle of coal or an

occasional apple, was a treat. But Marya had dreams—big dreams. She worked for eight

years as a governess to earn enough money to come to Paris, where she lived in an unheated fifth-floor garret on a measly diet of bread, tea and an occasional egg. Yet, she wrote, this was “the happiest time of my life. All I saw and learned was a new delight to me … a new

world opened to me … which I was at last permitted to know in all liberty.” While she was determined to make her dream of becoming a scientist come true, she was well aware, she wrote, that “the way to progress is never swift or easy.” Marie believed that if you pursue your dream, things that seem like sacrifices don’t really matter.

Being a woman scientist was difficult in those days. Dr. Hélène Langevin-Joliot, Marie’s

physicist granddaughter, points out that at the 1911 Solvay Conference of eminent scientists there were 23 male scientists to one woman—Marie Curie. (She adds that the ratio is about the same today.) Marie’s husband, Pierre Curie, also was remarkable for his time. He treated his wife as an equal, championed her accomplishments and supported her work. I’d read that they had fallen in love at first sight. Their letters tell a different story. At first, Marie sought Pierre’s technical assistance; neither of them was looking for love. Pierre wrote that he found women a distraction, and she had wanted to return to Poland to help others. They became best friends. It was only after they married that they fell deeply in love—a love that ended only when Pierre died in a horrible accident, struck down by a horse and wagon. Marie— who was only 38 when Pierre died—told her daughters that it’s always good to marry your best friend.

The woman who emerged from the Curie papers was someone who lived a selfless life.

“Our special duty is to aid those to whom we think we can be most useful,” she wrote. The Curies, never wealthy, gave much of their money to the pursuit of science. They refused to patent radium because that “was not in the scientific spirit,” even though they knew it could bring a fortune. They gained little profit from Marie’s discovery, while others became

multimillionaires. After Pierre died, Marie bravely carried on, raising her two daughters and working steadily until her death at 67. As I came to know her, I realized that heroes and heroines can be all too human. Marie worried that her daughter Eve wore too much makeup and that daughter Irène had married a playboy who traded on the Curie name—until he proved her wrong by becoming a Nobel Prize-winning scientist (as did Irène, for chemistry). Here was a woman who triumphed in a world where men made the rules but who also was shy and vulnerable and suffered periods of depression in which she was unable to function. Yet she always bounced back. In short, Madame Curie was not the frozen symbol of perfection I had picked as a young girl but a woman who displayed courage, dedication

and a sense of values to guide other lives. Albert Einstein said of her that she was the only person he knew who “was not corrupted by fame.”

These days, heroes and heroines are in scarce supply. We live in an age of image, where

people are famous for being famous. Our celebrity culture often glorifies those who are

notorious, not noteworthy. An image can be easily altered: It can go from good to bad in an instant. Today’s heroine becomes tomorrow’s villain, and we become cynical when these synthetic idols disappoint us. Not so with Marie Curie, who believed that “you cannot build a better society without improving individuals.” She thought of the good of humanity before her own good. She blazed a trail for others to follow. By the time I completed my book, I’d found my heroine.

—excerpted from “I Found My Heroine”

Parade, November 28, 2004
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